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The distinctive characteristic of this childminder’s service is that she only speaks Spanish to the children in her care. In order to promote bilingualism, she works closely with parents from different home-language backgrounds, including those who use English as an additional language, to foster the children’s language skills to an extremely high standard.
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‘Partnership with parents is absolutely essential’, says the childminder. ‘They need to understand what you want to achieve, value it for their children and reinforce it. You don’t need to worry about having a lot of resources; you can make or adapt resources to suit your needs. What matters is that you talk to children constantly at a level they can understand. I use everything I know about the children and their individual interests, gathered from talking to parents as well as my own observations, to plan activities that they are eager to do and which meet their individual needs. They are then really motivated to acquire the language, because they want to use it. Continually assessing their progress allows you to constantly modify what you offer and how you present it to provide a stimulating learning environment.’  
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Her approach, known as ‘language immersion’, is based on authoritative, research-based guidance on the language acquisition of young bilinguals. ‘It’s really important for children to know that I’m the Spanish teacher. By only speaking Spanish, I avoid mixing languages. I keep the language simple, providing specific vocabulary if I need to, and gradually increase the complexity of the grammar and vocabulary I use with any particular child according to each one’s individual needs.’ Children quickly understand that when they come into her home, they enter a child-centred environment where they can explore, sleep, play, and choose whatever they want to do, but that all communication from the childminder will be in Spanish. Initially, children may speak in English, to which the childminder will always respond, and they quickly accept that the response will be in Spanish. In this language-rich environment, children acquire Spanish in the same way in which they acquire English. Rather than having distinct language lessons and learning to translate, Spanish is the primary tool for communication. 
Partnership with parents
The partnership with parents starts before children join, when the childminder arranges to visit the child at home. This helps her to get to know what they enjoy and how their parents interact with them, as well as how languages are used within the family. A written consent document ensures that parents fully understand how languages will be used within the childminding setting. In order to ensure that children can make age-appropriate progress in both Spanish and English, the childminder discusses with parents how many days a week their child should attend. For children without English, she recommends that they do not attend her setting for more than three days a week because they need the opportunity to develop their English in an English-language setting. 

In addition to completing a questionnaire on their children’s interests, parents also complete a detailed questionnaire every three months, which focuses particularly on language and communication. The childminder provides ongoing information about children’s language development through a two-way diary. She finds that non-Spanish-speaking parents may need additional help to reinforce their children’s progress. So she provides information about key vocabulary that children acquire, and details of topics and interests that children have been following up, so that parents can support children’s learning in English at home. Over time, parents contribute to this in increasing detail as they become more aware of their children’s language acquisition in both languages.
The best ways to learn
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There is no need to invest in a large number of resources beyond those used by any other childminder. The best activities have proved to be those that promote the language development of all children, such as role play, which is perfect for introducing and reinforcing vocabulary. Resources such as dual-language books are not essential, but a laminator is useful because it enables the childminder to adapt, write and rewrite stories and books at exactly the right levels for the children. For example, she and the children talk about the content of non-fiction books from the library, discussing the meaning of the pictures. When books are in English, she helps them to compose their own Spanish version. This develops their literacy by giving them access to and ownership of the content, as well as acquiring relevant vocabulary. By observing and following up children’s interests, and providing activities and books that reflect them, the childminder ensures that the children are motivated to find out more. This enables them to acquire the language they need to pursue their interests, in exactly the same way as children who are acquiring a single language. 
Meeting the needs of all children

The childminder ensures that she is meeting the needs of all children by adapting her practice to meet their individual needs. For example, where a child uses English to communicate with her, she responds in Spanish but modifies the language she uses to make it as accessible as possible. She uses a wide range of non-verbal communication methods to support the simple sentence structures, such as gesticulation, tone of voice, body language and hand signs, together with picture prompts. 
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Activities are carefully planned to ensure that children’s different language backgrounds and stages of development do not result in isolation or exclusion. ‘I differentiate them for each child,’ says the childminder. ‘When children who do not yet share a language are playing independently, I need to be on hand to provide support and ensure that they are all are included. If children are not yet using Spanish confidently, this can be done through games, mime, stories and songs. Once children are using more than one language, they become more language-aware and find other ways of communicating. They choose which language is natural for them to use together. A child might use English with one child and Spanish with another, just as an adult does, because it’s the natural thing to do. Obviously, I would not stop that – children know which language to use with each other.’ 
Excellent progress

Because the childminder adapts the language she uses to ensure that children are able to communicate, they feel confident to approach her in whichever language they feel most comfortable, which enables her to monitor their progress in all areas of learning. The children make excellent progress as a result of consistent, high-quality provision that has allowed them to develop the freedom and agility to think, communicate and learn in both their languages. Consequently, they are able to use either language for all cognitive tasks and confidently discuss in one language, concepts they have developed in the other. By regularly visiting groups, the childminder can also compare the children’s language skills with those of children of a similar age. Every two weeks, she takes children to a community parent-child group run by Spanish-speaking parents, enabling her to monitor their progress in Spanish. She has found that their vocabulary is better developed, and their grammar more sophisticated than others of their age. 
Parents agree that their children’s progress has been remarkable, not only linguistically, but also in their self-confidence and maturity. One parent, whose child was already exposed to two different languages at home, had had doubts about introducing a third, but in the event has found that it happened very naturally. Another parent, who spoke no Spanish, observed that not only had her child acquired Spanish, but that his development in English has been enhanced by acquiring two languages, to the extent that people comment on his exceptional English-language skills. Other parents have made similarly positive comments. Those children who use Spanish at home have continued to develop it at an age-appropriate level, without the loss of the home language that so often accompanies the acquisition of English.
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The childminder lives in Brighton and was registered in 2007. The provision was found to be outstanding at the last Ofsted inspection. The ground floor of her house is used for childminding and there is a fully enclosed garden for outside play. The childminder is registered to care for a maximum of six children at any one time, of which three may be in the early years age group. 
Supporting the development of bilingualism
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Overview – the childminder’s message





 





The good practice in detail
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Are you thinking of putting these ideas into practice; or already doing something similar that could help other providers; or just interested? We'd welcome your views and ideas. Get in touch � HYPERLINK "https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/ofstedgoodpractice" �here�.


To view other good practice examples, go to: � HYPERLINK "http://www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice" �www.ofsted.gov.uk/resources/goodpractice�
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