Dual Language Learners:
A Primer for Teachers

DLL Teaching Strategies
If you’ve been wondering how you can best support children
who are dual language learners (DLLs), you’ve come to the right
place! Use this list of 38 research-based classroom strategiesi to
jumpstart your planning. All of these practices have been shown
to improve learning outcomes for DLL children.
Create an emotionally supportive classroom environment by
•
•
•

Establishing warm relationships through proximity, conversation, and affection
Communicating respect through language, tone of voice, and eye contact
Allowing children to make choices and express themselves

Create an instructionally supportive learning environment by
•
•
•
•
•

Getting children physically engaged in learning
Helping children generate and reflect on plans for their timeii
Integrating new content into children’s existing knowledge
Connecting instruction to children’s actual lives and culturesiii
Asking open-ended questions that scaffold children’s language use

Make effective use of children’s home languages by
•
•
•

Using the home language to review a story
Using the home language to support higher-order thinking
Using the home language to explain concepts

Make effective connections between children’s home languages and English by
•
•
•
•

Learning songs in both English and the home language
Using picture books to connect the home language to Englishiv
Distinguishing between English and the home language
Identifying and using cognatesv

Support children’s acquisition of English by
•
•
•
•

Explaining features of English words and sentences
Providing sentence frames for children to fill in
Retelling stories children have heard before
Teaching songs and rhymes that have repetitive elements

Support children’s understanding of concepts by
•
•
•
•

Using puppets and other manipulatives to illustrate concepts
Using real-world objects to illustrate concepts
Using games to illustrate concepts
Using graphic organizers to illustrate conceptsvi
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Support children’s understanding of vocabulary by
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Providing definitions and synonyms
Using gestures to make vocabulary concrete
Using illustrations to clarify vocabulary
Integrating language instruction into content instruction
Integrating new vocabulary into familiar songs and chants
Using vocabulary words across different contexts
Using multimedia to enhance vocabulary instructionvii

Set the stage for successful classroom experiences by
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Providing materials in the home language
Using signs around the classroom to pair words and objectsviii
Providing materials that are culturally representative
Working with children one-on-one or in small groups whenever possibleix
Providing opportunities for paired and small group interactionsx
Pairing children who are DLLs with different levels of English proficiency
Engaging family members in classroom activitiesxi
Providing “safe havens” where children can be silent
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Frequently Asked Questions about Working with Children Who Are DLLs
I want to be intentional in supporting children who are DLLs, but I’m not sure how
to get started. What should I do first?
An important part of supporting children who are DLLs is following a Classroom
Language Model (CLM) that fits the mix of languages spoken in your classroom.
CLMs are strategic plans for when and how each of the languages will be used.
The four CLMs recommended by the Office of Head Start (OHS) are
•

English with Home Language Support

•

Dual Language

•

Home Language as a Foundation for English Development

•

English

If you are not already following a CLM, work with your administrators or a coach to
choose a language model that is appropriate for your classroom and decide how
to implement it. OHS’s Classroom Language Models: A Leader’s Implementation
Manual, available in your myTeachstone® resource library, describes each of these
models and offers guidance for choosing one.
As you prepare to implement a CLM, think about when and how you are using the
teaching strategies listed on the previous page. Experiment with some that are new
to you and take care to implement the strategies in a way that’s aligned to your CLM.

How can we help children who are DLLs learn if my assistant teacher and I
don’t speak their home languages?
Many of the DLL strategies listed in this document don’t require you to speak a child’s home
language. For example, you can use a variety of modalities and materials (pictures of
vocabulary words, puppets, games, movement activities, multimedia-enhanced instruction)
to make it easier for children who are DLLs to understand concepts and actions.
Nonetheless, home language support is a vital component of effective DLL classrooms. Even
if you don’t speak the language yourself, there are many ways to get the language into your
classroom. Here are a few ideasxii:
•

Bring parents and other community members who speak the language(s) into the
classroom.

•

Incorporate children’s home language(s) into the environmental print in your
classroom.

•

Learn a few basic words and phrases (greetings, words related to the body, terms
of endearment) in the language(s) to help children build relationships with you and
successfully navigate life in the classroom.
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Frequently Asked Questions about Working with Children Who Are DLLs
How can I respond to parents of DLLs who are worried their children won’t learn
English if we speak the family’s home language in the classroom?
Research has shown that children can learn two languages simultaneously, without
confusion or delayed development.xiii Building on children’s knowledge of their
home language while learning English has been shown to lead to more success in
achieving English fluency than monolingual instruction. Additionally, bilingualism
has a number of cognitive benefits. Studies have shown that once children who are
DLLs learn enough English to successfully convey their wants and needs, they
demonstrate better executive control, self-control, and interpersonal skills than
monolingual children.
To learn more about the benefits of bilingualism, check out the US Department
of Education tip sheet Talk, Read and Sing Together Every Day! available in your
myTeachstone resource library.

Why is it important to engage with the families of DLLs, and how can I do this?

Family engagement is associated with academic achievement for all children, but it is an
especially important part of creating a supportive learning environment for children who are
DLLs.xiv The families of DLLs can be your greatest allies in ensuring that the children you
work with do not lose their skills in the home language as they master English. In addition to
modeling the home language outside of school, families of children who are DLLs are great
assets as classroom visitors. They can teach the children in your class about various cultural
traditions and supplement the amount of the home language spoken in the classroom.
Parents of children who are DLLs face unique challenges when interacting with schools.
Here are a few ideas to help the families of the DLLs you teach feel comfortable interacting
with you and your organization:
•

Encourage your program to hire bilingual staff or recruit bilingual community
volunteers to serve as a bridge to families of children who are DLLs.

•

Ask your administrator to provide newsletters and program materials in each
language spoken by the families your program serves.

•

Invite families into the classroom to share their language and culture.

•

Plan informal activities where you and the other staff at your school or center can
interact with families of children who are DLLs.

•

Learn about the cultures of the families in your program as part of planned
professional development.

•

Collaborate with families in setting academic goals for children who are DLLs.
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