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The theme of this edition of Learning Languages, “Reaching out: World Languages for 
Community Engagement,” speaks to the importance of one of our most underserved stan-
dards: Communities. It is ironic that the standard dealing with communities would garner 
less attention than the other standards - especially since our profession is based on language, 
the very means by which communities are created and maintained! Nevertheless, we have 
gathered a nice array of articles that address community engagement. 

The remarkable thing about community is the strength it has when its members rally 
behind something they collectively 
see as important. Once such 
community is that of “Bilingual 
Buddies in Maine,” in which writer 
Nancy L. Dionne recounts how her 
community in Madawaska, Maine, 
embraced its French-speaking Aca-
dian heritage.  

In “Navigating the Seven C’s to Promote 
Bilingualism and Biliteracy through Place-Based 
Anchor Projects,” Elizabeth R. Howard enumer-
ates the powerful literacy outcomes from a dual-
language school’s partnership with a sustainable 
farm from their community. In her article, she shows how the connection to the community 
serves as the entire basis of the class’ curriculum. 

Charla Lorenzen’s “The Potential of High-leverage Teaching Practices for Pre-service 
Language Teacher Development Within Community-Based Children’s Language Programs” 
recounts the journey of a heritage speaker of Spanish training to become a Spanish teacher in 
a program that employs student teachers performing service-learning

In “Yes They Can! Demystifying the Effects of Foreign Language Learning for Students 
with Special Needs” by Michele Regalla and Hilal Peker, we encounter a robust partnership 
between a university and a charter school’s pre-kindergarten classroom. Within this com-
munity connection, we see a special needs population experience the joys of learning a world 
language, something typically excluded from their educational experiences.

Finally, in our Parent’s Corner regular feature, Stacie Berdan inspires parents to seek 
out opportunities for language exchange for their children right in their own communities. 
Surprisingly, there are so many venues in which children can exercise their language skills with 
other speakers of the language. 

I hope you enjoy this issue! 

Nathan Lutz
NNELL President

President’s 
Message



 Learning Languages ~ 5

English is the most commonly spoken 
language by those living in the United 
States and is widely considered the de facto 
national language. But it’s not the official 
language; there isn’t one. As a nation of 
immigrants, many languages other than 
English are still spoken in homes across the 
country, offering an interesting portrait of 
our nation and communities. Although 
many states have adopted legislation grant-
ing English official language status, federal 
laws require documents such as ballots to be 
printed in multiple languages where there 
are large numbers of non-English speakers 
in the community. Many local stores and 
restaurants have signs, prices, and menus 
in multiple languages and sell products 
imported from countries around the world. 

For the people living in or around these 
multicultural and multilingual communi-
ties, there is an opportunity to connect 
enabling an exchange of cultures. In fact, 
one of the easiest and most effective ways of 
introducing the concept of global awareness 
to children is through local community 
engagement. Community service offers great 
personal benefit to those who get involved, 
especially children. 

For example, children are able to begin 
to apply what they’re learning in the 
classroom about people from different 
countries and cultures and who speak differ-
ent languages when they get involved with 
helping refugees who have been resettled 
nearby. Although they may simply fill 
backpacks with school supplies and books, 

the opportunity to deliver these treasures—
ordinary things in their lives—to children of 
a similar age will be significant. Both donors 
and receivers will be very excited about the 
exchange of material goods, but even more 
curious to meet and make friends with kids 
their own age who may look different and 
may speak another language. The children 
will experience “difference” first hand and 
immediately put a human face on “different 
but alike.”

Given that more than 300 
languages other than English 
are spoken in the United 
States, parents and teachers 
can look to create language 
learning opportunities through 
community engagement. While 
the speakers are probably not 
language teachers, parents can 
work with the school to iden-
tify adults in the community 
who would be willing to come 
into the classroom or school once a week or 
a few times a month to share their language 
and culture. This exchange would inspire 
a respect for another language, provide the 
context children may need to understand 
the benefits of learning another language, 
and possibly motivate students to pursue a 
language not taught in school.

Conversely, for those students learning 
languages in school, there are opportuni-
ties in many communities to combine 
community engagement and language 
learning. Spanish may seem to be the obvi-
ous language, but there are French, Italian, 
German, Russian, Chinese, Japanese, and 
Korean communities where students can 
apply classroom studies. Students can learn 
how important it can be to connect with 
people through another language and across 
a cultural divide, doing much more than 
just practicing their language skills.  

Community service allows young people 
to interact with people they wouldn’t 
otherwise meet. Service anywhere—in a food 
pantry, at a local Boys and Girls Club, for a 
local chapter of Habitat for Humanity—will 
expose them to conditions, lifestyles, and, 
yes, hardships they might otherwise have a 
hard time imagining or appreciating. Once 
young people experience the realities of 

hunger, homelessness, and poverty in their 
own communities, they can begin to cross 
their first cultural boundaries close to home 
yet completely out of their comfort zones. 
They realize how privileged they are and are 
forced to face the question, “Why is this 
happening to them and not me?” They learn 
how important compassion is, that every 
human being counts, and that everyone can 
make a difference. These lessons learned 
can then be applied to think about how they 

can directly and indirectly make a difference 
in the world through their studies, career 
choice and even daily decisions about water 
consumption and food waste.

For a parent who has never been involved 
in local community initiatives, finding a 
suitable avenue or program can be a daunt-
ing task. The most important aspect of any 
community service is that it is authentic—
not just done to check a box. Sustainability 
is a big plus, too—not just a one-off project. 
Consider community engagement part of 
the family lifestyle, just as soccer practice 
or art lessons are, so that our young people 
connect with their communities as a step-
ping stone to understanding the world 
around them and realize how they can make 
a difference near and far.

Many of the pieces in this issue of the 
journal focus on how teachers are bringing 
their communities into the classroom for 
real-time learning and how teachers are tak-
ing their classrooms into local communities 
to enhance real-time learning and helping 
our children become better prepared global 
citizens. Parents can bring these ideas to 
their schools to determine if and how they 
might be able to partner with their own 
teachers to inspire global awareness through 
local communities.

Inspiring Global Awareness 
Through Local Communities

Stacie Nevadomski 
Berdan is the mother 
of twins, a seasoned 
global executive and an 
expert on international 
careers. She is the 
author of six books 
on the intersection 
of globalization and 
careers, including 
the best-selling “A 
Parent Guide to Study Abroad” (IIE 2015) 
and the award-winning “Raising Global 
Children” (ACTFL 2013). www.stacieberdan.
com #raisingglobalchildren #livethelanguage 
#languagematters

Parent’s 
Corner
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You have accomplished so much during 
your term as NNELL President! Could you 
share with our readers what drew you to 
early language learning?

I had a very indirect route to early language 
learning! In college, I had intended to 
double major in psychology and French. 
After my first statistics course--and my 
catastrophic performance--I  decided to 
shift my focus to the French degree. I 
eventually set my sights on pursuing a 
Ph.D. in French. I lived in France and then 
returned to the States for graduate school. 
After living the poor grad student’s life for 
two years, I decided to bow out after my 
master’s degree. A colleague suggested I 
pursue a career with a local independent 
school that was advertising for a French 
teacher. Since the upper school director 
was conducting the search, I assumed it 
was an upper school (high school) position. 
During my interview, I met with the lower 
school head, middle school head, and 
upper school head - which confused me. 
I eventually learned that position covered 
3rd, 4th, 5th, and 6th grades, in addition 
to high school level 1. Speaking about my 
experience as a teacher at Concordia Lan-
guage Villages must have landed me the 
job! While in that position, I really enjoyed 
working with all the grade levels, but I 
truly enjoyed the genuine love of learning 
exhibited by my lower school students. 
After a move to central New York, I landed 
a job teaching French and Spanish to stu-
dents as young as Pre-Kindergarten. I was 
so nervous teaching such young students, 
but eventually I found that teaching the 
pre-K and Kindergarten students was the 
most enjoyable because I found them to 
be so honest about their learning. Their 
learning process seems so effortless. The 
other aspect of the early childhood set that 
I really appreciate is their ability to sustain 
play in a pretend situation for long periods 
and their delight in inquiry. 

What types of classes and age levels do you 
teach? Do your classes have special topic 
areas [note: I was thinking of the fantastic 
presentation you gave on STEM, but I’m 
sure there are others as well]?

At my current school, we offer a FLEX pro-
gram (French and Spanish) in Junior Pre-K 
(age 3) through Kindergarten, after which 
the students choose one of those languages 
for continued FLES study through the end 
of fifth grade. Our early childhood classes 
are mainly play-based with a focus on 
stories and hands-on activities. Our middle 
childhood program leverages thematic 
units and a fair share of story-based units 
as well. In late childhood, we continue 
with thematic units but really emphasize 
the development of skills such as reading 
and writing. Our thematic units cover a 
range of topics including STEM, social 
studies, literature, and the arts. 

What are your main resources for engaging 
students in active, communicative learning 
experiences? Could you share some of your 
favorite class experiences?

There are so many approaches to language 
teaching and learning. Some teachers feel 
great comfort in following a textbook to 
the letter. Although that’s not the most 
creative approach, it is nonetheless where 
some educators find their solace. With 
young learners, a textbook is totally unfea-
sible. . .for any subject! When we observe 
small children play, interact with others, 
listen, and engage, we see a natural curios-
ity that sets the stage for learning. This is 
done all day long in the L1, so why not 
in the L2? Small children are constantly 
working at decoding the L1 of adults, so 
adding on an L2 leverages similar decoding 
skills. When children are involved with 
a hands-on activity, they are more than 
engaged - they are engrossed!. As you watch 
them, you can practically  see the gears 
spinning in their heads. Some of my favor-
ite activities that we do in our school are 

the preschool STEM activities. My absolute 
favorite is the sink and float experiment 
we do in pre-K. We gather many items with 
various densities and have the children 
make predictions in the target language 
about which items will sink and float. We 
weight them to see if the weight influences 
the students’ hypotheses. 

