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RESEARCH-TO-PRACTICE SUMMARY

The Availability of Head Start Services to Dual Language Learners and
Their Families

Christine Meng
Edgewood College

Extant research on Head Start programs lacks knowledge and guidance to provide services
to support dual language learners (DLLs) and their families at the program level. This study
analyzed data from the Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES, 2009)
to classify Head Start services provided for dual language learners and their families and
whether Head Start’s DLL services would be related to the Head Start program goals, DLL
parents’ involvement, and family-school partnership. The analysis revealed two types of
Head Start services for the DLL children and their families: family/adult focus (DLL family
workshops, adult ESL (English as a Second Language), interpreters, and translation) and
child ESL focus. Services with the family/adult focus were related to the program goals of
providing the families with more language and educational support and greater parent
involvement and family-school partnership than services with child ESL focus. Research
and practical implications are discussed.
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The influx of immigrants to the United States results in an increased number of children who come
from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Some of these children, referred to as dual
language learners (DLLs), speak their native languages at home and learn English either
simultaneously or sequentially (California Department of Education, 2008; Office of Head Start,
2008). The DLL children who are developing their English skills are particularly vulnerable to the
negative effects of poverty during the early years. Because the DLL families from low-income
backgrounds often experience barriers to access and enroll their children in high-quality child care
services, a lack of access to high-quality child care services can have implications for the DLL
children’s early learning and development (Magnuson & Waldfoge, 2005).

Head Start supports the DLL children and their families in several ways. For example, it is
recommended to support the DLL families’ native languages and encourage home literacy
activities in the DLL families’ native languages (Office of Head Start, 2009). Because the local
communities have resources to support the DLL families, Head Start often uses the resources
available in the surrounding communities to provide language and educational support for the DLL
children and their families. Another way to support the DLL children and their families is through
recruiting bilingual staff. Although there is a shortage of bilingual staff members across the United
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States, Head Start actively recruits bilingual staff members who are familiar with the cultural
backgrounds of the DLL children and their families because it is important to understand the
cultural backgrounds of the DLL children and their families when staff members work with this
population. Staff members who share similar linguistic backgrounds with the DLL children and
their families can also act as interpreters and translators, so the information and resources can be
more accessible to the DLL families.

Providing services and resources to the DLL children and their families helps Head Start
programs achieve several multifaceted goals. For example, because the parents of the DLL
children are often foreign-born, providing language and education training to the DLL families
can not only support the parents’ English skills but also familiarize the parents with the education
system in the United States. Providing inclusive curriculum and classroom teaching can validate
the DLL children’s cultural and linguistic backgrounds. Connecting the DLL children and their
families to the resources in the surrounding communities can help establish social network for
these families (Arias & Morillo-Campbell, 2008). Head Start teachers who encourage family
literacy activities in the DLL children’s native languages can not only help preserve the DLL
families’ native languages but also promote the DLL children’s English skills due to the process
of cross-linguistic transfer (Dickinson, McCabe, Clark-Chiarelli, & Wolf, 2004; Reese, Garnier,
Gallimore, & Goldenberg, 2000).

Head Start has a dual focus on serving the DLL children and providing direct services to
the DLL families (Office of Head Start, 2009). Depending on the resources available in the
surrounding communities and the particular need of a Head Start program, generally speaking, the
services that Head Start provides to the DLL children and their families tend to focus on facilitating
the DLL children’s English acquisition, respecting and supporting the DLL families’ native
languages, and providing the parents of the DLL children with educational and language support.
Consistent with the goal of serving the DLL children, Head Start can connect the DLL children
with ESL services. Supporting the DLL families’ native languages is also aligned with the goal of
building a partnership with the DLL families to support the DLL children.

Because Head Start values its partnership with the DLL families, providing direct services
to the DLL families can encourage school involvement and participation of the parents with the
DLL children. Head Start builds a partnership with the DLL families in several ways. One way is
to provide written communication in the DLL families’ native language or their preferred language,
so the information can be more accessible for the DLL families (Office of Head Start, 2009).
Another way involves providing interpretation during meetings (e.g., Parent Policy Council
meetings) and workshops for the DLL families. Other ways to facilitate the family-school
partnership include seeking input from the DLL families regarding the curriculum and creating
opportunities for the DLL families to volunteer in the classrooms. Finally, depending on the
available services, Head Start may provide educational training and resources, or English as a
Second Language (ESL) classes, for the foreign-born parents who need educational and language
support.

