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Executive Summary

High-quality early childhood education and care
(ECEC) programs have the potential to close gaps

in young children’s school readiness and create a
strong foundation for their future academic success.
This is especially true for Dual Language Learners
(DLLs), young children with at least one parent who
speaks a language other than English at home, who
comprise one-third of all U.S. children ages 0-5.
Engagement of families, not just children, is widely
recognized as critical to boosting ECEC programs’ ef-
fectiveness in supporting healthy development, kin-
dergarten readiness, and other key goals. For DLLs,
an effective partnership between parents and early
childhood educators is essential to ensuring that
preschool programs support these children’s unique
language development, in both their home lan-
guages and English, as well as their broader learning
trajectories.

Hard-won expansions of ECEC programs notwith-
standing, most state and local ECEC systems have
yet to build sufficient capacities to effectively serve
DLLs and their families—even as the country’s
young child population continues to become more
linguistically and culturally diverse. Efforts to in-
crease family engagement in general and to build
partnerships with DLLs' families in particular need
to overcome persistent barriers and utilize cultur-

ally and linguistically responsive approaches that
support all parents’ key role in fostering their child’s
language development, cognitive growth, cultural
identity, and self-esteem.

One often-overlooked source of support for family
engagement in preschool programs is Title |, Part A
of the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), the largest
federal investment in schools that serve low-income
students. With pre-K programs increasingly offered
in elementary schools, there is a critical opportunity
to align early childhood and K-12 systems and to
leverage Title | funding to better support young chil-
dren in low-income families, including those who
are DLLs. ESSA requires school districts receiving
Title | funding to meaningfully engage families, and
subsequent federal guidance reaffirms that funding
can be used to support family engagement efforts
beginning in preschool and should support families
from diverse backgrounds.
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But while Title | includes robust frameworks for how
to use Title | funds to support English Learners (ELs)
in K-12, it lacks comparable directives for DLLs in
preschool, leaving critical gaps in support. Address-
ing these gaps will be important to ensuring DLLs
are effectively supported. Under Title |, for example,
districts are required to have parent and family en-
gagement policies, and they must build capacity to
ensure that engagement opportunities are mean-
ingful and accessible to all parents, such as through
language access provisions for parents with limited
English proficiency. Adopting a similarly robust and
equity-focused approach to family engagement in
preschool programs would greatly benefit DLLs, giv-
en the importance of strong partnerships between
programs and these children’s families.

Thus, while Title | can and should be used to sup-
port DLLs from low-income households, this will
not happen automatically. In the absence of new,
dedicated federal guidance or investment, states
and local communities can strategically utilize the
flexibility that exists within Title |, and in other fund-
ing streams such as ESSA Title Ill and the Preschool
Development Grant Birth through Five (PDG B-5), to
improve support for DLLs in ECEC. By aligning exist-
ing resources and leveraging opportunities across
funding streams, states can strengthen family en-
gagement and promote approaches that are respon-
sive to the needs of DLLs and immigrant families.

To maximize Title I's potential for DLLs, federal and
state policymakers, school administrators, and edu-
cators should prioritize the following strategies:

Clarify how Title | funding can be used

for preschool programs. State and local
education agencies should provide guidance
on using Title | funds to support high-quality
preschool programs for DLLs to ensure school
readiness, language development, and
equitable access.

Provide tools, resources, and professional
development for family engagement.
State and local agencies, along with early
childhood program leaders, should share
promising practices and practical strategies
to help schools engage DLL and immigrant
families effectively.

Include DLLs’ families in Title | parent
advisory councils. Local education agencies
and program leaders should ensure that

DLL and immigrant families are represented
in these councils, and that they are able to
contribute fully to decisions about funding
and programming.

Align Title | with other funding streams
and improve accountability. State and local
agencies and early childhood system leaders
should coordinate Title |, Title lll, PDG B-5,
and other resources to boost their impact,
while also establishing mechanisms to track
funding use—important tools for ensuring
that DLL families benefit equitably.

Strengthen state guidance on inclusion of
DLLs in Title l initiatives. State education
agencies should provide clear expectations
for including DLLs in early childhood Title |
initiatives and promote alignment of funding
streams to maximize program effectiveness.

By addressing these gaps and leveraging Title | re-
sources effectively, state and local stakeholders can
create equitable, high-quality early childhood edu-
cation environments that help DLLs thrive academi-
cally, socially, and linguistically.

1 Introduction

Several decades of research show that high-quality
early childhood education and care (ECEC) programs
have the power to transform the lives of children,
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supporting kindergarten readiness and providing

a strong foundation for lifelong learning." Federal
education law was slow to acknowledge the critical
role such programs play in elementary and second-
ary school success, with Congress only incorporating
them in 2015 into the United States’ major federal
K-12 educational law, currently known as the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA). Originally enacted in
1965, this law has historically sought to ensure equi-
table educational opportunities for all students, with
a particular focus on addressing the diverse needs
of underserved and historically marginalized stu-
dent populations. While the law, in its current form,
includes provisions on equitable education opportu-
nities for English Learners (ELs), K-12 students whose
first language is not English and who are in the
process of learning English, ESSA does not similarly
address quality instruction for Dual Language Learn-
ers (DLLs), young children with at least one parent
who speaks a language other than English at home.
DLLs benefit disproportionately from participating
in quality ECEC programs? and require intentional
support to develop as multilingual learners. Yet,
federal law does not require state or local education
agencies to classify them as ELs, which would en-
sure consistent identification and access to targeted
language support services, and they are often only
indirectly included in broader efforts to advance ed-
ucational equity.