NNELL is a wonderful resource for con-
necting with other professionals, parents, 
and community members in the field of 
early language learning. What advice do you 
have for foreign language teachers in 3K-8th 
grade classrooms who might need support, 
mentoring, and/or advice?

When I found myself as a singleton 
language teacher in a new school, teaching 
new content and new grade levels, I was 
really scared! I was hungry for any resource 
I could get my hands on! At the behest of 
my mentor, the late Deby Doloff, I joined 
NNELL and avidly read any materials I 
could download from the site. I also read 
the Ñanduti list-serv, Kathy Siddons’ 
Anacleta website, Lori Langer de Ramirez’ 
Miscositas website, and Helena Curtain’s 
and Carol Ann Dahlberg’s Languages and 
Learners. I eventually joined my local lan-
guage teachers’ organization and my state 
language teachers’ organization. When I 
attended workshops and conferences, I 
felt a kindred connection to my new col-
leagues. As one of the few early language 
educators among many middle and high 
school teachers, I felt a need to return to 
my NNELL folks. Fortunately NNELL 
exists to help the preschool and elementary 
language teachers who need professional 
development that is specifically geared to 
their students’ age levels. My advice to new 
elementary school language teachers is to 
get a Personal Learning Network - whether 
in person at your school or with colleagues 
in a local language teachers’ organization - 
or virtually through NNELL’s #EarlyLang 
chat on Twitter or our networking page on 
Facebook.

Q & A with Nathan Lutz, 
NNELL President
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by Nancy L Dionne
“Aujourd’hui c’est quelle journee?” is one 

of the ways Amy Desjardins, lead teacher for 
the after-school program called “Mes Amis” 
or Bilingual Buddies, opens her class each 
day.  This program is new to our small town 
of less than 4,000 people.  Therese Dionne 
had this idea when listening to her adult 
children talk about how hard it is to find 
good ways for their kids to spend time after 
school–she thought how wonderful it would 
be if we could provide an after-school pro-
gram and teach the kids about their cultural 
heritage (Acadian/Franco-American) and to 
learn the local French language.  She shared 
her thoughts with members of Le Club Fran-
çais who decided to support this great idea. 

French is our heritage, and from personal 
experience, it has suffered in the past. As 
a young child attending school we were 
forbidden from speaking French and dur-
ing recess “spies” were everywhere ready to 
report back to the teachers which students 
had spoken French. We were ridiculed for 
the way we spoke French: “it wasn’t the real 
French,” we were told.  Luckily for me, this 
did not hinder my French speaking abilities.  
My mother spoke very little English and all 
of my relatives on both sides were French 
too. While in college in Michigan, staff and 
students were impressed that I could speak, 
read, and understand two languages.  In my 
senior year, during my student teaching in a 
Detroit middle school, I was asked to offer an 
after-school program where I would teach the 
students French.  I readily accepted and spent 
a semester teaching French to 10 students.  It 
was great!

The University of Maine at Fort Kent 
offers a course on the history of Acadians 
with special focus on our local region.  The 
course is offered both as a class at the college 
and online.  Lise Pelletier is responsible for 
the Acadian Archives and does a great job of 
encouraging the local communities as well 
as visitors to educate themselves on the rich 
language and cultural history of our heritage 
and the local region.

Every year we have what is called “The 
Acadian Festival” in which many events are 
offered in French with a special focus on one 

of the many Acadian families that made this 
area of Maine their home.  

 I was asked by Jim Lavertu, President of 
Le Club Français, to be the director of the 
French Youth Programs.  We already have a 
French preschool which is very popular and 
well attended.  Our new program faced some 
challenges; one of them was finding a loca-
tion that required the least transportation 
after school–the superintendent of schools 
offered us a double classroom space in a 
section of the middle-high school that was 
vacant. The school also buses the kids from 
the elementary school to the middle school 
section.  Amy was provided with a key to 
the building and to the classroom, as well as 
internet access.  Lise Pelletier, Teaching Prin-
cipal of the Madawaska Elementary School, 
along with the Long Lake Library in St. 
Agatha, provided numerous French books for 
young learners.  The program is supported 
by the Mikesell Foundation.  It was Mme 
Mikesell’s focus on the importance of the 
education and local French language acquisi-
tion that made her decide to fund these types 
of programs, including the  “Concour Ora-
toire,” which is a French speaking contest for 
students In high school French classes from 4 
different towns.

The biggest challenge to starting this 
program was to find staff–we had to delay the 
start from early September to mid-October.  
Amy Chasse Desjardins accepted an invita-
tion to apply for the teacher position, but 
only for three days a week.  Reflecting on her 
considerations to join the program, she said, 
“What drew me to apply for this position was 
the fact that in recent years I have noticed 
lots of new families moving into the area 
who could not speak French.  French was my 
first language.  My mother and father were 
both raised in French-speaking homes, my 
extended family all spoke French.  I spent 
many hours with my Canadian relatives 
learning songs and games and broadening my 
French language skills.  This job is wonderful 
because not only am I helping young children 
learn, but I am also passionate about work-
ing with young children.  Once employed, I 
set some goals, one of them being creating 
lessons that were interesting and exciting 

so that the children could have fun while 
learning conversational French.  I don’t do 
any instruction of grammar.  I want the kids 
to learn the basic greetings, basic vocabulary, 
and I want to engage them in conversations 
in every task we are doing.  Free play, snack 
time, arts and crafts, music, etc. are all 
opportunities for French conversations.  We 
are in our last week of this program and we 
(parents/staff) have seen a lot of growth.  
Not only do they understand the language 
but they are retaining a huge amount of 
vocabulary.”  We have almost doubled our 
enrollment for this coming school year.

The program is available in Madawaska 
for any children in Kindergarten through 
third grade.  Twice a year, we send a flyer 
home via the school to invite parents/guard-
ians to enroll their child(ren).  The program 
runs Monday through Wednesday from 2:40 
P.M. to 5:00 P.M.  We charge a nominal fee 
of $15 a week and offer scholarships to low-
income families.  We don’t want finances be 
an obstacle to participating in this program. 

Parents have been amazed at the growth 
they have experienced in their child’s enthu-
siasm and ability to communicate in French. 
One parent, Stephanie Kirk, expressed her 
enthusiasm stating, “For us French is a huge 
staple because it was my first language and 
my mother was born and raised in Canada, 
my father’s family are also very French and 
the family tree ties all the way back to coming 
here from France.  We also wanted Jaylynn 
to have a strong French language because 
we have seen firsthand that employers are 
more apt to hire someone who is bilingual 
over someone who is not.  The program has 

Bilingual Buddies in Maine:
Mes Amis au Maine

Nancy L. Dionne 
holds a Bachelor of 
Arts in Education from 
Madonna University.  
She has been in the 
community education 
field for over twenty 
years and involved in 
bilingual education for 
nearly ten years.  She is 
the mother of five adult children and the proud 
“memere” of four grandchildren. She resides in 
Madawaska, Maine.
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helped her tremendously along with what I 
and her grandparents already do with her” 

Another parent, Lori Morin, shared te 
following: “She has increased exposure to 
French language.  In addition to that her 
self-confidence has grown as well as her 
socialization skills.  She’s been able to expand 
her creative thinking and enjoys participating 

in this program.” 
Another parent, Tamara Michaud Gan-

dolofo, echoed these thoughts stating “For 
us, French is a very important part of our 
lives both now and while growing up.  French 
was my first language; both sides of my family 
are very fluent French speakers. I started 
speaking French to my two daughters, Hailey 

and Zoey, as soon 
as they were born.  
I wanted them to 
learn at a young age 
like I had because I 
wanted to continue 
the French culture.  
When they were 
preschool aged I 
enrolled them in 
“La Maternelle” a 
French preschool 
operated by Le Club 
Francais. Acquir-
ing French meant 
being able to com-
municate with their 
grandparents which 
was important.  
When this new pro-
gram started I was 
so excited that there 
was finally another 
program for young 
children to learn 
French.  Participat-
ing in Mes Amis/
Bilingual Buddies 
means they learn 
French, have time 
to play with their 
peers, and grow in 
their confidence 
in speaking and 
understanding the 
language.  I couldn’t 
be happier.” 

One of our other 
goals is to have a 
monthly family 
activity–this year 
all of the families 
participated in 
an evening of 
“gingerbread house 
making.”  It was a 
huge success.  At 
some point, we also 

want to offer instruction to the non-french 
speaking parents.

With ample support we are confident that 
this program will grow in the coming years 
and extend to neighboring communities.  
The enthusiasm for this type of program is a 
strong indicator that communities value their 
children learning a second language. 
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Navigating the Seven C’s to Promote 
Bilingualism and Biliteracy through 

Place-Based Anchor Projects
by Elizabeth R. Howard, Ph.D.

 “¡Las gallinas!  ¡Las gallinas!  ¡Pusieron 
huevos!  Miss Elizabeth, ¡mire!”  “Look, 
Miss Shera, the chickens laid eggs!”   As we 
entered the farm and approached the chicken 
coop, the children broke into a run, excited 
to chase after the hens, hold them, and col-
lect and count the eggs they had laid. It was a 
typical Wednesday morning, and my English 
partner teacher and I were visiting a local sus-
tainable farm with our kindergarten students, 
as we did every Wednesday morning for our 
year-long anchor project. How can spend-
ing an hour each week on a farm promote 
language and literacy development in not just 
one language, but two?  As I learned from my 
experiences as a Spanish kindergarten teacher 
at La Paz Community School, place-based 
learning can be an optimal approach for 
developing bilingualism and biliteracy along 
with the other two goals of dual-language 
education—academic achievement and socio-
cultural competence—in an integrated and 
meaningful way. 