STUDY DESCRIPTION

The first goal of the present study was to examine whether the Head Start services could be
empirically classify into typologies or subgroups. The present study focused on seven types of the
Head Start services provided for the DLL children and their families: two types of services
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provided for the DLL children (English language assessments and connecting the child with ESL
services) and five types of services provided for the DLL families (English assessments, activities
and workshops for the parents, adult ESL or education resources, interpreters, and translation
services). Second, the present study tested whether the typologies of Head Start’s DLL services
would be related to Head Start’s program goals and to what extent would the typologies of Head
Start’s DLL services be related to greater parent involvement and family-school partnership for
the DLL families.

To address the research questions, the present study analyzed the data from the 2009 cohort
of the Head Start Family and Child Experiences Survey (FACES, 2009). FACES (2009) was
selected for analysis because this data set paid particular attention to the DLL children and their
families to understand the DLL children’s Head Start experiences, the characteristics of the DLL
families, and the services that Head Start provided to the DLL children and their families.

The parents, teachers, program directors, and center directors completed the questionnaires.
The parents completed the questionnaires that asked them about the extent of their involvement
with their children at home. The teachers provided data on the extent of inviting and encouraging
the DLL parents’ family-school partnership. The program and center directors provided data on
the types of Head Start’s DLL services and the goals that their particular Head Start program hoped
to achieve in providing the DLL services.

The present study analyzed a total of 955 DLL children and their parents enrolled in 60
Head Start programs and 129 Head Start centers. Approximately 51.6% of the DLL children was
male; approximately 97.4% of the DLL children had non-White racial/ethnic backgrounds (e.g.,
Hispanic, Asian). Approximately 88.9% of the parents were born outside the U.S., had less than
high school education, and identified as low-income.

SUMMARY OF RESULTS

Typologies of Head Start’s DLL Services

Two typologies of Head Start’s DLL services emerged from the analysis. The first typology
included providing the following services: providing activities and/or workshops for the parents
of DLL children, providing information about adult ESL or other education resources, providing
interpreters, and translating written materials. Because these services appeared to target the adults
and families, the first typology was named as family/adult focus. The second typology only
included the service of connecting the DLL children with ESL services. The second typology was
named as child ESL focus. Approximately 69.4% of Head Start’s DLL services was classified as
the family/adult focus. In contrast, approximately 30.6% of Head Start’s DLL services was
classified as the child ESL focus.

Connections with Head Start Program Goals

It 1s important to understand whether Head Start’s DLL services were aligned with Head Start’s
program goals of supporting the DLL children and their families. Head Start’s DLL services with
the family/adult focus were aligned with the following program goals: supporting the DLL families’
English acquisition, helping the parents and families acculturate, respecting the DLL families’
native languages, involving the DLL parents in Head Start activities, using inclusive curriculum
materials and teaching strategies that represented the DLL families’ cultural and linguistic
backgrounds, and working with the DLL parents. Head Start’s DLL services with the child ESL
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focus were aligned with the program goal of connecting the families with ESL-related resources
and services in the surrounding communities.

Connections with parent involvement and family-school partnership

Results showed that Head Start’s DLL services with the family/adult focus were related to greater
parent involvement and family-school partnership than Head Start’s DLL services with the child
ESL focus. These findings demonstrated that providing language and educational support,
interpreters, and translation services that targeted the DLL parents could effectively increase the
DLL parents’ involvement at home and build the family-school partnership.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE

Low-income DLL families often have limited access to language and educational resources. As
such, early education programs, such as Head Start, play an important role to fill this void for low-
income DLL families. Findings of the present study have the potential to identify Head Start
services that can better support the DLL children and their families.

It is recommended to provide language and educational services for the DLL children and
their families. Although the present study examined a limited number of Head Start’s DLL services,
these services are needed for the DLL population. Head Start programs are encouraged to provide
services that target both the DLL children and their parents. Connecting the DLL children with
ESL services in the surrounding communities can help support the DLL children’s English
acquisition. Providing adult ESL classes, interpreters, and translation services can help the DLL
parents better understand the role that they play in their children’s early education. The types of
DLL services examined in the present study are consistent with Head Start’s dual focus on the
children and their families.

It is noteworthy for Head Start program and center directors and teachers to understand
that Head Start’s DLL services are related to DLL parents’ greater involvement at home and
greater family-school partnership. It is recommended to establish language services (e.g.,
interpreters, translation) when Head Start staff members work with the DLL parents. For example,
translating written materials to communicate with the DLL parents about ways to support their
children’s homework at home. Offering adult ESL classes can also help the DLL parents acquire
English skills and become better advocates for their children.

In sum, identifying Head Start’s DLL services can help Head Start programs streamline
the services provided to the DLL children and their families. The present study identifies several
DLL services that can promote parent involvement and family-school partnership. Ultimately,
these services can help the DLL parents to better support their children.
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