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Abstract
Increasingly, school psychologists are providing services for English learners (ELs) with basic reading problems, including
helping to identify appropriate supplemental instruction to help ELs acquire basic reading skills. The purpose of this paper is to
present a review of experimental and quasi-experimental studies reporting on the effects of supplemental phonological
awareness and phonics instruction on K-12 Spanish-speaking ELs’ reading performance. We identified ten original studies
that met our inclusion criteria. Five of these studies included PA and/or phonics interventions delivered in English, and five in
either Spanish or a combination of Spanish and English. Overall, we summarized supplemental phonological awareness and
phonics instruction was effective for helping Spanish-speaking ELs make gains in decoding and reading performance. Several
studies reported Spanish-speaking ELs who received supplemental instruction outperformed Spanish-speaking ELs who
received business as usual instruction on decoding and reading outcome variables. Descriptions of the supplemental phono-
logical awareness and phonics instruction are provided along with directions for future research and implications for practice.
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English learners (ELs) represent one of the fastest-growing
groups among school-aged children in the USA. Over a 10-
year time span, from 1998 to 2008, the total number of pre-K-
12 grade students increased by 8.5%; however, during this
same time, the number of ELs increased by 53.2% (Batalova
and McHugh 2010). Approximately 9.4% (4.6 million) of K-
12 grade students speak a language other than English at
home, and the largest percentage of ELs are in D.C., Alaska,
California, Colorado, Illinois, Nevada, New Mexico, and
Texas (McFarland et al. 2017). In California, the state with
the highest percentage of ELs, approximately one in every
five students is classified as limited English proficient (LEP;
McFarland et al. 2017). Additionally, scholars predict that the
number of EL students will continue to grow with projected
rates as high as 25% nationwide by 2025 (Rissler 2016).

The overwhelming majority of ELs speak Spanish, and
Spanish speakers represent between 77 and 89% of ELs
(OELA 2015; McFarland et al. 2017). In the 2011–2012
school year, Spanish was the most common language spoken
among ELs in all but five states, and there were 12 states in
which 80% or more of the EL population spoke Spanish
(OELA 2015). It is important to note, however, that even
with Spanish-speaking ELs, there are several different eth-
nicities and Spanish dialects represented (Rhodes et al.
2005).

Reading Outcomes for Spanish-Speaking ELs

When ELs fail to make the necessary gains in English
language development (ELD) and reading, there is a
greater chance they will become academically disen-
gaged (Preciado et al. 2009). This propensity for aca-
demic disengagement is evidenced by Spanish-speaking
ELs’ lower academic achievement, higher rates of
school dropout, and more special education placements
than their English-only (EO) peers (Preciado et al.
2009). Indeed, the newest information available from
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the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE 2017) indi-
cates while reading scores have improved overall since
2005, the achievement gap between non-ELs and ELs
has not changed significantly for 4th grade students.
Finally, Spanish-speaking ELs tend to be in particular
need of early reading intervention, as 61% begin school
with limited reading, vocabulary, and language skills
(OELA 2013).

PA and Phonics for Spanish-Speaking ELs In a review of stud-
ies examining literacy outcomes for ELs, Thorius and Sullivan
(2013) determined many ELs are not achieving benchmark
standards in the early grades due to limited access to empiri-
cally supported practices during core reading instruction (e.g.,
Tier 1). Basic reading skills consist of phonological awareness
(PA) and letter-sound correspondence (i.e., phonics). Both are
foundational to acquiring advanced reading skills such as flu-
ency and comprehension (Ehri et al. 2001). In addition, a
student’s PA skills in both their native and second language
are highly predictive of their word reading ability in English
(Quiroga et al. 2002).

