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The governor and policymakers can help lead California 
into a new era where all high school graduates are 
bilingual and biliterate. This work should include 
overhauling how we educate and support dual language 
learners1 beginning in the earliest years of life.

INTRODUCTION 
In California, 60 percent of children age 5 and under are 
dual language learners (DLLs).2 Despite the assets associated 
with bilingualism (confidence, communication, and strong 
language and cognitive skills),3  DLL children tend to fall 
behind in school. Twenty-nine percent are in families below 
the federal poverty line, and the same proportion have 
parents without a high school diploma.4 They are less likely 
to attend high quality preschool than their peers,5 and they 
tend to enter kindergarten behind, particularly in the areas 
of language, literacy, and math.6 This group of children is also 
at risk of losing competence in their home language when 
they are exposed to English-only settings during their early 
years in school,7 which has been linked to poor long-term 
academic outcomes.8 

This is an important time for dual language learners in our 
state. Bold reforms over the past two years have finally 
begun to recognize the value of biliteracy and bilingualism. 
After almost two decades of Proposition 227’s mandate of 
English-only instruction, California voters overwhelmingly 
passed Proposition 58 in 2016, which repealed English-only 
laws and called on schools to expand bilingual programs.

At the same time, the State Board of Education and the 
Department of Education created opportunites for schools 
and districts to recognize bilingual proficiency at high 
school graduation through the Seal of Biliteracy (2012). 
They also created guidelines for strengthening educational 
policies, programs, and practices through the California 
English Learner Roadmap (2017). In 2018, the State 
Superintendent of Public Instruction announced Global 
California 2030 which aims to triple the number of high 
school graduates who receive the State Seal of Biliteracy and 
quadruple the number of dual immersion programs by 2030. 

These programs recognize what we know from the research: 
that bilingualism has enormous benefits. They include 
strengthened cognitive and memory processes, improved 
communication abilities, increased confidence, social and 
cultural benefits, and an advantage in the job market.9 
For young children, being bilingual brings added cognitive 
benefits and improved language skills.10 

The millions of children who are bilingual in our state are an 
incredible asset. Yet, research also shows California’s young 
children need much more bold reform in order to make 
sure they succeed in school. There is great opportunity for 
gubernatorial and policy leadership on this issue which we 
outline below.

CHALLENGE: LIMITED TRAINING 
The state’s Early Learning system is not currently structured 
to ensure that California’s children can become fully 
bilingual and biliterate. This is especially true for children 
who come from homes with limited or no English exposure. 
The majority of Early Learning teachers and caregivers 
are not sufficiently equipped to support children’s dual 
language development. Teachers working in publicly funded 
Early Learning programs are not required to demonstrate 
competencies or receive DLL–focused training. Higher 
education programs in early childhood education lack 
DLL–focused coursework. Teachers also need additional 
and ongoing training in first and second language learning, 
linguistically and culturally relevant child assessment 
practices, and other best practices to support DLLs.

VISION 

Every young child in California has access to high-quality 
Early Learning teachers and programs that provide them 
with the opportunity to become bilingual and biliterate.
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The state should expand bilingual programs for all young 
children in publicly funded Early Learning settings. Dual 
language learners who receive native language instruction 
in Early Learning programs consistently outperform 
children who attend English-only programs on academic 
achievement measures as they get older.12 Children learning 
English advance more quickly in both English and their 
native language when teachers use both languages in Early 
Learning settings.13 They also do better in reading and math 
than their DLL peers who receive less native language 
support.14 Conversely, research shows that PreK settings 
that do not support home language maintenance and 
development can have a negative impact on DLLs.15

Many school districts in California offer dual language 
immersion and bilingual programs at the K-12 level but fail 
to begin the programs in the Early Learning years, missing an 
important language acquisition window. California should be 
inspired by New York City’s recent commitment to expand 
dual immersion preschool programs. In the past few years, 
the city has more than doubled the number of programs to 
meet the growing demand from families. 

