
This brief focuses on the literacy development of
Emergent Multilingual Learners (EMLs) in early
childhood classrooms. It aims to guide
administrators and educators in recognizing and
leveraging the preliteracy assets that these
children bring from their home languages and
cultures, which may not be evident through
standard screeners. The brief emphasizes the
crucial role of oral language as the first
foundation of literacy, the importance of
respecting a child's first language and cultural
background as integral to their learning, and
refutes misconceptions about bilingualism. It
also addresses the limitations of standard
language screeners and assessments, advocating
for a more holistic approach that includes parent
partnerships and considers the child's language
and culture. The brief concludes with research-
based practices and recommendations for
supporting literacy development in early
childhood for multilingual learners, highlighting
the need for culturally and linguistically
responsive instruction and materials. 
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Questions for
Collaborative 

Parent Engagement

1.What does a typical
day look like for your
child?

2.What is your child’s
style of play?

3.Do they interact with
other children?

4.What books does your
child like?

5.What would you like
us to know about your
child?

Misconceptions
Regarding Bilingualism

& Second Language
Acquisition 

in Very Young Children

“Young children pick up a second language very quickly”

“More English is better”

“Bilingualism confuses children”

“Bilingualism leads to weak skills in both languages”
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Adopt a comprehensive literacy
approach for dual language learners
that is grounded in research and theory
in second language acquisition and
biliteracy.
Ensure that early childhood pre-literacy
practices are developmentally
appropriate and focused on the
precursors to literacy, not on explicit
reading skills.
Follow a curriculum that is culturally
responsive and linguistically
appropriate. 
Utilize materials that reflect the
languages and cultures of the students. 
Ensure access to books in both English
and the home language.
Differentiate based on the language
proficiency levels.
Value the home language and literacy
practices as assets to be included in
classroom instruction. 
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Research Based Practices for 
Early Childhood Literacy Instruction

Reflect and Apply
How can early childhood educators understand, acknowledge, and access the individual
foundational literacy skills that the youngest students already bring with them to school? 
What parent partnerships exist in your setting? 
How can these partnerships be utilized? 
What can families add to guide instruction, screening, and evaluations that cannot be
gathered from traditional screenings/evaluation tools? 
How can standard language screeners and assessments be used in non-discriminatory
ways? 
What can you incorporate in your teaching practice to get a fuller picture of your
students' ability to learn, beyond just using traditional data like test scores or grades?

Limitations of the Standard Language
Screeners and Assessments 
Standard developmental screeners are
often designed with monolingual,
Western cultural norms in mind, which
can lead to an inaccurate representation
of Emergent Multilingual Learners’ (EMLs)
true abilities. When educators rely too
heavily on these screeners without
considering a child’s linguistic and
cultural background, students may be
mistakenly labeled as “at risk” or
inappropriately referred for special
education services. To address this, the
New York State Education Department
(NYSED) has developed the Emergent
Multilingual Learners (EML) Protocol,
which provides educators with strategies
for more accurate identification and
support of multilingual learners. It
emphasizes the importance of using
multiple forms of assessment—such as
observation, dynamic assessment, and
input from families—to create a more
complete and equitable understanding of
a child’s development and potential.

Bridges to Literacy
A child’s first language (L1) is deeply tied to their identity and plays a vital role in how they
make sense of the world. Despite common myths that bilingualism causes confusion or
slows down learning, research consistently shows that supporting a child’s L1 actually
enhances their cognitive, academic, and social-emotional development and provides a
strong foundation for learning English (L2). When schools overlook or diminish a child’s L1,
it can lead to the loss of cultural ties, disrupt family communication, and hinder academic
growth. To truly support literacy development, educators must recognize families as
essential partners who bring valuable insights into their children’s strengths and needs. By
building trusting, culturally responsive relationships with families, schools can create
meaningful pathways that honor and integrate children’s full linguistic and cultural
identities into their literacy journey.

2
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT OF EMERGENT MULTILINGUAL LEARNERS IN THE EARLY CHILDHOOD CLASSROOM | BRIEF 3 





Accessibility Report





		Filename: 

		[FINAL] [3] [10.8.25] SoR for MLs 2-Pager.pdf









		Report created by: 

		



		Organization: 

		







[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]



Summary



The checker found problems which may prevent the document from being fully accessible.





		Needs manual check: 2



		Passed manually: 0



		Failed manually: 0



		Skipped: 1



		Passed: 28



		Failed: 1







Detailed Report





		Document





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set



		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF



		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF



		Logical Reading Order		Needs manual check		Document structure provides a logical reading order



		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified



		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar



		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents



		Color contrast		Needs manual check		Document has appropriate color contrast



		Page Content





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged



		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged



		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order



		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided



		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged



		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker



		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts



		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses



		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive



		Forms





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged



		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description



		Alternate Text





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Figures alternate text		Failed		Figures require alternate text



		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read



		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content



		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation



		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text



		Tables





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot



		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR



		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers



		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column



		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary



		Lists





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L



		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI



		Headings





		Rule Name		Status		Description



		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting










Back to Top