Phonological awareness is a broad term that refers to the
concept that words are made of distinct sounds (Anthony
et al. 2011). In English, there are 26 alphabet letters that
represent 40 to 52 phonemes (Honig et al. 2000); in
Spanish, there are 29 alphabet letters that represent 24 pho-
nemes (Honig et al. 2000). Since the early 2000s, re-
searchers have examined how students’ acquisition of PA
impacts future reading skills. For both ELs and EO stu-
dents, research has consistently demonstrated improving
PA skills in English increases word reading abilities in
English (Anthony et al. 2011; Leafstedt and Gerber 2005).
Research has also demonstrated PA is a language skill that
can be taught regardless of a student’s first language
(August and Shanahan 2006). Moreover, Spanish-
speaking ELs can transfer their phonological skills in their
native language to those of their second language (Chiappe
and Siegel 2006; Gorman 2012). This transfer from Spanish
to English occurs for Spanish-speaking ELs due to the com-
mon letter-sound associations with the English language
(Honig et al. 2000). For instance, Leafstedt and Gerber
(2005) found ELs transferred PA from Spanish to English
without explicit instruction.

In addition, recent studies have examined the relation-
ship between decoding (phonics) skills (e.g., efficiency,
fluency) in a students’ native language and the extent to
which these skills transfer to a student’s second language.
For both PA and decoding, Quiroga et al. (2002) deter-
mined Spanish-speakers’ skills in their native language
were predictive of their ability in English. Indeed, this is
the critical research base justifying many other promo-
tions of a bilingual approach to education, especially in
the early grades (Lesaux and Siegel 2003).

Supplemental Reading Interventions
for Spanish-Speaking ELs: General
Considerations

English learners who struggle to acquire PA and letter-sound
association skills in their primary language are likely to strug-
gle with those same skills in English. In those cases, ELs may
need supplemental PA and phonics instruction. The imple-
mentation of supplemental intensive reading intervention
within the framework of a multi-tiered system of support
(MTSS) model has shown great promise for students who
demonstrate reading difficulties (Wanzek and Vaughn 2010),
yet many schools still struggle to implement and maintain
effective intervention programming for ELs (Orosco and
Klingner 2010). Within MTSS, students who have not dem-
onstrated grade-level progress in reading after exposure to
evidence-based whole class (Tier I) teaching practices would
receive more intensive instructional intervention (Tier 2) to
help remediate their skill deficits (Thorius and Sullivan
2013). Tier 2 can take various forms, but should incorporate
more focused, intensive instruction delivered to small groups
with progress monitoring by a trained interventionist three to
five times per week (Linan-Thompson and Vaughn 2010).

Importantly, ELs with reading problems can make substan-
tial gains in discrete reading skills acquisition when provided
with Tier 2 supports (Linan-Thompson and Vaughn 2010).
This is especially true in the earlier grades when students are
learning beginning reading skills (Lesaux and Siegel 2003),
and it is possible to identify ELs who are at risk for reading
difficulties because of underdeveloped PA or phonics as early
as kindergarten (Francis et al. 2006). Further, several re-
searchers recommend ELs receiving intervention should be
provided with programming that is comprehensive (i.e., more
than one skill taught at a time), incorporates elements of direct
instruction, and intersperses language support activities to
build oral language (Linan-Thompson et al. 2006).

Currently, there are many barriers to implementing evi-
dence-based, supplemental instruction for ELs (Orosco and
Klingner 2010). Nonetheless, school psychologists are often
the first people with whom a teacher will consult when they
have an EL student with reading difficulties (August et al.
2014). Unfortunately, empirically supported interventions
are in short supply; the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC
2018) currently lists only four programs that have positive or
potentially positive effects on literacy outcomes for small
group instruction with ELs. Furthermore, much of the research
on reading interventions for ELs has limitations that may re-
duce the utility of the information. For example, in many
studies, researchers treat ELs as a homogenous group
(Vanderwood and Nam 2008), yet it is evident that English
language proficiency moderates literacy outcomes and should
be considered when making decisions about reading interven-
t ion (Gutiérrez and Vanderwood 2013). Without
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understanding this research base, school psychologists may
have difficulty advocating for intensive interventions with
ELs.