Active family engagement is essential to ensuring
DLLs benefit fully from ECEC programs. Given the
distinctive nature of DLLs’ early learning, close coop-
eration between educators and families helps sup-
port these children’s linguistic, social, and cognitive
growth, particularly nurturing their home languages

alongside English. However, for many immigrant
families, barriers such as language differences and
cultural misunderstandings can make it difficult to
forge this critical partnership.

Under ESSA, the federal government allocates sev-
eral funding streams to strengthen ECEC services—
and family engagement activities in particular. These
include the Preschool Development Grant Birth
through Five (PDG B-5), which is specifically pro-
vided to support state early childhood systems and
improve access to high-quality services for children
from birth to age 5. Meanwhile, Title | of ESSA pro-
vides financial support to schools that serve low-in-
come students. Federal guidance specifies that Title

| funding should be used, among other things, to
support the engagement of low-income immigrant
families with DLL children,? in recognition of the cul-
tural, linguistic, and economic barriers many face to
participation in school-based activities. Yet, signifi-
cant gaps remain in how schools, districts, and states
utilize these funds to support the unique needs of
DLL families in early childhood education.

This policy brief explores the current role and poten-
tial uses of Title | funding in supporting the engage-
ment of DLLs' families in their early learning. The
analysis identifies both challenges and opportuni-
ties that exist to more fully tapping into Title | funds
to improve outcomes for this population.

2 ESSA Title I: Intent and
Possible Uses

Title I, Part A of ESSA (often simply called Title I)* au-
thorizes the largest federal investment in education,
the purpose of which is to improve school effective-
ness and provide all children with equitable oppor-
tunities for high-quality education.® Although the
majority of Title | funds are allocated to K-12 educa-
tion, specifically to school districts serving low-in-
come children, schools may also use this funding to
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serve eligible children in early childhood programs.®
However, because the use of Title | funding for this
purpose is optional, it is significantly underutilized
in preschool programs. As a result, Title | provides
less robust support for young DLLs than it does for
school-age ELs, missing a critical opportunity to
enhance DLLs’ school readiness and build a strong
foundation for later academic success.

A. Equitable Support Mandates
for English Learners

Title | funding provisions include several mandates
for K-12 schools to support ELs equitably, upholding
both federal civil rights laws and education policies.
These provisions include compliance with Title VI

of the Civil Rights Act of 1964 and with the Equal Ed-
ucational Opportunities Act of 1974, which prohibit
discrimination based on language-minority status,
race, or national origin. ESSA also states that ELs
cannot be excluded from federally assisted educa-
tion programs due to language proficiency and that
they must receive access to high-quality instruction
across all subjects, reinforcing an ongoing com-
mitment to educational equity.” As a result, Title |
schoolwide and targeted assistance programs are
required to describe how they will provide ELs with
opportunities to meet challenging academic stan-
dards. Title I's K-12 accountability rules require states
to include ELs in accountability systems and to re-
port their performance on indicators such as English
language proficiency, academic achievement, and
graduation rates. Schools identified for comprehen-
sive support and improvements due to low perfor-
mance on state accountability indicators must then
develop plans drawing on these accountability met-
rics to address areas of need.

These protections and supports amount to a rela-
tively robust framework for ELs in K-12. However,
Title I lacks a similarly detailed framework for DLLs
in preschool. For example, ESSA does not explicitly

recommend that Title | funds for early childhood
programs be used to meet DLLs’ unique linguistic
and socioemotional needs. In addition, guidance on
the use of Title | funds in preschool programs does
not specifically mention DLLs.2 This is a significant
gap, given that DLLs often require tailored support
to succeed in academic and language development.
Recent guidance issued by the U.S. Department of
Education and U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services for local education agencies (LEAs) and
schools notes that early childhood programs receiv-
ing Title | funding are required to meet Head Start
Performance Standards that address serving DLLs in
early childhood settings.’ These standards do not,
however, match the depth of Title | guidelines for
serving ELs.

B.  Family Engagement

In addition to academic and school readiness sup-
port, Title | emphasizes the importance of family
engagement, requiring schools to involve parents in
their children’s learning and development to create
strong partnerships between schools and families.™
ESSA’s family engagement provisions mandate that
schools notify ELs’ parents of their children’s lan-
guage proficiency and available services and that
they address any barriers to participation in these
services. This provision, which was moved from Ti-
tle lll to Title | when the Elementary and Secondary
Education Act (ESEA) was reauthorized as ESSA in
2015, reinforces long-standing federal civil rights ob-
ligations requiring language access for ELs’ families.
These obligations originate in the Civil Rights Act of
1964 and therefore apply to all LEAs, regardless of
Title lll funding status. ESSA strengthens implemen-
tation of these obligations by requiring that all LEAs,
independent of federal funding for EL services, com-
municate with families of ELs in linguistically appro-
priate and accessible ways. An LEA receiving more
than $500,000 a year in Title | funds must reserve at
least 1 percent of the funds for family engagement
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activities. The law also specifies that 90 percent
must be distributed to Title | schools, to be used in
both schoolwide programs and targeted assistance
programs, while the remainder may be used for dis-
trict-wide family engagement initiatives."” LEAs may
also use a portion of the reserved funds to support
family engagement in Title | preschool programs,
providing an essential avenue for schools to support
DLLs and their families.