La Paz (www.lapazschool.org) is a preK-
12, IB-accredited dual-language school that 
follows a 50/50 model, meaning that half 
of instruction is delivered through English 
and half of instruction is delivered through 
Spanish, taught in a coordinated way by two 
teachers. Approximately 40% of the students 
are Costa Rican, 40% are North American 
from the U.S. and Canada, and the remain-
ing 20% come from other countries, such as 
Argentina, France, and Israel. Throughout 
the school year, instruction is centered on 
a series of 8 themes, such as sustainability 
and creative expression, which are addressed 
simultaneously by all students in the school 
in a way that is aligned with specific grade-
level standards. This thematic approach also 
incorporates place-based learning to deepen 
exploration of a given topic and situate it in 
the local context, such as visiting a health 
clinic as part of an investigation of the 
human body during the wellness theme. In 
addition to using thematic instruction, all 
elementary grade classes engage in year-long 

anchor projects, which are community-based, 
sustained environmental education projects 
(such as gardening, recycling, or raising ani-
mals for food) that allow for in-depth explora-
tion of scientific concepts. These anchor 
projects thus embody many of the hallmarks 
of place-based education, including the use 
of sustained, hands-on activities in the local 
communities that are frequently in service 
of environmental and/or social goals (Gru-
enewald & Smith, 2008). All classes carry out 
anchor project activities on the same day and 
at the same time--first period on Wednesday 
mornings. Because all classes work on anchor 
projects at the same time, English and Span-
ish partner teachers are able to work together 
and carry out the activities bilingually. 

In the kindergarten classroom in which 
I co-taught, our anchor project was based at 
a neighboring sustainable farm owned by a 
local hotel. During the first trimester, we all 
walked to the farm together and spent the 
class period interacting with the animals, 
carrying out informal observations, and 
talking with the animals’ caregivers. Upon 
returning to the classroom, we often used 
the language experience approach (LEA) 
(Beeman & Urow, 2013), an instructional 
strategy that fosters connections between oral 
and written language through whole-group 
discussion and shared writing about a com-
mon experience, to process our learning. We 
talked about what we had seen and done 
at the farm that day, and documented our 
experiences through shared writing on chart 
paper, returning to the co-authored text on 
subsequent days for repeated readings to 
promote fluency and reinforce early concepts 
of print, such as text directionality and word 
boundaries. In this way, by the end of the 
first trimester, all students had developed 
key concepts about the farm and the animals 
that lived there, along with the associated 
vocabulary. When we returned for the 
second trimester, we shifted to a more formal 
investigative stance, blending direct empirical 
observation of the farm animals with book 
research. At that point, we divided the class 

into two groups and focused our attention on 
a single animal for a series of two-week cycles, 
with half of the class carrying out empirical 
observations at the farm with Miss Shera in 
English, and the other half carrying out book 
research in Spanish with me in the classroom, 
and then alternating the following week so 
that all students could engage in both activi-
ties for each animal. This routine continued 
into the third trimester, but we switched roles 
at that point, so that I was taking groups of 
students to the farm to engage in empirical 
observation in Spanish, while Miss Shera 
carried out book research with the students 
in English. Both forms of research involved 
the development of conceptual knowledge 
along with related vocabulary and language 
structures, and students were expected to 
document their learning through drawings 
and increasing amounts of text as the year 
went on. As the third trimester progressed, 
we synthesized our accumulated knowledge 
and turned our attention to genre-pedagogy 
through the creation of informational texts 
about the farm animals. 

By the end of the year, we had learned 
a lot about the animals—their physical 
characteristics, their diets, their habitats, and 
their life cycles—along with the English and 
Spanish vocabulary to talk about these topics. 
The students also developed reading and 
writing skills in both Spanish and English. 
Reading activities focused on distinguishing 
fiction from non-fiction texts, identifying the 
features of non-fiction texts, and noticing the 
structure and language of informational texts. 
Writing activities started with drawing, label-
ing and listing, and then progressed towards 
extended text creation and greater use of 
conventional spelling and other writing 
conventions. Our writing culminated with 
the joint creation of bilingual placards about 
each animal to provide useful information to 
farm visitors. In other words, the anchor proj-
ect created a backbone for integrated literacy 
instruction in both English and Spanish 
throughout the entire year, and also created a 
shared context for helping students to make 
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literacy connections across the two languages. 
As the children were learning about farm 
animals and developing oracy and literacy in 
English and Spanish, my partner teacher and 
I were learning that by navigating the seven 
C’s–content-language integration, concrete 
experiences, cognitive complexity, cross-lin-
guistic connections, community engagement, 
creativity, and continuity–we could use the 
anchor project to accomplish the three goals 
of dual-language education, and in particular, 
to promote high-level literacy development 
in English and Spanish. As the following 
sections make clear, these features that I call 
‘the seven C’s’ are all grounded in second 
language research and collectively address all 
five standards of the American Council on 
the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) 
(1996). 
CONTENT-LANGUAGE INTEGRATION 

Content-language integration is a cor-
nerstone of pedagogy for second language 

learners in a 
variety of instruc-
tional contexts, 
including dual-
language educa-
tion, because it 
provides a mean-
ingful context for 
language learning 
and it extends 
language and 
literacy develop-
ment throughout 
the school day 
rather than limit-
ing it to language 
arts instructional 
time (Dalton, 
1998; Echevarría, 
Vogt, & Short, 
2016; Gibbons, 
2014). Anchor 
projects exemplify 
content-language 
integration 
because they 
form a core part 
of the science 
curriculum and 
are linked to 
grade-level sci-
ence standards as 
well as language 
and literacy 
standards in both 
languages. For 
example, our 
anchor project 

with the sustainable farm was grounded 
in Next Generation Science Standards 
(NGSS) (Next Generation Lead States, 2013) 
concerning interdependent relationships in 
ecosystems, as well as Common Core State 
Standards for English language arts (CCSS) 
(National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices, Council of Chief State School 
Officers, 2010) and Spanish language arts 
(Council of Chief State School Officers, 
2012). For language arts, we targeted literacy 
skills that are common across languages (e.g., 
participating in shared research and writ-
ing projects; drawing, dictating, or writing 
informative texts; distinguishing fiction from 
non-fiction texts) as well as literacy skills that 
are unique to each language (e.g., onset/
rime in English and syllable combining to 
form words in Spanish). The joint attention 
to content and literacy standards allowed for 
a mutual deepening of skills and knowledge 
in both areas. Literacy development was 

enhanced by the opportunity to engage in 
discipline-specific reading and writing activi-
ties, while scientific content knowledge was 
advanced by the inter-relationships among 
empirical observations at the farm, book 
research in the classroom, and talking and 
writing about what we had learned from both 
forms of research. 
CONCRETE EXPERIENCES 

Another hallmark of pedagogy for second 
language learners is the incorporation of 
concrete experiences as a foundation for 
learning, because they provide a basis for 
understanding challenging and frequently 
abstract academic concepts as well as an 
opportunity to develop the language that is 
required to speak and write about those con-
cepts in an articulate and informed manner 
(Beeman & Urow, 2013; Echevarría, Vogt, 
& Short, 2016; Gibbons, 2014). Concrete, 
hands-on experiences also allow students 
to use multiple modalities and tap into stu-
dents’ multiple intelligences (Gardner, 2008), 
possibly bringing to the forefront skills or 
knowledge of students that would have oth-
erwise remained hidden. In this kindergarten 
class, there was a student who struggled with 
language and literacy development in both 
English and Spanish, but who turned out to 
be quite gifted with animals. Our extended 
time on the farm gave her the opportunity 
to showcase her abilities in a way that never 
would have been possible without the anchor 
project. Furthermore, her comfort with 
the animals and the farm provided needed 
motivation and confidence for engaging in 
the literacy tasks that she found more chal-
lenging. 
COGNITIVE COMPLEXITY 

Anchor projects involve complex, multi-
faceted activities that require the integration 
of knowledge from multiple sources, the 
consideration of multiple perspectives, and 
ongoing discussion and negotiation among 
classmates and community members. As a 
result, they are rich vehicles for promoting 
higher-order thinking (Dalton, 1998). Dur-
ing our year-long investigation of the farm, 
students were challenged to synthesize infor-
mation across multiple sources, compare and 
contrast features of the different animals, and 
think critically about the interdependence 
between humans and farm animals. 
CROSS-LINGUISTIC CONNECTIONS

Because both English and Spanish partner 
teachers work together to plan and imple-
ment anchor projects with the students, this 
instructional period allows for a bilingual 
space within the context of dual-language pro-
grams, in which most instruction is allocated 
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to either one language or the other. This type 
of bilingual instructional space can allow 
students to draw upon all of their linguistic 
resources while engaging in learning activi-
ties, and can also promote the development 
of metalinguistic awareness – the ability 
to think about language use (Beeman & 
Urown, 2012; García, Ibarra Johnson, & 
Selzer, 2017). The administrators at La Paz 
encourage teachers’ professional autonomy 
and creativity, and this enabled my partner 
teacher and me to use a variety of approaches 
to foster cross-linguistic connections. At times 
we taught together in both languages during 
joint visits to the farm. At other times, we car-
ried out separate but related activities in each 
language, such as our alternating empirical 
research and book research on each animal 
from week to week. Finally, for seminal lit-
eracy skills that are the same across languages, 
we sometimes repeated a mini-lesson to 

reinforce literacy 
skills in one lan-
guage that were 
previously taught 
in the other, such 
as the impor-
tance of spacing 
in between 
words. In this 
final situation, it 
is important to 
note that while 
the focal skill was 
the same in the 
repeated lesson, 
the text used to 
teach that skill 
in each language 
was different.
COMMUNITY 
ENGAGEMENT 