Purpose of the Current Review

Richards-Tutor et al. (2016) recently published a research syn-
thesis evaluating the effect of Tier 2 reading interventions on
ELs’ reading outcomes. Their criteria included only studies
published in peer-reviewed journals, ones that specifically
targeted and/or disaggregated outcomes for ELs, and ones that
included information about implementation fidelity. Based on
these criteria, they found seven studies that targeted beginning
reading skills for ELs. Their study facilitated understanding of
broad outcomes for ELs who have received Tier 2 interven-
tions. The current review differs from the Richards-Tutor syn-
thesis in two major ways: (a) inclusion of studies with only
Spanish-speaking ELs and (b) limiting the search to inclusion
of studies that reported on students’ growth on phonics and/or
PA skills.

The purpose of this review is to identify the extent to which
supplemental (Tier 2) interventions with explicit PA and pho-
nics instruction were effective in improving Spanish-speaking
ELs’ skills in these areas. We decided to review studies pub-
lished after the National Reading Panel (2000) identified PA
and phonics as key components of reading instruction. For our
review, we defined supplemental PA and phonics instruction
as targeted instruction in small groups in addition to the stu-
dents’ core PA and phonics instruction.

Method

The following inclusion criteria were used to identify peer-
reviewed research articles that reported on the effects of sup-
plemental PA and phonics instruction for Spanish-speaking
ELs:

& Research studies published in peer-reviewed journals only
from 2000 to 2017

& Studies consisted of experimental, quasi-experimental, or
single-subject experimental designs

& The independent variable included explicit instruction in
PA and/or phonics as at least one component of the
intervention

& The dependent variable(s) included at least one measure of
PA and/or phonics

& Tier 2 PA and phonics instruction were delivered in
English, Spanish, or in both English and Spanish

& Participants included Spanish-speaking ELs

& Students were receiving core English language arts in-
struction in English, Spanish, or a combination of
English and Spanish

& Studies were conducted in the USA

Peer-reviewed articles meeting these criteria were located
through electronic searches using Education Research
Complete (EBSCO) and Education Resources Information
Center (ERIC) databases. Search terms consisted of English
Language Learners, Spanish-speaking English Language
learners, phonics, PA, MTSS, Tier 2, letter-sound correspon-
dence, word recognition, reading, and literacy. Due to the
small number of studies in each condition and the methodo-
logical and design differences across studies, we determined a
meta-analysis would not be appropriate for the purposes of
this review. Because we were interested in the extent to which
Tier 2 interventions improved ELs’ PA and phonics, we used
the outcomes from the studies themselves to answer the re-
search question.

Results

Based on the criteria for inclusion, we found ten original stud-
ies that included Spanish-speaking ELs. Five of these studies
included PA and/or phonics interventions delivered in
English, and five in either Spanish or a combination of
Spanish and English. Tables 1 and 2 present a summary of
the participants, research design, intervention, outcome mea-
sure, and findings of the studies. Additionally, Tables 3 and 4
provide information regarding the number and length of inter-
vention sessions.

Supplemental Instruction Delivered in English

As can be seen in Table 1, Denton et al. (2004) compared the
effects of Read Well (Sprick et al. 1998) to a business-as-usual
condition on EL’s PA and word decoding performance.
Thirty-three participants ranged from second to fifth grades,
ages 7–12. All students were native Spanish speakers, and all
were considered bilingual. Students were randomly assigned
to either treatment or a business-as-usual control group. At
post-intervention, student made statistically significant gains
on some measures in English.

In the Gunn et al. (2005) study, instructional assistants im-
plemented both Reading Mastery (Engelmann and Bruner
1988) and Corrective Reading (Engelmann et al. 1988).
English only and ELs were randomly assigned to either a
treatment or control group. Students in the treatment group
received 6 to 7 months of the supplemental reading instruction
in the first year of the study, and a full academic school year of
the supplemental instruction in the second year of the study.
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Intervention sessions were 30 min. Students in the control
group received business-as-usual instruction. English learners
in the treatment groups made statistically significant gains
from pre- to post-test compared to ELs who did not receive
these interventions. Students were also evaluated 2 years after
the supplemental instruction ended, and the ELs generally
maintained their performance on all measures with a decline
noted in reading nonsense words and vocabulary.