An LEA or school operating a preschool program
supported by Title | funds must use the family en-
gagement set-aside to ensure that preschool-age
children—including DLLs—and their families are
included in engagement policies. This includes noti-
fying parents of family engagement policies as well
as providing information such as school reportsin a
language parents can understand, to the extent fea-
sible and appropriate. Preschool programs can use
Title | funds to:

provide families with information about

early learning and development standards,
preschool curriculum goals, and school issues,
including in the form of translated materials
for parents with limited English proficiency;

offer support to families during the school
year and during vacation periods, particularly
as children transition into kindergarten;

pay for interpreters at parent-teacher
conferences, workshops, and community
events; and

invest in professional development related
to family engagement, specifically around
cultural competence and responsiveness, to
equip educators with the skills to effectively
serve diverse families.’?

BOX 1
Additional Federal Funding: Title lll and PDG B-5

Funding

In addition to Title I, two other notable federal fund-
ing sources—the Preschool Development Grant
Birth through Five (PDG B-5) and Title Ill of the Every
Student Succeeds Act (ESSA)—can also be used to
support DLLs.

PDG B-5 funds aim to support state efforts to co-
ordinate and improve early childhood services,
including by expanding access to high-quality early
childhood education programs. States can use PDG
B-5 funds to support young DLLs by making cul-
turally appropriate resources available in multiple
languages, providing professional development
and technical assistance to educators about child
language development, supporting the develop-
ment and recruitment of a diverse and multilingual
workforce, developing DLL identification practices,
and developing culturally and linguistically respon-
sive family engagement strategies.

Title Il funding specifically targets English Learners
(ELs) and is focused on improving the academic
achievement of ELs and children in immigrant fam-
ilies. Title Il funding can be used to support the En-
glish language development and school readiness
of DLLs age 3 and older; to help state, local, and
school leaders provide effective language instruc-
tion and promote family engagement; and to fund
professional development. It is important to note
that Title Il funding is meant to be supplemental, as
states and localities are responsible for covering the
core needs of ELs and DLLs.

Sources: U.S. Department of Education, “Preschool Development
Grant- Birth through Five," updated August 18, 2025; Build
Initiative, Zero to Three, and Start Early, Supporting Multilingual
Learners (Boston: Build Initiative, 2023); Miriam Calderon,

Amaya Garcia, Laura Bornfreund, and Harriet Dichter, Unlocking
ESSA’s Potential to Support Early Learning (Washington, DC: New
America, 2017).

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE | 5


https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-birth-grade-12/early-learning/preschool-development-grant-birth-through-five
https://www.ed.gov/grants-and-programs/grants-birth-grade-12/early-learning/preschool-development-grant-birth-through-five
https://buildinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/PDG-Series-Multiligual-Learners-2023.8.17.pdf
https://buildinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/PDG-Series-Multiligual-Learners-2023.8.17.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/unlocking-essas-potential-support-early-learning/#title-iii-dual-language-learners.
https://www.newamerica.org/insights/unlocking-essas-potential-support-early-learning/#title-iii-dual-language-learners.

LEVERAGING ESSA FUNDING FOR PRE-K FAMILY ENGAGEMENT TO SUPPORT DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS

3 The Importance of Strong
Family Engagement for
Young DLLs

Family engagement is an essential part of high-qual-
ity early childhood education, as equitable and
collaborative relationships between parents and
educators have a positive impact on children’s socio-
emotional development and future academic suc-
cess.”* This requires active engagement from both
parents and educators, sharing the responsibility of
supporting children’s growth. Strategies to support
family engagement involve home-based activities
such as reading to children, educational outings, and
discussing school; school-based activities such as
volunteering in classrooms or attending workshops;
and home-school conferencing, which involves
consistent and clear communication between par-
ents and educators.’ Beyond these forms of family
engagement, additional mechanisms such as school
accountability committees can create opportunities
for schools, families, and community members to
collaborate and share perspectives on how school
funds should be utilized.™

Family engagement strategies and practices should
reflect the diverse backgrounds, needs, and interests
of the families involved. For DLLs, who are simulta-
neously developing two language systems, parents
play an essential role in supporting cognitive growth
and school readiness. Therefore, early childhood
educators should communicate to DLLs’ parents

the importance and value of multilingualism and
encourage them to speak in their home language
during home-based family engagement activi-
ties—a practice that not only reinforces language
skills but also fosters a child’s cognitive develop-
ment, cultural identity, and self-esteem.'®

Outside of home-based practices, immigrant fam-
ilies often face cultural and linguistic barriers that

make accessing school-based activities and main-
taining home-school collaboration challenging."’
Families from different cultural, linguistic, and so-
cioeconomic backgrounds may engage with their
children’s education in ways that differ from edu-
cator experiences or expectations, which can lead
to misunderstandings and miscommunications.'®

If educators do not implement culturally sensitive
and inclusive family engagement practices, they risk
discouraging immigrant families from participat-
ing fully in their children’s education. Recognizing
and respecting these differences is key to fostering
meaningful, collaborative relationships that benefit
all children equitably.

Many immigrant families, including mixed-status
families (those in which some members have a law-
ful immigration status or U.S. citizenship, while oth-
ers are unauthorized), may also have concerns about
privacy and how their personal information may be
used or shared. These concerns can make families
hesitant to share information necessary for accurate
program planning and support, such as information
about their child’s home language. To address this,
educators and programs should take deliberate
steps to build trust, clearly communicate data pro-
tections, and create a welcoming environment that
reassures families their information will be used
appropriately. This trust-building is a critical compo-
nent of family engagement, as it enables parents to
participate fully and helps ensure DLLs receive the
tailored support they need.”
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DLLs from low-income households face addition-

al challenges that can affect their early childhood
educational experiences. For example, economic
hardship often limits access to books and other
educational resources that support home learning
and home language development. To effectively
address the needs of DLLs in such situations, schools
and educators should involve families in activity
planning and in decision-making processes more
broadly. Eligible preschool programs that utilize Title
| funds to support family engagement should ensure
the needs of DLLs and their families are prioritized,
along with those of all low-income students, to cre-
ate meaningful, inclusive support systems.