The school 
was founded to 
bring together 
local Costa 
Ricans and the 
growing interna-
tional popula-
tion, and as a 
result, commu-
nity engagement 
and place-based 
learning are 
central to the 
school’s mission 
and pedagogical 
approach. In 
the elementary 
grades, anchor 

projects are a primary vehicle for realizing 
this mission, as they bring students into regu-
lar contact with community members and 
emphasize the importance of being stewards 
of the community and the environment. 
From a writing standpoint, this community 
engagement provides a mechanism for 
authentic writing experiences that address 
real problems in the community. In the 
case of our anchor project at the sustainable 
farm, the students noticed that there were 
no placards providing information about the 
animals, so we decided that we could make 
a contribution to the farm by creating them. 
Moreover, because the farm was located in an 
area of Costa Rica with a large international 
population and a high level of tourism, the 
students concluded that the signs should 
be written in both Spanish and English to 
make the information accessible to a greater 
number of visitors. This realization gave rise 

to a study of informational report writing, 
guided by the teaching-learning cycle (Brisk, 
2014; Gibbons, 2014). The teaching-learning 
cycle involves four phases: 1) building the 
field (promoting concept development and 
oral language development through concrete 
experiences), 2) deconstructing mentor texts 
to learn about the structure and necessary 
language of the genre, 3) the joint construc-
tion of texts, and 4) independent writing. We 
spent a considerable amount of time building 
the field through our weekly visits to the farm 
and the empirical and book research that 
we carried out. As we carried out the book 
research in the classroom, we not only read 
the books for content information, but also 
deconstructed the features of informational 
texts, paying particular attention to the inclu-
sion of figures with labels, the use of present 
tense verbs, and for descriptions of the life 
cycle, the use of sequencing language. We 
then went on to joint construction of the 
text for the informational placards for each 
animal, summarizing and synthesizing what 
we had learned from our research. Some of 
the joint constructions were carried out in 
English with Miss Shera, while others were 
carried out in Spanish with me. For the final 
product, we created bilingual placards for 
each animal, reproducing the informational 
text that we had written and translating it 
into the other language, and also including 
one or more figures that the students had 
created while carrying out empirical obser-
vations at the farm. Beyond the creation 
of figures with labels, we did not require 
students to engage in independent writing of 
the informational placards. 
CREATIVITY 

From a teaching standpoint, the anchor 
projects are extremely open-ended and can 
go in any number of directions depending on 
the interests of the students and the needs 
of the community. Because of this, as well 
as the fact that they address real challenges 
in the community in an authentic way and 
have potential sustainability beyond the unit 
of study, anchor projects exemplify “legacy 
projects,” a proposed approach for fostering 
creativity in schools (Beghetto, 2017). In addi-
tion, since they take place over the course 
of the whole year, they allow for creativity 
to unfold over time. At the beginning of the 
year, my partner teacher and I did not know 
that the class would be making placards 
for the farm; rather, it was something that 
evolved as we watched the kids interact with 
the animals and caretakers, learn more about 
the animals and the working of the farm, 
observe other visitors, and notice that there 
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was not any signage about the animals. 
CONTINUITY

Because literacy skills take time to 
develop, and young readers and writers 
can be at such varying levels of readiness 
and ability, it’s helpful to have a year-long 
project that provides a stable anchor for the 
continued development of reading and writ-
ing skills. Throughout the year, the students 
were able to enter into the literacy activities 
as their skills allowed. The reading activi-
ties in the beginning of the year consisted 
almost entirely of teacher read-alouds and 
teacher-directed discussions, and moved to 
increasing independence as students gained 
emergent literacy skills in both languages as 
well as the stamina for independent reading. 
In writing, the children’s activities evolved 
from a combination of pre-writing activities 
to an increasing use of conventional writing 
features, culminating in the joint construc-
tion of infor-
mational texts. 
Throughout the 
year, my partner 
teacher and I also 
carried out more 
traditional forms 
of language arts 
instruction, such 
as readers’ work-
shop, writers’ 
workshop, and 
the use of literacy 
centers. In this 
way, the anchor 
project did not 
replace tradi-
tional literacy 
instruction, but 
rather enriched 
it and created an 
ongoing shared 
context in which 
to practice emerg-
ing reading and 
writing skills. 

After having 
experienced the 
power of anchor 
projects to pro-
mote high levels 
of bilingualism 
and biliteracy 
in English and 
Spanish along 
with the develop-
ment of scientific 
knowledge and 
sociocultural 

competence, I am convinced of the benefits 
of place-based learning. I can now say with 
certainty that spending an hour each week 
on a farm is a great investment in children’s 
biliteracy, and a powerful way to realize the 
three core goals of dual-language education.
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By Charla Lorenzen, Ph.D.
INTRODUCTION

This action research study examined the experiences of a heritage 
speaker of Spanish who was training to become a Spanish teacher 
within a Spanish Education program that was in the process of trans-
forming the traditional, front-loaded and theoretical methods course 
into a practice-based approach to teacher education (Troyan, Davin, 
& Donato, 2013). The goal of this transformation was to unite theory 
and practice in a relevant but realistic way. The pre-service teacher 
engaged in lesson planning, curriculum and material design, super-
vised teaching, and guided reflection within an innovative modern 
language teacher education program employing high-leverage teaching 
practices (HLTPs) as a framework for professional preparation (Hlas 
& Hlas, 2012). 

This qualitative study occurred within an established community-
based learning (CBL) program in which Spanish Education majors 
teach Spanish to local children as part of their Language Teaching 
Methods course. The program, called the Children’s Spanish Pro-
gram, serves as a context for situated practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 
for pre-service teachers and fills a local need for Spanish classes for 
children younger than 7th grade, the stage at which the local public 
schools begin offering Spanish classes in their curriculum. The 
researcher in this study was the Language Teaching Methods instruc-
tor, the coordinator of the Spanish Education major, and the supervi-
sor for the Children’s Spanish Program. 

Together, the Spanish Education majors, the children in the 
program, and the program supervisor engage in what is meant to be 

a meaningful service-learning experience in which all participants 
both teach and learn from one another in their own community 
(Carracelas-Juncal, 2013; Hellebrandt & Jorge, 2013; Root, 1997). The 
children learn Spanish from the supervisor and her college students, 
who in turn learn about effective teaching. The Children’s Spanish 
Program provides the context for making their teaching practice study-
able (Ghousseini & Sleep, 2011).
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
A Practice-Based Language Education Curriculum 

Traditionally, methods courses in a teacher education program 
have been front-loaded with theory about effective teaching, emphasiz-
ing what a teacher thinks or knows and deferring actual application 
and practice until later (Freeman, 1993; Grossman & McDonald, 
2008). In this traditional model, the curriculum is based on “an 
extensive accumulation of practices” that are discussed theoretically 
(Hlas & Hlas 2012, p. S91). Alternatively, a large body of research in 
teacher education has indicated the need for a “practice-based curricu-
lum” (Troyan et al., 2013), which enables pre-service teachers to learn 
about, practice, and enact a limited number of essential core teaching 
practices that effectively support student learning, with an emphasis 
on assessing what the teacher actually does in the classroom (Ball & 
Cohen, 1999; Ball et al., 2009; Davin & Troyan, 2015; Grossman & 
McDonald, 2008; Hlas & Hlas, 2012; Kearney, 2015; Lampert 2010; 
Troyan et al., 2013). 

As Hlas & Hlas (2012) have noted, “Rather than attempting to 
prepare novice teachers with the totality of professional knowledge 
and skill, this approach to teacher education acknowledges that to 
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develop skilled beginning teachers, less may indeed be more” (p. S78). 
This alternative approach unites the methods course and teaching 
practice, effectively addressing a weakness of the traditional model, 
in which inconsistencies and even contradictions can exist between 
the pre-service teachers’ learning in the university classroom and what 
is required of them at the field site (Troyan et al., 2013). A practice-
based curriculum founded on high-leverage teaching practices, such 
as the one designed by Davin & Troyan (2015), provides a resolution 
for this common problem and could transform pre-service teacher 
development.

While the primary advantage of a practice-based curriculum is the 
ability to focus on essential core teaching practices, the principle chal-
lenge is choosing which practices on which to focus. Many researchers 
(Davin & Donato, 2011; Davin & Troyan, 2015; Hlas & Hlas, 2012; 
Kearney, 2015; LTP, n.d.; Troyan et al., 2013; TeachingWorks, n.d.) 
have worked to define High Leverage Teaching Practices (HLTPs) referred 
to by Troyan et al. (2013) as High Leverage Practices (HLPs), and to cre-
ate a manageable list of HLTP for World Language Education (WLE). 
High Leverage Teaching Practices in World Language Teacher 
Education

The results of Phase I of the Research Priorities Initiative of the 
American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL) 
indicated a need for more research on effective foreign language 
teacher preparation (Glisan, 2010), including the topic of high-lever-
age teaching practices (Hlas & Hlas, 2012). The primary influences 
prior to the ACTFL report had primarily been two major projects, 
associated with the University of Michigan, The University of Califor-
nia–Los Angeles, and the University of Washington.