In the Nelson et al. (2011) study, 93 kindergarten ELs re-
ceived 20 min of researcher-designed intervention daily. The
control group received vocabulary lessons with reading
decodable text. The researchers found students in the interven-
tion group significantly outperformed students in the control
group on some measures in English.

The Linan-Thompson et al. (2003) study included 26
Spanish-speaking ELs in second grade. Students received
13weeks of a 30-min researcher-created supplemental reading
intervention in small groups of three to five students.
Researchers found students made statistically significant gains
on many measures at post-test. These gains were also evident
at 4 weeks post-intervention for passage comprehension and
phoneme segmentation fluency, and 2 months post-
intervention for oral reading fluency. No effect sizes were
reported.

Vaughn et al. (2006c) screened first grade students in high-
performing schools (14 classrooms total). Forty-eight students
were randomly assigned to either the intervention or control
condition. Students in the intervention condition received in-
tervention support and instruction was delivered by bilingual
teachers in small groups. They also provided English lan-
guage development support. Overall, students in the interven-
tion group made statistically significant gains over the control
group on post-test measures in English and Spanish measures.

Supplemental Instruction Delivered in English
and Spanish

With respect to supplemental instruction delivered in both
English and Spanish or Spanish only, we identified five stud-
ies that met the inclusion criteria. As indicated in Table 2, three
of these studies were RCTs, while the remaining studies
employed either quasi-experimental or modified case reports.

Baker et al. (2016) conducted a randomized control trial
with one treatment and one control group. Students were se-
lected for the study based on their scores on measures of
nonsense word reading and oral reading fluency. All the stu-
dents in these schools received core reading instruction in
Spanish only or in both Spanish and English.

Students in the intervention condition received 30 min of
intensive reading instruction delivered primarily in English
with supplemental Spanish support every day of the school
week for 60 days. At post-test, although intervention students’Ta
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scores improved, there was no statistically significant differ-
ence in test scores between the intervention and control group.

Gerber et al. (2004) conducted a quasi-experimental sup-
plemental instruction study with 88 students. Kindergarten
students in the intervention group received supplemental in-
struction, and first grade students received supplemental in-
struction in their language of core instruction in first grade.
The instructors delivered a researcher-created curriculum over
ten half-hour intervention sessions. Overall, they reported the
intervention group did not make statistically significant gains
on any of the dependent measures when compared to the
control group. However, they reported the intervention stu-
dents Bcaught up with their better performing peers by the
end of first grade on all measures (except for English
Onset)^ (p. 246).

Quiroga et al. (2002) enrolled eight low-performing first
graders in an intervention. They analyzed the effects of the
intervention using an instructional design framework.
Students received twelve 30-min individualized lessons.
Students participated in intervention two times per week for
6 weeks. They reported the students improved from pre- to
post-test in reading both real and nonsense words, with a sta-
tistically significant gain in reading real words. No effect sizes
were reported.

In the Vaughn et al. (2006b) study, Spanish-speaking first
grade ELs from transitional bilingual education (TBE) pro-
grams were recruited from a larger study. Students were
matched and randomly assigned to the intervention or the
business-as-usual control condition. The students in the inter-
vention group received 50 min of instruction daily in small
groups for 7 months. At post-test, they reported a statistically
significant difference between the intervention and control
groups on Spanish measures. The researchers reported the
control group outperformed intervention students on compre-
hension and verbal analogies.

Replicating two of their previous studies, Vaughn et al.
(2006a) compared growth rates in reading skills for first grade
students participating in English and Spanish intervention
groups. For each group, researchers matched the language of
the supplemental instruction with the language of the core
reading instruction in the classroom for the students. Of the
Spanish-speaking ELs in the TBE program they screened, 94
students were found to be at-risk and eligible to participate in
the study. The researchers randomly assigned these students to
either supplemental instruction (n = 35) or a business-as-usual
control condition (n = 45). With respect to the ELs in the SEI
program, 94 students met the criteria for the study; 45 students
were randomly assigned to the intervention and 49 students to
the business-as-usual control condition.