4  DLLs within the Title I
Population

DLLs comprise a substantial portion of the low-in-
come child population that Title | funds are designed
to support. Nationwide, DLLs are more likely than
non-DLL children to live in a low-income household,
defined as a household with an annual income
below 200 percent of the federal poverty line (see
Figure 1). As a result, while DLLs represented 33 per-
cent of all young children ages 0-5 in 2019-23, they
made up 39 percent of young children in low-in-
come households.?

FIGURE 1

But even though DLLs make up a significant share
of the low-income children Title | programs are
intended to support, Title I-funded family engage-
ment efforts are not always designed with their
needs and circumstances in mind.?' Barriers to par-
ticipation may vary based on the characteristics of
DLLs" households, including languages spoken and
parents’ level of formal education. These attributes
should be considered in family engagement and

other program and policy design decisions.

Language barriers can hinder some DLL families’
access to early childhood education programs, es-
pecially those speaking lower-incidence languages.
While in 2019-23, 56 percent of DLLs lived in house-
holds that reported speaking Spanish in the U.S.
Census Bureau’s American Community Survey (ACS),
the other 44 percent were part of households speak-
ing a wide range of languages other than English

or Spanish, including but not limited to Chinese,
Arabic, Tagalog, and French.?? In the same period, 42
percent of DLLs had at least one parent who report-
ed speaking English less than “very well”in the ACS.
These parents may find it challenging to identify and
enroll their children in early childhood programs
and to communicate with educators and staff mem-

bers.?

Share of Children Ages 0 to 5 in the United States Who Reside in Low-Income Households, by

DLL Status, 2019-23

Non-DLLs

0% 5% 10% 15% 20%

33%

25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Source: MPI tabulation of data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2019-23 ACS, pooled.
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Parents’ levels of formal education can also shape
children’s participation in early childhood education
services and should be considered when developing
family engagement strategies. In 2019-23, 25 per-
cent of DLLs had at least one parent whose highest
level of education was less than a high school diplo-
ma or equivalent, and DLLs made up 60 percent of
all young children for whom this was the case.?* An
extensive body of research shows a correlation be-
tween parental educational attainment and a child’s
academic achievement.?* Family engagement strate-
gies should therefore be designed to ensure that all
families can access and use information about their
children’s education, regardless of parents’ educa-
tional background. This may include providing clear,
accessible communications, offering multiple ways
for families to engage, and avoiding assumptions
about parents’ familiarity with school systems and
educational terminology.

5 Challenges and
Promising Practices
for Utilizing Title I to
Support DLL Family
Engagement

Successfully tapping Title | funds to support family
engagement for DLLs is widely understood to be dif-
ficult. One key challenge is the siloed nature of the
systems used to administer federal program funds at
the state and local levels. Title | and Title Ill are large-
ly administered separately, with little coordination
between the two funding streams. This disconnect
often leads to fragmented approaches that hinder
the potential for integrated funding strategies that
would more effectively support DLLs. For exam-

ple, joint efforts between Title | and Title Il could
facilitate greater use of culturally and linguistically
responsive family engagement strategies to address
language barriers that often impede the meaningful

participation of DLL families in their children’s edu-
cation. If administrative hurdles to coordination can
be overcome, braiding and blending these federal
funding streams can help ensure DLLs are supported
in Title | preschool programs and benefit equitably
from funding their presence helps bring to schools.?

Furthermore, at the school and district levels, early
childhood education leaders are reported to fre-
guently be excluded from decision-making process-
es that determine the allocation and use of Title |
funds. When this occurs, important needs can be
overlooked, including efforts to ensure DLLs benefit
from early interventions and family engagement
activities. Early childhood educators, who are most
familiar with the needs of DLLs, should be full partic-
ipants in these conversations, as their input is critical
for designing programs that support DLLs and other
young children equitably.?

Promising Practices

Due to limited reporting on the use of Title | funds,
promising practices that specifically reach families
of young DLLs are difficult to identify in a systematic
way. Nonetheless, there are various ways schools
and districts can connect with and support DLL fam-
ilies in their communities, leveraging Title | funds.

In interviews with educators and a scan of practices
nationwide, the following promising approaches
stand out:

Partnering with Community-Based
Organizations to Reach Families and
Communities Where They Are

Partnering with community-based organizations
that have strong relationships with and knowledge
of immigrant and DLL families can help school dis-
tricts to efficiently reach these families in familiar
spaces and maximize the impact of federal funding
by leveraging outside resources to complement it.
In Chicago, a longstanding partnership between
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the Logan Square Neighborhood Association, the
Southwest Organizing Project, and Chicago Public
Schools, for example, has supported the Parent Men-
tor Program, an initiative that provides training for
parents (many of whom speak languages other than
English) on academic instruction, professional devel-
opment, community engagement, and leadership
skills.® These same parents then receive stipends

to assist teachers in classrooms at their children’s
schools. In this way, parent mentors connect schools
to their surrounding communities, drawing on the
strengths of families and providing extra resources
for students, with an emphasis on the needs of stu-
dents with a home language other than English.