The TeachingWorks project, formerly known as TEI (Teacher 
Education Initiative), was formed in the University of Michigan 
School of Education, under the direction of Ball. The researchers 
in this project (TeachingWorks, n.d.), state that “A ‘high-leverage 
practice’ is an action or task central to teaching. Carried out skillfully, 
these practices increase the likelihood that teaching will be effective 
for students’ learning. They are useful across a broad range of subject 
areas, grade levels, and teaching contexts, and are helpful in using 
and managing differences among pupils” (TeachingWorks, n.d., para. 
1). Moreover, the TeachingWorks researchers state that all HLPs 
effectively advance student learning in the short-term and long-term; 
effectively use and manage student differences and confront inequi-
ties; are useful across contexts and content areas; are assessable; func-
tion as building blocks for learning to teach; can be broken down and 
taught to novice teachers; are justifiable and convincing as useful for 
becoming skilled practitioners in the short-term and long-term; and 
are unlikely to be learned well solely through experience (as cited in 
Hlas & Hlas, 2012). 

A second project, known as LTP (Learning in, from, and for 
Teaching Practice, n.d.), is a research collaboration focusing on math-
ematics education and ambitious teaching. The lead researchers are 
Franke, Kazemi, and Lampert, and their work is based on Grossman, 
who emphasizes providing pre-service teachers with opportunities to 
make approximations of practice within their professional course-
work. They also advocate that educators “limit the territory” (LTP, 
n.d., para. 5) of what is taught and practiced in the methods class, in 
order to “support beginning teachers’ learning of contingent interac-
tive practice” (para. 5). They state:

Current education reforms revolve around the formation 
of ambitious learning goals for students, implying the need 

for a kind of teaching that is currently rare among American 
public school teachers. Teaching that enables different kinds of 
students—across ethnic, racial, class, and gender categories—to 
perform competently in complex domains requires not only 
skills, knowledge, and dispositions, but also the capacity to 
judge when, where, and how to use skills and knowledge in 
direct interaction with learners. (para. 1)

The extensive work on high-leverage teaching practices published 
by these authors and others has recently been applied specifically  to 
the field of Foreign Language Education (FLE). Hlas & Hlas (2012) 
reviewed the research contributions of mathematics educators to date 
on the topic of HLTPs and argued that researchers in FLE need to 
first identify the specific HLTPs and associated micropractices “unique 
to our own goals” (Hlas & Hlas, 2012, p. S-91), and to then teach 
them to our world language methods students. They identified four 
possible HLTPs from the field of mathematics education that have 
connections with foreign language education: anticipating student errors 
and misconceptions during planning, making connections between multiple 
representations, leading a classroom discussion, and teaching through problem 
solving. In addition, they identified one or more micropractices or 
techniques for each HLTP. They defined micropractices as “…specific 
aspects of the teaching practice that need to be learned to enact the 
practice effectively” (Hlas & Hlas, 2012, p. S78). They further sub-
divided some of the micropractices into what they called subpractices 
(Hlas & Hlas, 2012, p. S78).

Hlas & Hlas (2012) concluded that: “HLTP work well because 
beginning teachers need time to analyze and rehearse HLTP with 
students in designed settings (e.g., critique lessons, laboratory classes) 
before taking the practice into actual classrooms for solo enactment 
(Ball & Forzani, 2009; Medina, 2008)” (p. S91). Troyan et al. (2013) 
built upon Hlas & Hlas’ ()2012 theoretical work by implementing and 
examining a practice-based approach to foreign language teacher prep-
aration. They focused on the following HLPs: using the target language 
comprehensibly during instruction (CI), questioning for building and assessing 
student understanding, and teaching grammar using an inductive approach 
followed by co-constructed explanations of form-meaning relationships.

Troyan and colleagues (2013, p.159) sought to clarify existing termi-
nology, including high-leverage practices (HLPs) or high-leverage teaching 
practices (HLTPs), micropractices, etc. They chose to focus on what the 
LTP project (n.d.) calls high-leverage practices (HLPs) and instructional 
activities (IAs), stating: “The IAs serve as containers that carry princi-
ples, practices, and knowledge into practice and support both student 
learning and teacher learning” (LTP, n.d., para. 5). Troyan et al. (2013) 
emphasized what other researchers (Ball and Forzani, 2009; Lampert, 
2010) had already stated, which is that the variation in the terms used 
reflects the differing grain size of these practices and highlights the 
need for researchers to agree upon a common language to describe 
research on a a high-leverage teaching practices approach to teacher 
education.

Troyan et al. (2013) stated that each HLP can be used across vari-
ous IAs, but that for this study they situated each HLP within a spe-
cific IA, since they realized after the first iteration of the course that: 
“Assuming that our pre-service teachers were able to select a context 
and enact the practice simultaneously was misguided, and perhaps 
even developmentally inappropriate for the beginning teacher, at least 
during the introductory phases of learning an HLP. It became clear to 
us that pre-service teachers needed assistance when deciding upon an 
IA in which to refine their skill with particular HLPs” (p. 167).
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In their second iteration of their methods class, these authors situ-
ated each HLP in a specific IA: the HLP Using the target language com-
prehensibly during instruction (CI) was expressed in the IA Introducing new 
vocabulary words situated in a meaningful and interesting context; the HLP 
Questioning for building and assessing student understanding was expressed 
in the IA Guiding a text-based discussion using the interactive model and 
consisting of pre-, during-, and post-reading activities; and the HLP Teaching 
grammar using an inductive approach followed by co-constructed explana-
tions of form-meaning relationships was expressed in the IA Telling a story 
(e.g. folktale, legend) that highlights a particular grammatical structure in a 
cultural context, followed by a co-constructed explanation of form-meaning 
mappings between teacher and students (Troyan et al., 2013, p. 168).

Troyan et al. (2013) concluded:
Our experience described above echoes the assertion of Gross-
man et al. (2009) that many HLPs may take years to master, and 
therefore HLPs need to be grounded in IAs that support their 
enactment (Lampert & Graziani, 2009). As the LTP (2001) 
group states, pre-service teachers “are required to make judg-
ments about how to respond to students using the knowledge, 
principles, and practices that make up the ‘curriculum’ that 
supports learning to do the work [of] teaching. The IAs are 
structured to limit the territory in which novices need to make 
these kinds of judgments so that the mathematical knowledge 
and the practices they need to use to do them are able to be 
specified. (‘Instructional Activities [IAs],’ para. 1, p. 167)

 In other words, limiting the territory helps define both the content 
knowledge and the pedagogical knowledge necessary to perform the 
HLP. Based on their overall experience implementing a practice-based 
teacher education program founded on HLPs situated within IAs, 
Troyan et al. (2013) recommended: fostering collaboration among 
supervisors and instructors; clearly defining the IAs; being selective 
about the HLPs to include in the methods course for deconstruction, 
analysis, rehearsal, and coaching; expecting student resistance to the 
rehearsal stage; and working within the program resources. While all 
of these conclusions will be helpful to others engaged in redesigning 
a world language teaching methods course, the conclusion most 
relevant to the current study was the following (p. 168):

In our experience, the quality of pre-service teachers’ lessons 
improved considerably when provided with an IA, which led to 
more meaningful and contextualized execution of the HLP. By 
requiring the HLP to be carried out in a cognitively challeng-
ing IA for learners, such as introducing new vocabulary words 
situated in a meaningful and interesting context, pre-service 
teachers were not burdened with the added task of selecting 
contexts of use. This structure allowed the pre-service teachers 
to initially practice the HLP in an instructional territory that 
was well defined. Containing the practice in this way provided 
the pre-service teachers with situations in which they were 
required to make judgments in the management of contingent 
interactions with students. Over time, as their control over the 
practice developed, pre-service teachers were able to decide for 
themselves which HLPs play critical roles in different IAs.

Davin & Troyan (2015) extended the work of Troyan et al. (2013) 
by examining two of the three HLPs from their 2013 study in more 
depth. They changed the HLP Using the target language comprehensibly 
during instruction (CI); to Increasing interaction and target language 
comprehensibility, or I-TLC,  in order to emphasize the essential role of 
interaction instead of just mere input (Gass, Mackey, & Pica, 1998; 

Long & Porter, 1985; Pica,1994; Storch, 2002; Swain, 1995), and they 
changed Questioning for building and assessing student understanding to 
Questioning to build and assess student understanding, or just questioning. 
They did not investigate the HLP Teaching grammar using an inductive 
approach followed by co-constructed explanations of form-meaning relation-
ships. Davin & Troyan (2015) chose these two HLPs because they both 
“recognize the centrality of language as a mediational tool in social 
theories of learning (Vygotsky, 1986) and were designed to increase 
teacher candidates’ classroom interactional competence, defined as 
‘teachers’ and learners’ ability to use interaction as a tool for mediat-
ing and assisting learning” (Walsh , 2006, p. 130). Each of the HLPs 
was instead divided into 3 categories and these categories were each 
divided into 12 descriptors, or component aspects of practice that 
compose the HLP (Davin & Troyan, 2015, p.4).

 Davin and Troyan (2015) argued that students need both compre-
hensible input and interaction to learn, and that teacher questions 
and responses shape the classroom discourse practices, influencing 
the overall classroom discourse as it unfolds. The number and type 
of questions asked by the teacher are important, as is as how s/he 
responds to student questions (for example, assisting questions to 
encourage student elaboration). They found that teacher candidates 
develop some aspects of these two HLPs more quickly than others, 
and that we must give methods students time to anticipate, plan, and 
practice the HLPs before they have to implement them in the field 
site. For this reason, they recommend that we require the students to 
script and rehearse their lessons before implementing them.