Although there are few bilingual programs in California 
for children age 5 and under, Los Angeles Unified School 
District recently began implementing a 50:50 dual language 
Early Learning pilot program. Under the program,  

50 percent of the total instructional time is conducted 
in English and the other half in the target language. The 
pilot is underway in eight school sites to deliver Spanish/
English or Korean/English instruction. The focus is on 
preschool, expanded transitional kindergarten, and transitional 
kindergarten programs. The goal is to ensure that children have 
continued access to bilingual programs when they transition 
into kindergarten.

The state should take a comprehensive, visionary 
approach to expanding dual immersion programs. 
The legislature should commit to a multiyear investment to 
support start-up and expansion funding for dual language 
programs in early childhood and the TK–12 systems 
throughout the state. Creating special recognition for 
exceptional dual immersion programs would be another 
helpful effort to promote bilingualism. Since 1986, the 
California Department of Education has had a California 
School Recognition Program. The program awards 
exceptional schools in such areas as mathematics and 
science teaching, arts education, and career technical 
education. Developing an award for exceptional dual 
immersion and other bilingual programs would be a  
welcome addition to incentivize support for students  
that promotes bilingualism and biliteracy.

SOLUTIONS 
For more of California’s children to become fully 
bilingual and biliterate, in particular our DLL children, 
we recommend the following actions. Many of these 
recommendations are supported by key DLL  
stakeholders and experts in the field.11 
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RECOMMENDATION 1: 
Expand Early Learning Dual Language Immersion Programs 
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Currently, the Early Learning workforce is not adequately 
prepared to serve the growing population of DLLs and their 
families. Nor are they able to support all children in becoming 
bilingual and biliterate. Most Early Learning teachers have 
not received DLL–specific professional development,16 and 
research shows that without specific training, teachers are 
not adequately prepared to teach DLL children.17 Funding is 
needed for teachers to learn DLL–specific best practices 

by participating in off-site professional development  
and onsite coaching and training. 

The 2018 state budget included a $5 million allocation—
using federal Child Care Development Fund quality dollars—
for Early Learning teachers and caregivers to participate 
in DLL–specific professional development. Although an 
important first step, this one-time allocation of funds is 
insufficient to meet the needs in the state. We recommend 
an ongoing and dedicated state funding stream to 
develop an effective DLL professional development 
system. The system should be based on the latest research 
and embedded in Early Learning programs, with ongoing 
coaching and additional supports for Early Learning teachers. 
This funding stream should be connected to the TK–12 
system so all teachers have the opportunity to benefit from 
DLL–specific training. Professional development should be 
focused on early childhood developmental stages, appropriate 
practices, and first- and second-language acquisition.

Several California models already exist. For example, the 
Sobrato Early Academic Language (SEAL) PreK–3rd Grade 
model provides a comprehensive, high-quality training 
program for teachers working with DLLs/English learners. 
The Fresno Language Project supports adults who care 
for DLL children before they enter kindergarten, including 
infants and toddlers, and their families.

RECOMMENDATION 2:  
Strengthen Capacity of the Early Learning Workforce to Support DLLs

California’s institutions of higher education, the state’s 
primary source of early educator preparation, are not 
currently preparing the early care and education (ECE) 
workforce to meet the needs of the state’s linguistically and 
culturally diverse population of young children.18 Few higher 
education institutions in California include DLL–specific 
courses as part of their early childhood course offerings. 
The Child Development Permit does not mandate any 
DLL–specific coursework for Early Learning teachers. In 
addition, only a few higher education institutions support the 
needs of students who are non–English speakers by offering 
courses in languages other than English. This limits the 
opportunities for individuals who could support children’s 
home language in early childhood classrooms.

The state should create incentives for colleges and 
universities to include research-based DLL course 
content in the early childhood curriculum.  
This coursework should include a strong emphasis on  
first- and second-language acquisition, linguistically and 
culturally relevant child assessment practices, and other best 
practices to support DLLs. In addition, the new California 
Online Community College should include DLL–specific 
ECE coursework as a flexible and affordable option for  
the workforce.