On a smaller scale, Highline Public Schools in Wash-
ington State runs kindergarten enrollment events
to reach out to families in partnership with African
Community Housing and Development, a local
direct service organization focused on supporting
African diaspora immigrants and refugees through
economig, legal, and system navigation services.?
Initiatives such as these capitalize on existing efforts
that are connecting meaningfully with DLL and im-
migrant families, while also potentially expanding
the impact of Title | dollars by connecting with other,
outside funding sources.

Systematizing Opportunities for Community
Accountability and Transparency That Bring
Diverse Voices into Important Funding
Decisions

The degree of transparency and community partic-
ipation in Title | funding decisions appears to vary
significantly across state and local systems. Funding
opportunities, decisions, and guidelines are often
opaque not only to families and community mem-
bers, but also to ECEC staff and leaders who could
provide critically important input and insights into
how funds might be most effectively utilized.

Colorado’s Department of Education requires every
school to have a school accountability committee
that must include at least three parents of students
enrolled at the school.*® Within this overarching
structure, as part of Aurora Public Schools’ efforts

to promote inclusive family engagement practices,
parent engagement meetings are held regularly to
ensure that parents can provide feedback and drive
decision-making. During these meetings, families
are informed of the possible ways Title | funds can
be used, thus providing transparency and empower-
ing families to advocate for needs and investments
they see as most important.®' This kind of approach
increases schools’ accountability to the communities
they serve, while also facilitating collaborative think-
ing and creating opportunities to implement com-
munity-based solutions to family challenges.

Encouraging Collaboration Between State
and Local Administrators of Various
Funding Streams to Create a Culture of
Shared Responsibility and Team-Based
Approaches

Many state and local managers of federal grants en-
counter challenges due to the siloed nature of their
positions and responsibilities. However, a former
federal grants director for the Moline School District
in lllinois described ways she was able to creatively
braid funds across multiple funding streams be-
cause of the responsibility she was given over not
only Title | but also Title Il and Title IV funds. Having
knowledge of the specific activities each funding
stream could be used for, based on the regulations
governing each title, allowed her to think holistically
in designing approaches that address the needs of
immigrant and other students facing intersectional
challenges.®

It may be possible to achieve similar results even
without such a grants management structure if ECEC
and DLL education leaders and practitioners are in-
volved in Title | funding discussions. This approach
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can also help ensure that low-income multilingual
and immigrant children are properly understood as
targets for Title | program activities, and that early
childhood programs and initiatives are meaningfully
included and prioritized in efforts funded under that
title.

Building Institutional Knowledge and
Capacity to Promote Continuity and
Sustainability

Specific leaders, champions, and relationships

can encourage innovative and impactful use of

Title | funds to support DLLs and families in their
districts. The reliance on specific individuals and
relationships, however, can mean that knowledge,
initiatives, and momentum can be lost when those
leaders move on from their roles. Documenting best
practices and building institutional capacity is thus
an important means of creating greater continuity of
services for a community.

Highline Public Schools, for instance, has developed
a family engagement catalog that compiles concrete
family engagement strategies that have been rated
on their perceived success by a diverse, district-lev-
el family action committee. This initiative not only
enables the district to continue to build knowledge
and capacity in this area over time but also increas-
es community participation and transparency by
directly showing families how resources are being
used and giving them opportunities to weigh in on
strategies that are working best for their needs.?

6 Policy Opportunities

While much can be done at the school and commu-
nity level to better leverage Title | to support the
engagement of DLLs' families, as illustrated by the
examples in the prior section, there are also steps

state and local policymakers can take to advance
this goal. Opportunities include:

Strengthening State Guidance to Support
DLL and Immigrant Families in Title I
Initiatives

State governments have an opportunity to provide
more direct guidance encouraging schools and
districts to consider the specific needs of DLL and
immigrant families in their Title | initiatives, both
within and outside the realm of family engagement.
While existing federal Title | guidance already sets a
clear expectation that funds be used equitably for
ELs, a named subgroup that must be considered in
Title I planning processes, DLLs are not consistently
named or addressed as a distinct population with
unique linguistic and developmental needs.

State agencies can build on the federal baseline by
clarifying how districts should interpret their civil
rights obligation to ensure equitable access for
multilingual families across all Title I-funded activi-
ties. This includes reiterating existing guidance and
promoting the alignment of Title | and Title Ill efforts
in order to improve outcomes. On a practical level,
states can also highlight to district leaders, school
administrators, and Title | coordinators practices that
have been effective in reaching DLL and immigrant
families through parent engagement strategies, le-
veraging existing innovation.

More explicitly including DLLs in Title | guidance
would better align funding and programmatic sup-
port with their requirements, ultimately fostering
greater equity and opportunities for DLLs and their
families.

Enhancing Parent Engagement Through
Title I Advisory Councils

Regulations also stipulate that schools and dis-
tricts offer transparency and provide participatory
approaches to making Title | funding decisions.*
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Specifically, schools and districts must set up Title |
parent advisory councils to actively engage parents
in decision-making processes. Full implementation
of these councils would help ensure that Title | pro-
grams are not only transparent but also responsive
by creating avenues for families to voice their priori-
ties and concerns.

For DLLs' families, language barriers can hinder par-

ticipation in parent advisory councils. To address this
issue, districts should take additional steps to ensure
inclusivity by conducting outreach in families’home
languages and providing interpretation and transla-
tion services.

