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Does Early Head Start teach English to infants and toddlers whose home
language is not English if that is what the family wants?
Response:
Early Head Start (EHS) is required to support the child’s overall development by respecting and
supporting the home language, culture, and family composition of each child. Programs, of course,
provide families with information about language development and learning in two languages in
order to make informed decisions.
Partnering with families to support language and communication development
Understanding the family’s goals for language learning is crucial. Staff can demonstrate respect for
the family’s values by talking with them about their beliefs around maintaining their home
language while at the same time, supporting English language development.
Families who speak a language other than English at home may feel that their children should
begin to learn English early on in order to succeed in school. Or, they may believe that the role of
EHS is to teach their children English, the majority language, because earlier exposure will ensure
faster acquisition. Reassuring and informing parents that learning two languages does not come at
the expense of either language; that infants and toddlers are capable of learning two languages
early in life; and that learning and maintaining the home language lays the foundation for learning
English can lead to more effective parent-teacher partnerships.
Programs and families should balance the best interest of the child and, at the same time, consider
parents’ values and goals when developing curricular plans around language and communication
development. Conversations and planning should include:
•
•
•

A process very young children use to acquire language(s) and develop communication
skills.
The advantages of maintaining home language, such as supporting the family’s role as the
child’s primary teacher as well as preserving emotional bonds, cultural ties, and the ability to
communicate with extended family members.
The benefits of dual language development for children’s early language and early literacy
development, for family communication and functioning, and for children’s feelings of selfworth.

Staff’s beliefs
Staff’s own cultural beliefs regarding how infants and toddlers whose home language is other
than English acquire language may vary. Like with families, some staff may believe it is best for
children and families to support dual language development. Other staff may firmly believe it is
best that families, including the infants and toddlers, should learn English. Each of these beliefs
impact how staff shares information on and provides ongoing support for language development.
I.e. staff members who believe that children benefit from experiences in two languages are more
likely to provide individualized programming that supports dual language learning whereas those

who believe children must learn English only are likely to focus on English only language
experiences, providing less or no exposure to the home language.
Shaping services through language policies
Providing individualized experiences for dual language learners requires detailed effort and
intentionality; therefore, many EHS programs develop policies regarding the program’s beliefs
and procedures for supporting language and overall development of infants and toddlers whose
language is other than English. Language policies should guide program practices and include
explicit guidelines for staff about how dual language goals will be implemented, supported, and
monitored.

Considerations:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

How does the program determine the family’s needs and goals regarding supporting the
child’s learning in two languages? How does the program disseminate research based
information to staff and parents regarding the latest findings in early dual language learning?
How does the program collaborate with and support the family in preserving their home
language? In learning English?
How does the program support staff and families in understanding infant and toddler language
development? In understanding language development when multiple languages are involved?
How does the program ensure that staff members have the necessary skills to support and
answer parents’ concerns about raising their child bilingually?
How does the program support staff working with families who speak a different language
than them?
What effort is the program making to hire qualified staff members who speak the same
language and reflect the culture of the children and families served?
What can programs do to support children who are dual language learners when programs are
short of bilingual staff?
How does the program help staff to reflect on their own cultural assumptions about learning in
two languages, and diversity in general?
How does the program support the child’s language and social emotional development?
How does the program ensure that the child’s environment(s) provide language-rich
experiences?

Performance Standards, Title 45, Code of Federal Regulations:
•

1304.21(a)(4)(iii) Grantee and delegate agencies must provide for the development of each
child’s cognitive and language skills by promoting interaction and language use among
children and between children and adults.

•

1304.21(a)(3)(i)(E) Grantee and delegate agencies must support social and emotional
development by supporting and respecting the home language, culture, and family
composition of each child in ways that support the child’s health and well-being.

•

1304.21(b)(2)(i) Grantee and delegate agencies must support the social and emotional
development of infants and toddlers by promoting an environment that encourages the
development of self-awareness, autonomy, and self-expression.

•

1304.51(c)(2) Communication with parents must be carried out in the parents’ primary or
primary or preferred language or through an interpreter, to the extent feasible.

2

•

1304.53(b)(4) Staff and program consultants must be familiar with the ethnic background
and heritage of families in the program and must be able to serve and effectively
communicate, to the extent feasible, with children and families with no or limited English
proficiency.

•

1304.52(g)(2) When a majority of children speak the same language, at least one classroom
staff member or home visitor interacting regularly with the children must speak their
language.

•

1306.20(e) Classroom staff and home visitors must be able to communicate with families
they serve either directly or through a translator. They should also be familiar with the ethnic
background of these families.

•

1304.40(a)(2) As part of the ongoing partnership, grantee and delegate agencies must offer
parents opportunities to develop and implement individualized Family Partnership
Agreements that describe family goals, responsibilities, timetables and strategies for
achieving these goals as well as progress in achieving them.
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This Tip Sheet is not a regulatory document. Its intent is to provide a basis for dialogue, clarification, and
problem solving among Office of Head Start, Regional Offices, TA consultants, and grantees. If you need further
clarification on Head Start policies and regulations, please contact your Regional Program Specialist.
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