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Introduction

Early childhood is a critical period for children who are
dual language learners (DLLs), many of whom face the
difficult task of simultaneously learning a new language
while acquiring essential school readiness skills. To
date, there has been little systematic attention in the
literature to optimal early care and education program-
ming for DLLs and the specific interventions that foster
development and learning in this population.

This brief report is a summary of a systematic review

of the research literature evaluating the effects of early
care and education practices on the development and
learning of dual language learners (DLLSs) birth through
5 years of age. The review focused primarily on peer-
reviewed studies published in the U.S. from 2000-2010.
The purpose of the review was to describe the nature

of the educational interventions used with DLLs and to
determine the effectiveness of these approaches with
this population, as well as to identify any moderators of
these effects. A related purpose was to appraise the qual-
ity of the research, with a particular focus on the spe-
cific methodological issues that emerge in conducting
research on DLLs. An exhaustive search of the literature
produced 24 articles that were analyzed with respect to
research methods and study results as described below.

Results

1. Studies evaluated a wide range of interven-
tions that encompassed particular cur-
ricula, instructional approaches, various
types of programs, and professional devel-

opment activities; these interventions were
almost evenly divided in terms of whether
the language of instruction or caregiving
relied exclusively on English (2, 5, 8, 9, 11, 12,
13, 14, 16, 17, 21, 23, 24) or incorporated the
home language (1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 10, 15, 18, 19, 20,
22). Studies that incorporated the home lan-
guage (in most cases Spanish) were inconsistent
or lacked sufficient detail regarding the extent to
which children were exposed to the home lan-
guage in relation to English and the instructional
or caregiving contexts in which children’s home
language was used.

In general, interventions in which English
was the primary language of instruction
produced positive effects on children’s
skills in English (8, 5, 11, 16, 17, 21, 23). For
interventions that incorporated the home
language, some showed positive effects
only in one language (either English or the
home language; 1, 3, 4, 6, 10, 15, 20) and oth-
ers showed positive effects in both English
and the home language (7, 19). Most studies
focused on evaluating academic learning outcomes
(primarily language and literacy skills). Few
studies with English interventions also included
outcome measures in the home language, whereas
almost all studies with bilingual interventions
included measures in both languages. None of the
studies detected any negative effects of interven-
tions on the development of language proficiency
in English or Spanish for DLLs.



Few studies examined variables such as
initial language proficiency, child age, or
home language and literacy practices that
might have moderated the effectiveness of
these interventions (3, 5, 10, 22). Across all
studies, there was relatively little attention paid
to moderating factors, but findings from some
studies suggested that factors such as higher
initial proficiency in the home language and being
exposed to interventions at younger ages resulted
in more positive effects.

The study samples were limited; almost

all studies focused on Spanish-speaking
children 3-5 years of age in center-based
programs. The vast majority of studies focused
on children who spoke Spanish as their primary
language. Few studies evaluated interventions tar-
geting DLL infants and toddlers and their families
or included settings other than center-based care.
Small sample sizes in a number of the studies also
limited the generalizability of the findings.

Methodological inconsistencies across
studies limit the ability to draw broad con-
clusions about the effectiveness of inter-
ventions with this population. The methods
used to determine children’s language status var-
ied widely in terms of their reliance on parental or
teacher report (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 10, 11, 12, 17, 18, 20,
21, 23, 24) versus standardized assessments (5, 15,
16); several studies did not report how language
status was determined (4, 9, 13, 14, 19, 22). There
also was considerable variability in how bilingual

Method

interventions were defined and implemented,
including the extent to which exposure to the
home language occurred, when and how long it
occurred, and whether it was combined with other
approaches. There were also inconsistencies in
how child outcomes were measured, with only one
study employing a parallel assessment procedure
(in both English and the home language) for the
entire sample (4).

Conclusions

A review of relevant research studies produced only

24 articles that evaluated educational interventions

for DLLs birth to 5 years of age. Across all studies, the
interventions were fairly evenly divided with respect

to language of instruction or caregiving, but varied
widely in terms of whether the focus was on specific
instructional practices or broader programmatic effects.
Methodological problems concerning restricted samples
of children and settings, methods of determining DLL
status, and the lack of parallel assessments in English
and the home language make it difficult to draw broad
conclusions about the effectiveness of specific early care
and education practices for this population. A standard-
ized taxonomy of interventions for DLLs that separates
the effects of language of instruction from broader
curricular and instructional approaches is needed to
achieve greater consistency in how these interventions
are defined and evaluated through research. Determin-
ing the differential effects of these interventions through
future research is critical for identifying interventions
that hold the most promise for improving educational
and developmental outcomes for DLLs. @

he search parameters for this review included all of the following: published peer-reviewed journal articles and
reports of large-scale federally sponsored studies from 2000-2010; early care and education interventions targeting
DLLs birth through 5 years old; studies that evaluated the effects of an intervention on DLLs’ learning and develop-
ment; and studies that included at least one assessment of DLL children’s learning or development prior to age

6. Search terms were defined in accordance with CECER-DLL guidelines and grouped into the following categories: early

care and education programs (e.g., pre-kindergarten, child care, Head Start), interventions (e.g., curriculum and instruction,
specific instructional strategies, home visiting, family support, bilingual education), language status (e.g., bilingual, English
language learner, dual language learner), children’s ethnicity or immigration status (e.g., Latino, immigrant, migrant), and age
groups (e.g., infants, toddlers, preschoolers, birth to 5 years old).
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About CECER-DLL

CECER-DLL is a national center that is building capacity for research with dual language learners (DLLSs) ages birth
through five years. CECER-DLL aims to improve the state of knowledge and measurement in early childhood research

on DLLs, identify and advance research on best practices for early care and education programming, and develop and
disseminate products to improve research on DLLs. CECER-DLL is a cooperative agreement between the Frank Porter
Graham (FPG) Child Development Institute at The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill and the Office of Planning,
Research, & Evaluation (OPRE) in the Administration for Children & Families (ACF), in collaboration with the Office of
Head Start and the Office of Child Care.
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