Taking steps to integrate parent advisory councils
more meaningfully into Title | planning, while sup-
porting equitable access to participation, can help
boost DLL families’ engagement and ensure their
perspectives and experiences inform funding alloca-
tions and program strategies. Through such partici-
patory approaches, schools and districts can better
align their initiatives with the cultural and linguistic
needs of the communities they serve, fostering an
environment where diverse family voices are heard
and respected in educational planning.

Clarifying How Title I Funds Can Be Used
by Preschools and Braiding Them with Other
Funding Streams

States and districts also have a significant oppor-
tunity to clarify the appropriate use of Title | funds
for preschool programs, ensuring that these funds
can be more effectively directed toward early child-
hood education, including for DLLs. Although Title

| funding is primarily allocated for K-12 education,
preschools can also tap into this funding for certain
purposes, and research makes clear the importance
of early intervention for groups such as low-income
DLLs. By providing clearer guidance on how Title |
funds can be utilized for preschool initiatives, states
and districts can strengthen early childhood pro-

grams that are critical for school readiness and lan-
guage development, including programs specifically
designed to meet the needs of DLLs.

Moreover, federal and state education agencies
should encourage states and districts to braid Title |
funds with other federal and state funding sources,
such as Title lll and PDG B-5 funds, to create more
cohesive and comprehensive support systems for
DLLs in preschool settings. Braiding funding streams
would allow for a more integrated approach, ad-
dressing the diverse needs of young DLLs, from
language development to family engagement.

This strategy can maximize the impact of available
resources, ensuring that DLLs receive the tailored,
culturally responsive services they need to succeed
in early education and K-12 schools.

Finally, states should seek to address persistent gaps
in accountability and transparency regarding how
Title | funds are used to support DLLs. Improved
state and district reporting mechanisms would help
track whether family engagement activities funded
through Title | are reaching and effectively support-
ing DLLs' families. Without such oversight, it is diffi-
cult to assess the success and equity of these initia-
tives and to make necessary adjustments. Ensuring
better tracking and accountability of Title | funding
will help ensure that these families benefit from the
support they need and that funds are being used in
ways that truly promote equity and success for all
students.

7  Conclusion

A range of opportunities exist under ESSA Title |

to improve how preschool programs engage DLLs’
families in their young children’s education. Too
often, however, these opportunities remain unreal-
ized due to a lack of accountability mechanisms and
systematic support. Thoughtful efforts at the school,
district, and state levels are needed to overcome the
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inertia of conducting business as usual and to build
the knowledge and skills needed to improve family
engagement initiatives.

The potential benefits of such work cannot be over-
stated. Nationwide, one-third of all young children
are DLLs, and demographic changes in many com-
munities call for new and sustained efforts to ensure

that DLLs, who often disproportionately bring Title
| funds to schools through their enrollment, are
equitably served by these resources. By providing a
welcoming environment and building strong part-
nerships with families during DLL children’s earli-
est years of enrollment, schools can create a solid
foundation for these students to thrive in K-12 and
beyond.

Thoughtful efforts at the school, district, and state levels are needed to
overcome the inertia of conducting business as usual and to build the
knowledge and skills needed to improve family engagement initiatives.

Endnotes

1 United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), “Early Childhood Care and Education as a Cradle for
Social Cohesion," updated April 2023; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Administration for Children and Families
(ACF), Systems Framework to Support Dual Language Learning in Early Care and Education Settings (Washington, DC: U.S. Department

of Health and Human Services, 2024).
2 ACF, Systems Framework to Support Dual Language Learning.

3 US. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, Supporting High-Quality Preschool with Title | Funds:
Guidance to Local Educational Agencies and Schools on Implementing the Required Head Start Program Performance Standards for Title
| Funded Preschool Programs (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 2024).

4 Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965, as amended through the Every Student Succeeds Act, Public Law 114-95, 114th

Cong., 2d sess. (December 10, 2015).

(6]

Every Student Succeeds Act, Public Law 114-95, U.S. Statutes at Large 129 (2015): 1802.

6  Peter G. Peterson Foundation, “How Is K-12 Education Funded?,” updated July 22, 2025; U.S. Department of Education, Office of
Elementary and Secondary Education, Supporting High-Quality Preschool.

7 U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of Education, Dear Colleague Letter: English Learner Students and Limited English
Proficient Parents (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of Education, 2015).

8  Federal guidance on the use of Title | in preschool can be found in Section 112(c)(7) of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act.

9 US. Department of Education, Office of Elementary and Secondary Education, Supporting High-Quality Preschool. This guidance
describes the requirement that programs meet the following Head Start Performance Standards: HeadStart.gov, “Head Start
Program Performance Standards—1302 Subpart C: Education and Child Development Program Services,” updated August 2024.