Overall, Davin and Troyan (2015) found that, of the 24 total 
descriptors for the two HLPs of focus, teacher candidates were rated 
proficient for seven descriptors (29%), partially proficient for 11 descrip-
tors (46%), and not proficient for six (24%) descriptors. Interestingly, 
they were not proficient at those HLP descriptors that were more 
context-dependent. These require the specific abilities to: interact (for 
example, responding naturally, downgrading due to student confu-
sion, asking appropriate follow-up questions, just “seizing the conver-
sational moment,” p. 12); provide instruction that is appropriately 
tailored to the students’ Zones of Proximal Development (Vygotsky, 
1930-1934/1978); provide graduated assistance (moving from explicit 
to implicit); and provide contingent assistance (required by the 
teacher to the students only when the students require it).
METHODS

In preparing to transform a traditional, front-loaded, and theoreti-
cal methods course into a practice-based course focused on pre-service 
teacher performance in an actual classroom setting, the focus for this 
study was narrowed to four High Leverage Teaching Practices that 
have been supported across the literature reviewed above: I-TLC; rec-
ognizing particular common patterns of student thinking in a subject-
matter domain (including their errors and misconceptions); selecting 
and using particular methods (such as questioning, or requiring short 
performance tasks) to check understanding and monitor student 
learning; and eliciting and interpreting individual students’ thinking. 
The pre-service participant engaged in lesson planning, curriculum 
and material design, supervised teaching, and guided reflection with 
the researcher throughout the course of one academic semester. 
Extensive field notes were taken by the researcher during the planning 
and reflection sessions, and the participant was videotaped each time 
she taught a class. Each video was then transcribed and qualitatively 
coded by the researcher for evidence of the HLTPs of focus, using a 
rubric created by Troyan (2013, p. 180). Triangulation of data was 
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achieved through a reflective process of comparing and contrasting 
the researcher’s field notes, her reflexive journal entries, the video 
transcripts, and the completed coding rubrics. The use of a reflexive 
journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) helps ensure the credibility of the 
findings of a qualitative research study, along with its dependability, 
transferability, and confirmability (Erlandson, 1993).
PARTICIPANT

The participant in this study was a 20-year-old college student 
majoring in Spanish Education at a small liberal arts college in the 
Mid-Atlantic United States. She is a heritage speaker of Spanish, 
embodying the definition by Valdés (2000, 2001, 2005) as someone 
who was raised in a home where a language other than English is 
spoken, who is to some degree bilingual in English and the heritage 
language, and whose language use depends upon both longer-term 
and more immediate sociocultural contexts. She spoke primarily 
Spanish with her family, but English virtually everywhere else. She 
had studied Spanish as a world language in high school, and was 
in her second year in college when the data for this study were col-
lected. She had not yet participated in a study abroad experience in a 
Spanish-speaking country.
PROCEDURE

This was an action research project. Action research involves: iden-
tifying a problem in an actual classroom; gathering, organizing, and 
analyzing data to shed light on that problem; acting on the evidence 
by implementing research-based interventions; critically reflecting on 
the effects of the interventions; applying the findings to improve the 
practice in that classroom; and, finally, sharing the findings with oth-
ers to help them improve their classrooms and build theory on effec-
tive teaching (Ferrance, 2000). This study was undertaken in the spirit 
of strengths-based teaching (Liesvield & Miller, 2005) to determine 
which, if any, of the HLTPs of focus were employed by this novice pre-
service teacher to some degree without explicit training in them.

The participant was videotaped each time she taught a lesson in 
the community-based Children’s Spanish Program, for a total of 12 
lessons. Each video was transcribed, and each transcript was carefully 
scrutinized by the researcher for evidence of the HLTPs of focus in 
this study. The coding process was a reiterative and reflective one in 
which a reflexive journal was used by the researcher to record any 
questions about coding and notes on the overlap of existing descrip-
tions of the HLTPs, and also to determine for which HTLPs no 
consistent evidence was found. One result of this reflective, reiterative 
process is that three originally separate categories were combined into 
one: using the target language maximally & comprehensibly during instruc-
tion (Glisan, 2010) and making connections between multiple representa-
tions (Hlas & Hlas, 2012) were subsumed under the HLTP of increasing 
interaction and target language comprehensibility (Davin & Troyan, 2015), 
with the addition of the parenthetical note including through modeling, 
examples, and multiple representations (Lorenzen, n.d.). 
RESULTS

Valuable insight was gleaned from this investigation. While some 
evidence was found for all but one of the HLTPs investigated (leading 
a whole-class discussion), there was ample evidence for one HLTP in 
particular, namely I-TLC. The pre-service teacher used approximately 
95% Spanish while teaching, which likely contributed to her success 
in simultaneously promoting target language interaction while provid-
ing comprehensible target language (I-TLC).

A rubric created by Troyan (2013) was employed to code for the 
HLTP of I-TLC. Based on this rubric, the participant in this study 
consistently met the majority of the expectations for this HLTP. She 
was able to meet performance indicators across multiple instructional 

activities in all three categories: creating comprehensible language, support-
ing student comprehension through contexts and strategies for comprehension, 
and creating comprehensible interactions with students (Troyan et al., 2013, 
p. 180). The examples given below are representative of her work, 
and all come from a single 50-minute class that she independently 
planned and taught, in order to place the use of this HLP in a specific 
situated context.
CREATING COMPREHENSIBLE LANGUAGE

The pre-service teacher in this study was able to create comprehen-
sible language for her students by using vocabulary and structures that 
the students knew, and by building on them over time (Troyan et al., 
2013). For example, during this sample class she asked a student who 
was struggling to understand Él es (He is): “¿Cómo se dice ‘él’ en inglés?” 
(“How do you say él in English?”)”. When the student responded 
“he”, she said, “Sí, uh-hmm. ¿Cómo se dice “él es” en inglés?” (“Yes, uh-
hmm. How do you say “él es” in English?”), and the student correctly 
responded: “He is.”

    When introducing new words or structures, the pre-service 
teacher would often signal them by changing her tone of voice 
(Troyan et al., 2013). For example, during this sample class she 
signaled the start of a new activity by stretching out the word ahora 
(now), and she raised her tone of voice when introducing the verb 
alzar (to raise) when telling students she wanted them to raise their 
dry-erase boards up when they finished writing their answer.

This teacher would occasionally slow down the rate of her speech 
due to the students’ beginner level of study (Troyan et al., 2013), but 
more often she would take care to pronounce letters that she would 
normally skip in her conversational Spanish. For example, she would 
pronounce all of the letters in terminado (finished) when students were 
done with an activity, instead of her more usual “terminao.”

Finally, she would use new words and expressions multiple times, 
adding these language elements frequently in the input that she 
provided to the students (Troyan et al., 2013). An example from the 
sample class was the following introduction of the verb acordarse: 
“¿Quién [se] acuerda, acuerda en inglés es ‘to remember’, who remembers, 
¿quién [se] acuerda cómo conjugar ‘ser’ en ‘yo’, en la forma de ‘yo’? ¿Quién 
[se] acuerda cómo conjugar en ‘yo’ form?” (“Who remembers, acuerda 
in English is to remember, who remembers, who remembers how to 
conjugate ser in the yo form? Who remembers how to conjugate the yo 
form?”).
Supporting Student Comprehension through Contexts and 
Strategies for Comprehension

The pre-service teacher in this study would communicate authenti-
cally with the students, despite their beginner level, by supplement-
ing her words with gestures, visual support, and knowledge of the 
students to create reliably compelling contexts for communication 
(Troyan et al., 2013). During this sample class, for example, she 
reacted to a technological glitch by saying “¡Oh no! ¿Qué pasó?” (“Oh 
no! What happened?)” while putting her hands to her face and mak-
ing an expression of surprise before saying “No sé qué hacer” (“I don’t 
know what to do”). After the problem was resolved, she acted relieved 
and said “Oh, OK. No me gusta la tecnología.” (“Oh, OK. I don’t like 
technology”), using grammar that the students already knew (the verb 
gustar and indirect object pronouns), along with a cognate that they 
could easily understand.

In her lessons, the pre-service teacher used visuals and props 
to support comprehension in contexts that were meaningful and 
purposeful (Troyan et al., 2013). In every class, she would lead the stu-
dents in a circle time to talk about the day’s date and weather, as well 
as how everyone in class was doing. The calendar was a PowerPoint 
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slide projected on a smart board. It was entirely in Spanish, and was 
linguistically and culturally correct (with the name of the month and 
the days of the week starting with lowercase letters, and the week start-
ing with Lunes (Monday), and it included images as visual clues as to 
the current month. The teacher required the student leader to write 
out the current day’s date (day, month, and year) on the calendar 
slide, after eliciting the information from a classmate. When talking 
about the weather and the classmates’ emotions, visually appealing 
posters were used, which were written entirely in Spanish but had 
visual images to aid comprehension. Individual students were called 
up to lead circle time, and they used a pointing stick to point at the 
specific areas of the visuals as they were mentioned. 

This pre-service teacher created her own lesson plans, aiming for 
meaningful and purposeful context that was relevant to her students 
(Troyan et. al., 2013). A simple example from this sample class was 
using the verb ser (one way to say “to be”) when talking about where 
people are from. The pre-service teacher had students in her class 
from Germany, Romania, and the United States, and they were very 
animated as they engaged in asking the teacher how to say the names 
of these countries, in order to say where they were from.