All students in the intervention condition received 50 min
of supplemental reading instruction daily in small groups de-
livered by bilingual teachers. Researchers reported students in
both intervention groups demonstrated statistically significantTa
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gains in some areas in the language of intervention.
Additionally, they reported the Spanish intervention group
transferred some gains into the English.

Discussion

We determined from this review that providing supplemental
PA and phonics instruction continues to be a promising prac-
tice for helping improve Spanish-speaking ELs’ reading skills.
Many of the studies revealed Spanish-speaking ELs made
substantial gains on decoding and reading words from pre-
test to post-test. Further, supplemental explicit PA and phonics
instruction delivered in English had long-term effects on ELs’
reading performance. For example, Linan-Thompson et al.
(2003) determined students maintained gains made during
intervention up to 4 weeks after supplemental reading lessons
ended. Students were able to maintain performance on most
measures 4 months post-intervention. Although few studies
examined the long-term outcomes related to supplemental in-
struction in Spanish, Cirino et al. (2009) reported students
from the their study continued to demonstrate growth in
decoding, spelling, fluency, and comprehension up to 1 year
after the intervention.

It is important to note, however, not all studies reported
statistically significant gains in reading performance between
intervention and no treatment control groups. For example,
Baker et al. (2016) reported no statistically significant gains
for the intervention group, and two others (Vaughn et al.
2006a, b, c) reported statistically significant gains only in
some areas. In addition, Vaughn and colleagues (2006a, b, c)
indicated many of their tests were underpowered due to their
low number of participants. Since we did not conduct any of
our own statistical analyses for this study, we cannot compare
the outcomes of one intervention to another; however, anec-
dotally, it is important to note the interventionists in the two
Vaughn et al. (2006a, b, c) studies used an intervention veri-
fied by the WWC as effective in small groups for ELs, while
interventionists in the Baker et al. (2016) study used a
researcher-created intervention.

Although it is tempting to draw conclusions about effec-
tiveness from only studies reporting statistical significance,
one must also consider clinical significance as a metric from
which to draw conclusions (Kazdin 1999). In other words,
when there are no statistically significant gains reported for
an intervention group, it does not always mean that the inter-
vention cannot produce meaningful change. Indeed, statistical
significance depends on the convergence of many variables
related to the study, including the measures used (e.g., the
measurement of the construct), the amount of time the inter-
vention was delivered, the fidelity of the intervention, and the
choices the researchers made with respect to statistical analy-
ses and effect size reporting (Ferguson 2009).

For example, the number of sessions and the amount of
time students spent in intervention likely affected outcomes.
With regard to this review, one may speculate that greater
effects were especially apparent when intervention was
implemented for several months rather than for a few weeks.
For example, Baker et al. (2016) theorized perhaps the inter-
vention duration of 30min per day for 60 dayswas too short to
see any statistically significant gains. Across studies in this
review, the range of instructional time per session varied great-
ly, ranging from 10 to 50 min. Moreover, in some studies,
students received up to 140 intervention sessions for 50 min
per session. Compared to other studies in which students only
received ten intervention sessions for 30 min, it seems that
time in session along with the number of sessions is an im-
portant element of an intervention. In addition, no studies
reported the number of learning trials per session, which
may affect outcomes.

It became apparent from reviewing all the studies that the
various supplemental instruction methods shared some com-
mon elements. For instance, all the supplemental instructional
methods involved teacher-directed instruction, multiple activ-
ities, and opportunities for students to practice skills in small
groups. In addition, many approaches involved providing vi-
sual supports such as pictures to accompany written words to
make it easier for ELs to identify the words. Further, many
researchers included lessons incorporating higher-level read-
ing skills, such as vocabulary, reading connected text, and
comprehension in addition to teaching PA and phonics. This
aligns with the report from the Center on Instruction’s recom-
mendations (Rivera et al. 2008) indicating intensive reading
interventions for ELs should focus on a combination of skills.