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE | 12


https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/early-childhood-care-and-education-cradle-social-cohesion
https://www.unesco.org/en/articles/early-childhood-care-and-education-cradle-social-cohesion
https://acf.gov/sites/default/files/documents/ecd/DualLanguageLearnerBrief_full-20240523-508.pdf
https://eric.ed.gov/?q=source%3A%22Office+of+Elementary+and+Secondary+Education%2C+US+Department+of+Education%22&id=ED663836
https://eric.ed.gov/?q=source%3A%22Office+of+Elementary+and+Secondary+Education%2C+US+Department+of+Education%22&id=ED663836
https://eric.ed.gov/?q=source%3A%22Office+of+Elementary+and+Secondary+Education%2C+US+Department+of+Education%22&id=ED663836
https://www2.ed.gov/documents/essa-act-of-1965.pdf
https://www.govinfo.gov/content/pkg/STATUTE-129/pdf/STATUTE-129-Pg1802.pdf
https://www.pgpf.org/article/how-is-k-12-education-funded
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-el-201501.pdf
https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-el-201501.pdf
https://headstart.gov/policy/45-cfr-chap-xiii/1302-subpart-c-education-child-development-program-services?redirect=eclkc
https://headstart.gov/policy/45-cfr-chap-xiii/1302-subpart-c-education-child-development-program-services?redirect=eclkc

10

11

12

13
14

15
16
17

18

19

20

21

22
23

24
25

26

27

28

29
30
31
32
33
34

LEVERAGING ESSA FUNDING FOR PRE-K FAMILY ENGAGEMENT TO SUPPORT DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Rebecca R. Skinner, The Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), as Amended by the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA): A
Primer (Washington, DC: Congressional Research Service, 2024).

U.S. Department of Education, “Within-District Allocations under Title |, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of
1965, As Amended” (nonregulatory guidance, February 2022).

U.S. Department of Education, “Serving Preschool Children Through Title |, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act
of 1965, as Amended” (nonregulatory guidance, February 2024).

U.S. Department of Education, “Serving Preschool Children Through Title I

Rebecca J. Bulotsky-Shearer et al., “Extending the Validity of the Family Involvement Questionnaire-Short Form for Culturally
and Linguistically Diverse Families from Low-Income Backgrounds,” Psychology in the Schools 53, no. 9 (2016): 911-925; Jo Ann M.
Farver, Yiyuan Xu, Stefanie Eppe, and Christopher J. Lonigan, “Home Environments and Young Latino Children’s School Readiness,’
Early Childhood Research Quarterly 21, no. 2 (2006): 196-212.

Colorado Department of Education, “SAC and DAC Composition of Responsibilities” (quidance document, 2014).

Build Initiative, Zero to Three, and Start Early, Supporting Multilingual Learners (Boston: Build Initiative, 2023).

Nancy E. Hill and Kathryn Torres, “Negotiating the American Dream: The Paradox of Aspirations and Achievement among Latino
Students and Engagement between their Families and Schools,” Journal of Social Issues 66, no. 1 (2010): 95-112.

Samantha Reaves, Cecilia Martinez Torteya, and David S. Kosson, “Understanding the Relation between Family Engagement in
Education and Preschoolers’ Socioemotional and Behavioral Functioning in a Primarily Latinx Sample,” Urban Education 57, no. 4
(2020).

Noel E. Kelty and Tomoko Wakabayashi, “Family Engagement in Schools: Parent, Educator, and Community Perspectives,’ Sage
Open 10, no. 4 (2020).

Katherine Habben and Victoria Kim, A Data Profile of Young Dual Language Learners and Implications for Early Childhood Programs
(Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2025).

National Institute for Early Education Research, “Opportunities & Policies for Young Dual Language Learners” (policy brief, July
2018).

Habben and Kim, A Data Profile of Young Dual Language Learners.

Maki Park, Jacob Hofstetter, and Ivana Tu Nhi Giang, Overlooked but Essential: Language Access in Early Childhood Programs
(Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute, 2022).

Habben and Kim, A Data Profile of Young Dual Language Learners.

Robert Crosnoe, Two-Generation Strategies and Involving Immigrant Parents in Children’s Education (Washington, DC: Urban
Institute, 2010); Thomas Gabe and Gene Falk, Parents’ Work and Family Economic Well-Being (Washington, DC: Congressional
Research Service, 2006); U.S. General Accounting Office, Early Childhood Programs: Parent Education and Income Best Predict
Participation (Washington, DC: U.S. General Accounting Office, 1994); Lynn A. Karoly and Gabriella C. Gonzalez, “Early Care and
Education for Children in Immigrant Families,” The Future of Children 21, no. 1 (2011): 71-101; National Research Council, Hispanics
and the Future of America (Washington, DC: The National Academies Press, 2006); National Academies of Sciences, Engineering,
and Medicine, Promoting the Educational Success of Children and Youth Learning English: Promising Futures (Washington, DC: The
National Academies Press, 2017).

Manuela Fonseca, State Technical Assistance Report: Braiding, Blending, and Layering Funding Sources to Increase Access to Quality
Preschool (N.p.: Applied Engineering Management Corporation, Preschool Development and Expansion Grant Technical
Assistance, 2017).

Jannah Nerren, “An Educated Nation: Governmental Policy and Early Childhood Education in America,”in Curriculum, Schooling,
and Applied Research: Challenges and Tensions for Researchers (Cham, Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2020), 77-102.

Chicago Neighborhood Development Awards, “Southwest Organizing Project and Logan Square Neighborhood Association for
the Parent Engagement Institute,” updated 2020.

Highline Public Schools, “Kindergarten Enroliment & Readiness,” accessed June 2, 2026.

Colorado General Assembly, “School Accountability Committee,” Colorado Revised Statutes § 22-11-401 (2025).

Author interview with a Community Schools Coordinator, Colorado, 2023.

Author interview with a Director of EL programs, lllinois, 2023.

Author interview with an Assistant Superintendent, Washington State, 2023.

Every Student Succeeds Act.