Finally, she used gestures to make new language clear in a mean-
ingful and purposeful context (Troyan et al., 2013). For example, 
during this sample class, she acted out writing when she wanted the 
students to write on their dry-erase boards, and then acted out erasing 
the boards when it was time to prepare them for the next round in 
the writing activity.
Creating Comprehensible Interactions with Students

The pre-service teacher in this study involved the students in the 
interaction in several ways instead of merely lecturing to the class 
(Troyan et al., 2013), including the provision of useful phrases to help 
her students negotiate meaning, such as requesting repetition, asking 
for clarification, checking their comprehension, and confirming their 
understanding. She required students to use these and modeled them 
herself, often asking her supervising professor how to say things in 
Spanish. Two examples from the sample class were asking her profes-
sor how to say binder and projector, at two different points in class.

Within the HLTP of I-TLC, this pre-service teacher would need to 
focus on the following skills in order to meet all of the criteria from 
Troyan (2013): defining new words with examples rather than transla-
tions, focusing student attention on input by ensuring that students 
know the lesson topic and objectives before starting input activities, 
and using more effective question sequences that begin with simple 
yes/no questions and progressively move to the more complex options 
of forced-choice questions and finally open-ended, personalized ques-
tions. However, it is clear that this student was able to demonstrate 
proficiency even in the HLP descriptors that were more context-
dependent, contrary to Davin and Troyan’s (2015) findings.
Discussion and Recommendations

    This action research study sought solutions to the problem of 
the front-loaded and theory-heavy nature of the traditional language 
teaching methods course. Several potential solutions are described 
below, including the incorporation of Cycles of Enactment and Inves-
tigation and an increased focus on Interactional Competence, with a 
specific focus on the strengths that heritage speakers of Spanish bring 
to their pre-service teacher field experiences.
Cycles of Enactment and Investigation

 What was learned from this pilot study will be applied to improve 
the researcher’s methods course in the future, which, together with 
the community-based program, compose a “reflective practicum” 
(Schön, 1983;  Schön, 1987). Students will engage in Multi-staged 

Cycles of Enactment and Investigation (CEIs), as advocated by the 
LTP project (LTP, n.d.). A CEI is very similar to Lesson Study (in 
Hlas & Hlas, 2012) and to Davin and Troyan’s (2015) four phases of 
deconstruction, demonstration, rehearsal & coaching, and implemen-
tation. One Cycle of Enactment and Investigation engages a class or 
pre-service teachers in observing an enactment of an Instructional 
Activity (IA; either live or via video), collectively analyzing the prin-
ciples, practices, and content in the IA, preparing to teach the same 
IA, publicly rehearsing their teaching plans and receiving feedback, 
recording their enactment of the IA, and repeating the collective 
analysis using these recordings (LTP, n.d., para. 7). The ultimate 
goal is to guide the pre-service teachers toward adaptive competence: 
“Over multiple enactments and analyses, the beginners learn which 
aspects of an IA remain relatively constant and what parts of their 
performance need to be adapted to what students know, what they are 
learning, and what they still need to understand and be able to do” 
(LTP, n.d., para. 7).

Each CEI will be centered on a particular IA, to be defined based 
on the HLTPs outlined previously, with enactment taking place in our 
existing community-based children’s Spanish program. As in previous 
work by Troyan et al. (2013), the methods course and the pre-service 
teachers’ field experiences will be “inextricably linked” (p. 160), to 
meet the requirements that community-based learning involve stu-
dents in applying their classroom learning to an authentic community 
problem—in this case, meeting the demand to teach Spanish to local 
children—while reflecting on their service as related to their classroom 
learning (Root, 1997).
Interactional Competence

Given that this particular pre-service teacher consistently demon-
strated some of the HLTPs without prior training, future data will be 
closely examined for any evidence that heritage speakers perform bet-
ter than non-heritage speakers on any of the HLTPs, with the hypoth-
esis that I-TLC (Davin & Troyan 2015) might come more easily to 
heritage speakers, in part due to interactional competence (Kramsch, 
1986; Walsh, 2006). This could include the ability to manage contin-
gencies (Davin & Troyan, 2015); to make connections across multiple 
representations (Hlas & Hlas, 2012); and to tap their own Funds 
of Knowledge (Moll et al., 1992). It could very well be the case that 
heritage-speaking pre-service teachers have a greater ability to engage 
in context-dependent I-TLC for that language, and can therefore 
serve as a valuable resource within any language teacher preparation 
program with a community teaching component. 

To conclude, the participant in this study had no explicit train-
ing in HLTPs, yet demonstrated proficiency in the HLTP of I-TLC. 
An implication would be for future iterations of the methods class 
to focus more heavily on the other HLTPs, while recognizing and 
celebrating the existing knowledge and skills brought to the methods 
class by the pre-service teachers. These students are at a point in their 
undergraduate education where their abilities in both Spanish and 
Education have been honed toward an advanced level, and students 
are ideally at a level where they can engage in meaningful field experi-
ences that combine their abilities in situated teaching practice. One 
suggestion would be to use the videos from previous iterations of the 
course with subsequent groups of students, as part of the Cycle of 
Enactment and Investigation. Another direction for future research 
would be to study the ability of in-service teachers to continue employ-
ing HLTPs and situating them within Instructional Activities.

A limitation of this study involves the lack of a comparison with a 
pre-service Spanish teacher who was not a heritage speaker of Span-
ish.; future studies should further investigate any potential advantages 
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or disadvantages that heritage speakers may bring to the language 
teacher development process. As with any qualitative study, the find-
ings are not directly transferable to another setting without a deep 
understanding of the similarities and differences of the two contexts 
and their participants. To this end, every attempt has been made here 
to provide a rich, thick description of this study (Lincoln & Guba, 
1985), so that this action research project could be replicated in other 
places and with other participants by researchers committed to con-
ducting thoughtful, rigorous, and thorough qualitative research.
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By Michele Regalla, Ph.D. and Hilal Peker, Ph.D.
This paper addresses the issue of integrat-

ing students with special needs into foreign 
language programs in the early childhood 
years. A partnership between a university 
and a charter school in central Florida began 
as a result of parent and teacher interest in 
providing a foreign language program for 
its prekindergarten students. Since 2014, 
prekindergarten students have been receiving 
French instruction twice per week in a typical 
foreign language exploratory (FLEX) program 
designed to introduce the French language 
and culture (Lipton, 1992); however, this 
program is atypical because of the population 
of the charter school, United Cerebral Palsy 
(UCP). At UCP, approximately 50% of the 
students have special needs ranging from 
mild delays to significant physical and cogni-
tive disabilities. Since the beginning of the 
French program, questions have been raised 
by various stakeholders (including some 
parents and other educational professionals) 
about students with special needs experienc-
ing confusion in foreign language programs. 
The most common questions address the 
topics of first language loss and confusion 
between the two languages. The educators 
who started the French program designed a 
study to address questions raised about the 
suitability of foreign language programs for 
students with special needs. The purpose 
of this study is to examine the effects of a 
French language program on the first lan-
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guage skills of an inclusive prekindergarten 
population. This article presents the prelimi-
nary results from the ongoing research study.
LITERATURE REVIEW

Decades of research in bilingual and 
foreign language education have provided 
evidence that second language learning 
is beneficial to students who do not have 
special needs (defined as typically developing 
students). Studies have shown that students 
enrolled in bilingual or dual language 
programs have shown an increase in overall 
academic performance and improved first 
language literacy skills (Bialystok, 2001; 
Curtain, 1993; Lambert & Tucker, 1972). 
According to research conducted by the Cen-
ter for Applied Linguistics (CAL), children 
who receive foreign language instruction 
have shown evidence of cognitive benefits in 
terms of reasoning, problem-solving skills, 
attentional focus, oral language skills, and 
overall school performance (Bialystok, 2001; 
Curtain & Pesola, 1994; Kaushanskaya, Yoo 
& Marian, 2011; Stewart, 2005). 

Despite all of the research in support of 
second language learning, access to foreign 
language and dual language programs is 
often limited for students with special 
needs. The Individuals with Disabilities 
Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004) 
guarantees a free and appropriate public 
education to all students with disabilities in 
the least restrictive environment. However, 
many students with disabilities are restricted 
from learning a foreign language due to the 
practice of exempting students who have 
special needs from foreign language programs 
(Wight, 2015). Research on students with 
special needs has focused mostly on the 
learning challenges encountered by special 
needs students, rather than the benefits 
that special needs students may derive from 
learning a foreign language. The challenges 
for students noted in the literature regarding 
students with special needs note a weakness 
in language processing skills. This weakness 
results in a struggle with the decoding of 
written texts and the pronunciation of words 
(Leons, Herbert, & Gobbo, 2009). According 
to Tannock and Martinussen (2001), students 
who experience difficulties in verbal work-
ing memory find it hard to simultaneously 
remember vocabulary, use syntactical rules, 
and apply correct grammar while listening 
to a teacher or watching a video in another 
language. The focus on limitations, such as 
those previously mentioned, are what guide 

the decisions to exempt students with special 
needs from foreign language programs. 
Furthermore, the limitation mindset sup-
ports the fear that special needs students may 
become confused by learning a foreign lan-
guage and this confusion may affect progress 
in first language learning. 