RECOMMENDATION 3:  
Increase DLL–Specific Higher Education Coursework in Early Educator Programs 
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As noted above, the required Child Development Permit 
does not require any competencies, training, or coursework 
for supporting DLLs. Teaching in elementary school and 
beyond, in contrast, requires that teachers have some special 
training in how to teach bilingual students. As a result, the 
knowledge gap is striking between teachers who work in 
Early Learning settings and those who work in the TK-12 
system. The two must be better aligned.

The Child Development Permit is currently under review. 
We recommend any revisions include an explicit focus on 
competencies for dual language teaching and learning, 
including the importance of supporting home language 
development, diversity, culture, and equity. This will signal 
to the early childhood field that DLL knowledge and practice 
are core components of Early Learning. All ECE teachers 
and administrators should have a strong understanding of 
DLL research and best practices and, as they advance in 
their careers, they should have increasing levels of  
DLL knowledge. 

To move this work forward, the governor should  
consider adding new commissioners to the Commission 
on Teacher Credentialing who have early childhood and 
DLL expertise. 

The statewide Quality Rating and Improvement System 
(QRIS), now renamed Quality Counts California, is a 
promising model to ensure that quality is constantly 
improving across program settings. That said, in its current 
form, Quality Counts California does not sufficiently address 
the needs of DLLs, as there is no measure of quality related 
to supporting DLLs and their families. Some counties, such 
as Fresno and San Mateo, have taken it upon themselves 

to include DLL–specific measures as part of their county’s 
QRIS. The state and other counties should learn from their 
work and replicate it across California. 

The state should include DLL measures of quality in the 
statewide QRIS system and integrate DLL best practices 
in the QRIS coaching and training for agencies and 
educational leads in state-funded child care programs. 
The state should also consider awarding programs that excel 
in bilingual supports with a special badge of recognition. 

In addition, California disburses early care and education 
quality improvement funds that support approximately 
30 efforts across the state, ranging from professional 
development to consumer education for parents. To date, 
the state has not assessed the effectiveness of these 
efforts. Therefore, the California Department of Education 
should conduct a review of all 30 programs. The state, with 
stakeholder input, can then decide if the current programs 
need to be enhanced, and if DLL–specific programs should 
be added to the state’s quality improvement initiatives.

RECOMMENDATION 4:  
Add DLL Competencies to California’s Early Learning Workforce Qualification Requirements

RECOMMENDATION 5:  
Integrate Support for DLLs into California’s ECE Quality Improvement Initiatives
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Many people still hold common misconceptions about 
bilingualism and are unaware of its benefits, the importance 
of native language development, and the negative impact of 
native language loss. This leads many DLL families to stop 
using their native language and to choose an English-only 
instructional program for their children that results in rapid 
English acquisition at the expense of their home language. 

For these reasons, the National Academy of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine emphasizes the need to share 
information about the capacity of infants, toddlers, and 
preschoolers to learn more than one language. It also 
promotes sharing information on the communicative,  

social, cognitive, emotional, and employment advantages  
of bilingualism.19 

California should launch an educational campaign to 
promote the benefits of bilingualism and elevate the 
needs of DLL children and their families. This can include 
promoting Bilingual Pathway Awards statewide. In addition 
to awarding a State Seal of Biliteracy, which signals mastery 
of two or more languages at high school graduation, schools 
and districts are also instituting Bilingual Pathway Awards.  

These awards recognize significant steps in developing 
biliteracy from preschool to high school. Students in Orange 
County, for example, can earn recognition at the end of 
preschool, transitional kindergarten, kindergarten, third 
grade, fifth grade, and eighth grade. 

With strong gubernatorial and policy leadership, 
California can implement these six recommendations and 
enter a new era where more of our children will be on 
track to become bilingual and biliterate, starting in the 
early years. 

RECOMMENDATION 6:  
State Leaders Should Promote a Campaign on the Benefits of Bilingualism 

Integrating DLLs’ Home Language 
in the Classroom Does Not Hobble 
English Learning, New Study Finds

Expert: Bilingual students 
more likely to succeed in 

school, go to college

Babies who hear two languages at home 
develop advantages in attention

PROMOTING BENEFITS 
OF BILINGUALISM
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