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE | 13


https://www.congress.gov/crs_external_products/R/PDF/R45977/R45977.10.pdf
https://www.congress.gov/crs_external_products/R/PDF/R45977/R45977.10.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2022/02/Within-district-allocations-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/sites/ed/files/2022/02/Within-district-allocations-FINAL.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/non-regulatory-guidance-serving-preschool-children-through-title-i-part-of-esea-february-2024-16708.pdf
https://www.ed.gov/media/document/non-regulatory-guidance-serving-preschool-children-through-title-i-part-of-esea-february-2024-16708.pdf
https://www.cde.state.co.us/familyengagement/sac_dac_responsibilities
https://buildinitiative.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/08/PDG-Series-Multiligual-Learners-2023.8.17.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/2158244020973024
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/data-profile-dual-language-learners
https://nieer.org/sites/default/files/2023-08/policy-facts-dlls_july2018.pdf
https://www.migrationpolicy.org/research/language-access-early-childhood
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/29111/412204-Two-Generation-Strategies-and-Involving-Immigrant-Parents-in-Children-s-Education.PDF
https://crsreports.congress.gov/product/pdf/RL/RL33615
https://www.gao.gov/assets/hehs-95-47.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/assets/hehs-95-47.pdf
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21465856/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/21465856/
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/11539/hispanics-and-the-future-of-america
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/11539/hispanics-and-the-future-of-america
https://www.nap.edu/catalog/24677/promoting-the-educational-success-of-children-and-youth-learning-english
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED583129
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=ED583129
https://link.springer.com/chapter/10.1007/978-3-030-48822-2_4
https://map.lisc-cnda.org/2020/cnda/southwest-organizing-project-and-logan-square-neighborhood-association-for-the-parent-engagement-institute
https://map.lisc-cnda.org/2020/cnda/southwest-organizing-project-and-logan-square-neighborhood-association-for-the-parent-engagement-institute
https://www.highlineschools.org/school-learning-sites/get-started/kindergarten
https://colorado.public.law/statutes/crs_22-11-401

LEVERAGING ESSA FUNDING FOR PRE-K FAMILY ENGAGEMENT TO SUPPORT DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS

About the Authors

KATHERINE HABBEN

Katherine Habben is an Associate Policy Analyst at the Migration Policy Institute (MPI)
National Center on Immigrant Integration Policy, where she focuses on early child-
hood education and care policies related to integration of immigrant-origin children.
Prior to joining MPI, she worked as a researcher on the International Child Centered
Curriculum Erasmus+ project, creating handbooks and materials for educators and in-
ternational families to utilize during young children’s transition into formal early child-
hood education and care. She is an experienced early childhood educator, working
and training with several international and bilingual kindergartens in Berlin.

Ms. Habben holds a master’s degree from Trinity College Dublin in social policy and
practice with a comparative focus on early childhood education and care policy in Ire-
land and Germany, and a BA in philosophy from Western lllinois University.

MAKI PARK

Maki Park was Senior Advisor for Early Childhood Education and Care at MPI’s Na-
tional Center on Immigrant Integration Policy, where her research focused on issues
affecting Dual Language Learners and immigrant families in early childhood systems.
Additionally, Ms. Park provided technical assistance to state and local actors, support-
ing their efforts to work collaboratively across local communities to address program
quality and access issues facing immigrant and refugee families in home visiting, child
care, and pre-kindergarten systems.

Ms. Park holds a master’s in international education policy from Harvard University’s
Graduate School of Education and earned her bachelor’s degree with a double major
in French and government with a concentration in international relations from Cornell
University. She also practices as a clinical mental health counselor.

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE | 14



LEVERAGING ESSA FUNDING FOR PRE-K FAMILY ENGAGEMENT TO SUPPORT DUAL LANGUAGE LEARNERS

Acknowledgments

This policy brief was produced with support from the Sobrato Family Foundation. The authors are grateful
to Migration Policy Institute (MPI) colleagues for their assistance with this project, including Margie McHugh
and Victoria Kim for their review and guidance, Lauren Shaw for her expert editing, and the MPI Commu-
nications team for their assistance with production and outreach. The authors would also like to thank the
interviewees who shared time, experiences, and knowledge that enriched this analysis.

MPl is an independent, nonpartisan policy research organization that adheres to the highest standard of
rigor and integrity in its work. All analysis, recommendations, and policy ideas advanced by MPI are solely
determined by its researchers.

© 2026 Migration Policy Institute.
All Rights Reserved.

Design: Sara Staedicke, MPI
Layout: Katie O'Hara

No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form by any means, electronic or mechanical, or included in any
information storage and retrieval system without permission from the Migration Policy Institute. A full-text PDF of this document is

available for free download from www.migrationpolicy.org.

Information for reproducing excerpts from this report can be found at www.migrationpolicy.org/about/copyright-policy. Inquiries
can also be directed to: communications@migrationpolicy.org.

Suggested citation: Habben, Katherine and Maki Park. 2026. Leveraging ESSA Funding for Pre-K Family Engagement to Support Dual
Language Learners. Washington, DC: Migration Policy Institute.

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE | 15


http://www.migrationpolicy.org
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/about/copyright-policy
mailto:communications@migrationpolicy.org

BMPI

MIGRATION POLICY INSTITUTE

www.migrationpolicy.org

The Migration Policy Institute is an independent,
nonpartisan think tank that seeks to improve immigration and integration
policies through authoritative research and analysis, opportunities for
learning and dialogue, and the development of

new ideas to address complex policy questions.

v I £ Win

1275 K St NW, Suite 800, Washington, DC 20005
202-266-1940


https://www.facebook.com/MigrationPolicyInstitute/
https://twitter.com/MigrationPolicy
https://www.linkedin.com/company/migration-policy-institute/
http://www.migrationpolicy.org