Much more research is needed to improve 
our knowledge base about early language 
learning and the relationship between first 
(L1) and second language (L2) learning for 
those children with special needs, but little 
research exists due to the scarcity of foreign 
language programs offered during the early 
childhood years. Only approximately 25% 
of schools in the U.S. offer foreign language 
at the elementary level (Pufahl & Rhodes, 
2011). Also, foreign language programs are 
not often available to many children with 
special needs. Due to the lack of foreign 
language programs available for young chil-
dren and the limited accessibility for special 
needs students, the prekindergarten French 
program at UCP is an ideal site for research 
in this area. This study was designed to 
investigate the relationship between first and 
second language learning for special needs 
students at the prekindergarten level and 
addresses the following research questions:

1.	 What is the relationship between first 
and second language learning for spe-
cial needs students? 

2.	 Specifically, what are the effects of sec-
ond language learning on first language 
skills?

METHODOLOGY
Setting and participants

The setting for this study is UCP, a 
charter school that fully integrates students 
with special needs into the classroom. In 
accordance with the philosophy of inclusion 
and educating typically developing and 
special needs students together, an inclusive 
French program began in 2014 as a result of 
a partnership between the school and a local 
university. Since the start of the program, all 
pre-kindergarten students have been receiving 
French instruction two days per week for 
30-minute class sessions and are participat-
ing in the research study with parental 
permission. For the purpose of this study, 
permission was obtained from the parents of 
27 students. Of the 27 student participants, 
15 were students identified with a special 
need requiring an Individual Education Plan 
(IEP). The 12 students without IEPs will be 
referred to as typically developing students 

in this paper. Every student with an IEP who 
participated in this study was diagnosed with 
some type of language impairment. In some 
cases, the student’s special needs were limited 
to language development as a receptive, 
expressive, or speech disorder. Other students 
show a more comprehensive diagnosis with 
a cognitive developmental delay or other 
disorder (such as a social/emotional disorder 
or autism) that contribute to issues with their 
language development.
French classes

With two lessons of French instruction 
per week, the goal of the FLEX program is to 
promote basic interpersonal communication 
at the Novice Low and Novice Mid levels as 
outlined in the World Readiness Standards 
for Learning Languages (The National 
Standards Collaborative Board, 2015) and 
the American Council on the Teaching of 
Foreign Languages (ACTFL) Proficiency 
Guidelines (2012). Lessons were organized 
according to thematic units and focused 
on vocabulary such as greetings/names, 
foods, numbers/age, and body parts. The 
themes were presented to students using the 
video series, Little Pim (Pimsleur-Levine & 
Benaisch, 2015), which was created to teach 
foreign languages to young children from 
birth through age six. The series was chosen 
because it presents the French language in 
context without the use of translation and 
because it has a strong appeal for young chil-
dren. The teacher used the Little Pim video 
episodes, songs, games, and Total Physical 
Response (TPR) activities to engage students 
in activities surrounding each theme.
Data collection and analysis

All students were assessed for their knowl-
edge of English vocabulary at the beginning 
and end of each thematic unit of study. 
Students were also assessed for their learn-
ing of French vocabulary at the end of each 
unit. The preliminary findings presented 
here include the topics of body parts and 
numbers. Students were pulled individually 
for the assessments and were asked to name 
a series of vocabulary words from the unit of 
study in response to questions such as, “What 
is this?” along with a visual prompt, such as a 
flash card. A student was awarded two points 
for each English vocabulary word he or she 
could produce. If a student could not pro-
duce a word, he/she was asked to identify the 
word by pointing to the corresponding visual 
from a set that included three other visuals 
on the same topic. Students were awarded 
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one point for every vocabulary word identi-
fied correctly and zero points for words they 
could neither produce nor identify. The same 
assessment procedure was followed in both 
the pre-test and post-test of English vocabu-
lary as well as the French tests at the end of 
each unit. All French and English vocabulary 
pre-tests and post-tests were entered into Sta-
tistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS, 
2016) software.
FINDINGS

The data presented is focused on the rela-
tionship between first and second language 
learning with an emphasis on the English 
pre-tests and post-tests given for each unit. 
For the purpose of this paper, two examples 
of statistical analysis of raw scores from unit 
tests are shared below (see Table 1): the pre-tests and post tests for 
numbers 1-10 and the body part vocabu-
lary. In Table 1, a student’s (IEP) status is 
represented by a number: “0” for typically 
developing students (no IEP) and “1” for 
special needs students (students with an IEP). 
As the chart below shows, the mean scores 
for special needs students rose from pretest 
to posttest on English vocabulary. Typically 
developing students’ scores remained the 
same for numbers (all were able to count 
1-10 on the pre-test) and rose for the body 
parts vocabulary test. These results (see Table 
1) indicate that no student received a lower 
score on an English vocabulary test after 
receiving French instruction in that same 
vocabulary. 

Furthermore, we analyzed the differences 
between the typical and special needs students to find out if French 
instruction affected any of the groups’ post-test results. For this rea-
son, we conducted a Chi-Square test. The Chi-square results indicated 
that the differences in mean scores are not statistically significant 
between the typical and special needs students on either English post-
test (see Table 2), but were significant on one French test.

To be more specific, there was not a statistically significant differ-
ence in distribution of ranks among the special needs students and 
typically developing peers for the English post-test (X2 = 1.662, df = 1, 
p = .197), nor was there a statistically significant difference in distribu-
tion of ranks among these groups for the test in French (X2 = 2.759, 
df = 1, p = .097) for the body parts test. For the numbers test (i.e., 
1-10), there was not a statistically significant difference in distribu-
tion of ranks among these two groups of students taking the English 
post-test (X2 = .800, df = 1, p = .371). However, there was a statistically 
significant difference in distribution of ranks in French post-tests (X2 
= 7.739, df = 1, p = .005).

Discussion and Implications
The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of a French 

foreign language program on the first language skills of prekindergar-
ten students with special needs. The findings indicate that all students 
who participated in this study showed evidence of learning French 
without any loss of English language vocabulary. Table 2 shows the 
results of the mean scores of the French tests divided into two groups: 

students with IEPs (special needs) and without IEPs (typically develop-
ing). The mean scores of the special needs students are lower than the 

mean scores of the typically developing students; however, all students 
showed evidence of learning some French vocabulary. These findings 
align with the previous research showing that special needs students 
can be successful at learning a second language if sufficient time and 
appropriate accommodations are provided (Genessee, Paradis, & 
Crago, 2004; Simon-Cereijido & Gutierrez-Clellen, 2014; Regalla & 
Peker, 2016). 

In addition, it is crucial to note that each student with special 
needs in this study has a diagnosis of a language impairment. For 
instance, 12 of the special needs students were diagnosed with expres-
sive language delays. An expressive language delay could account for 
lower scores in the case where only one point was earned by a student 
for identification of a French word rather than the two points for 
production. It is also notable that nine students were diagnosed with 
receptive language delays, but were able to respond correctly when 
visual prompts were provided for them to identify the French words. 
These findings align with the prior research findings that special 
needs students’ language impairments will display equally in both the 
L1 and L2 (Genesee et al., 2004).

The findings in this study are also significant because they raise the 
question of the effects of L2 learning on L1 vocabulary for students 
with special needs. None of the students who participated in this 
study showed evidence of language loss on tests of English vocabulary. 

Tests IEP N Mean Chi-
Square Sign. (p)

Body Parts English Post Test
0 12 15.00

1.66 .197
1 15 13.20

Body Parts French Post Test
0 12 16.17

2.759 .097
1 14 11.21

Numbers English Post Test
0 12 14.50

.800 .371
1 15 13.60

Numbers French Post Test
0 12 18.58

7.739 .005
1 15 10.33

Table 2: Chi-square results for classroom tests on both English and French vocabulary

Group 
Statistics 
Theme

English 
Tests IEP N Mean Std. 

Deviation
Std. Error 

Mean

Numbers

Pre-test
0 12 10.00 .00 .00

1 16 8.31 1.92 .48

Post-test
0 12 10.00 .00 .00

1 16 9.81 .75 .18

Body Parts

Pre-test
0 12 7.91 .28 .038

1 16 7.06 1.48 .38

Post-test
0 12 8.00 .00 .00

1 16 7.81 .54 .13

Table 1: Pre-test and post-test mean scores for all students on English vocabulary
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In fact, all students showed a very small 
increase in their test scores of English 
vocabulary. As shown earlier, the findings 
of this study indicate that participating in 
this FLEX program did not have a nega-
tive effect on prekindergarten students’ 
L1 vocabulary. None of the students expe-
rienced any decrease in their mean scores 
from pre-test to post-test in English. In 
fact, there were slight gains in the mean 
scores from pre-test to post-test in English, 
but gains were not statistically significant. 
Although the sample size is too small to 
suggest that French instruction can ben-
efit special needs students’ first language 
skills, these preliminary results show that 
the special needs students who partici-
pated in this study did not display confu-
sion of the two languages or harm to their 
first language skills as a result of French 
instruction. Few studies have investigated 
the effects of L2 learning on L1 vocabu-
lary skills, but a study by Kaushanskaya et 
al. (2011) has shown the benefits of learn-
ing an L2 on L1 vocabulary skills. 

The findings of this study contribute 
to our knowledge of foreign language 
education for young students with special 
needs. First, the findings show that all 
students can be successful in learning a 
foreign language. Although students with 
special needs learn at different rates from 
their typical peers, they should not be 
excluded from the opportunity to learn 
an L2 due to unsupported fears of confu-
sion or L1 language loss. Secondly, it is 
possible that L2 learning could benefit 
the L1 skills of special needs students 
as prior research has shown for typical 
students. However, conclusions cannot be 
drawn about the benefits of L2 learning 
on L1 skills due to the small sample size 
and the lack of statistically significant 
results in this preliminary data, and these 
limitations are acknowledged by the 
authors. Therefore, there is a need for 
more research on foreign language pro-
grams in the early childhood years. Fur-
ther research could investigate strategies 
that support successful foreign language 
learning for all students and the possible 
benefits for special needs students of 
learning an L2.
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