
XII. Dual Language Learners in Early Childhood 
 

Early childhood programs or early childhood settings include any program that provides early care and education to 

young children birth to age five, prior to Kindergarten entry. 

Children who are Dual Language Learners are learning two (or more) languages at the same time, or learning a second 

language while continuing to develop their first language1. 

ESSA amendments further promote the inclusion of ELs in early learning programs as part of Title III.2 

ESEA Section 3102, which outlines the purposes of Title III, now explicitly includes preschool teachers.  

 One of the purposes of Title III is to assist teachers (including preschool teachers), principals and other 

school leaders, State educational agencies, local educational agencies, and schools in establishing, 

implementing and sustaining effective language instruction educational programs designed to assist in 

teaching English learners, including immigrant children and youth.  

 Another purpose of Title III is to assist teachers (including preschool teachers), principals and other 

school leaders, State educational agencies, and local educational agencies to develop and enhance their 

capacity to provide effective instructional programs designed to prepare English learners, including 

immigrant children and youth, to enter all-English instructional settings.  

ESEA Section 3115, which outlines provisions related to the Title III EL formula subgrants, now refers to early childhood 

education programs as part of the stated purposes of subgrants and in the authorized uses of funds.  

 One of the purposes of Title III EL formula subgrants is developing and implementing new language 

instruction educational programs and academic content instructional programs for English learners and 

immigrant children and youth, including early childhood education programs, elementary school 

programs, and secondary school programs.  

 LEAs receiving Title III EL formula subgrants may use funds to develop and implement effective 

preschool, elementary school, or secondary school language instruction educational programs that are 

coordinated with other relevant programs and services. 

ESEA Section 3116, which contains the requirements for local plans for the Title III EL subgrants, includes a new 

assurance pertaining to early learning programs, if applicable. 

 LEAs must assure that they will, if applicable, coordinate activities and share relevant data under the 

plan with local Head Start and Early Head Start agencies, including migrant and seasonal Head Start 

agencies, and other early childhood education providers. 

An LEA receiving a Title III subgrant may use a portion of those funds to provide effective preschool LIEPs that are 

coordinated with other relevant programs and services by providing supplemental language instruction for ELs in public 

preschool programs.  In doing so, an LEA may braid Title III subgrant funds with other funding streams available to 

provide effective preschool language instruction for ELs.  As with any use of the funds under Title III, an LEA must comply 

with the statutory supplement-not-supplant provision under ESEA Section 3115 (See questions A-2 and A-3.)  An LEA 

                                                           
1 Dual Language Learners. (Reissued by ACF January 5, 2017). Retrieved May 8, 2018, from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd/dual-language-learners 

Office of the Deputy Assistant Secretary for Early Childhood Development  
2 Non-Regulatory Guidance: English Learners and Title III of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as amended by the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) (Sept. 23, 2016) Under the Congressional Review Act, Congress has passed, and the President has 
signed, a resolution of disapproval of the accountability and State plans final regulations that were published on November 29, 2016 
(81 FR 86076).  This guidance document is unaffected by that resolution and remains applicable. Retrieved from 
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essatitleiiiguidenglishlearners92016.pdf  
 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/ecd/dual-language-learners
https://www2.ed.gov/policy/elsec/leg/essa/essatitleiiiguidenglishlearners92016.pdf


should prioritize funds for high-quality and effective preschool programs when utilizing Title III funds to support 

language instruction for ELs in preschool, as these programs may be more likely to produce positive outcomes like 

improved school readiness and language development.3 

High-quality, intentional, and consistent exposure to the home language and to English can set children on a positive 

trajectory toward school success and bilingualism, a desirable trait in the job market. Language growth in bilingual 

children is associated with the quality and quantity of language exposure they experience in each language. 

“Language exposure” is directing speech to children through reading, singing, or talking. 

Studies examining variations of dual immersion models in preschool programs indicate that children who are DLLs in 

such programs do as well or better on English language skills and significantly better on home language skills, than their 

peers in settings where only English is used.4 

Taken together, research on language use in early childhood programs, and on the aforementioned benefits of 

supporting home language development, including fostering bilingualism5, maintaining cultural connections and 

communication with family members6, and the transferability of home language skills to English language acquisition7, 

suggests that systematic and deliberate exposure to English, paired with supporting home language development within 

high quality early childhood settings, can result in strong, positive outcomes for children who are DLLs, as well as 

positive outcomes for native English speakers8. 
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