In general, schools often find it challenging to implement
supplemental instruction due to a lack of resources (Castro-
Villarreal et al. 2014). From our review, it was evident that
instructional assistants such as tutors, paraeducators, instruc-
tional aids, and undergraduate and graduate students could be
trained in a relatively short period of time to effectively im-
plement supplemental reading instruction to ELs. Indeed,
most of the studies in this review incorporated fidelity checks
to support instructional assistants’ adherence to supplemental
instruction procedures.

Directions for Future Research

Considering that we found relatively few studies that have
reported on the effects of supplemental PA and phonics in-
struction for ELs, more research is needed to examine the
effects of Tier 2 instruction on ELs’ reading achievement.
Given that there is limited time for instruction in the school
day, it may be particularly important for researchers to explore
which approaches to supplemental PA and phonics instruction
are most efficient for achieving desired reading performance
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outcomes for ELs. It would also be helpful if the focus of
future studies aims to identify instructional delivery compo-
nents (e.g., modeling, guided practice, corrective feedback,
amount of learning trials, and opportunities for practice) that
are most crucial for delivering effective and efficient instruc-
tion to ELs. Additionally, although not specifically addressed
in this manuscript, EL students’ level of proficiency in their
L1 in kindergarten may be predictive of their later reading
abilities in English (Gottardo and Mueller 2009). As a result,
future research should determine how L1 oral language and
PA skills mediate outcomes for ELs who are struggling with
learning to read in English.

Implications for Practice

Due to the growing EL population, it will become increasingly
rare for school psychologists to work in schools without ELs.
Given school psychologists’ professional skill set, they can
play an important role in offering assessment and intervention
support to stakeholders (e.g., teachers, paraeducators) work-
ing with ELs. For instance, with respect to the use of assess-
ment data within a problem-solving framework, school psy-
chologists can offer assistance in targeting students’ specific
learning needs to help implement evidence-based instructional
strategies. They can also work with other stakeholders to as-
sess which English phonemes or words an EL student has
already mastered and which ones they have yet to master. In
this way, school psychologists can offer support for differen-
tiating instruction by matching individual student learning
needs to appropriate types of evidence-based supplemental
instruction. Finally, because school psychologists understand
the importance of screening all students within an MTSS
framework, they can advocate for the use of effective screen-
ing tools.

Findings from our current review indicate that PA and pho-
nics supplemental instruction taught only in English can be
effective for producing both short- and long-term growth in
reading skills. This is promising for ELs who attend schools
with limited dual language resources, particularly if the pro-
fessional staff at their school commit to providing high-quality
supplemental reading instruction. In fact, it may be the case
that for Spanish-speaking ELs in SEI settings, English inter-
vention may produce the most meaningful outcomes. Indeed,
in the Vaughn et al. (2006a, b, c) study, intervention was
delivered in English, and the students made more statistically
significant gains with greater effect sizes in English than in
Spanish.

At times, educators have difficulty acquiring resources to
help remediate ELs’ reading difficulties (Gandara et al. 2003).
As advocates for ELs, school psychologists can help to ensure
that they receive not only the appropriate dosage of supple-
mental instruction, but also the most effective interventions

for their particular reading difficulties. To help with this pro-
cess, there are many resources available online for school
psychologists to use in consultation with teachers. For exam-
ple, the RTI Network (www.rtinetwork.org) and the
University of Missouri (http://ebi.missouri.edu/?page_id=
407) both have extensive resources related to intervening
with ELs. In addition, the Office of Special Education
Programs (OSEP) has a center on supporting ELs complete
with links to modules, reports, and case studies (https://ccrs.
osepideasthatwork.org/teachers-academic/supporting-
english-learners).

Overall, our review revealed Spanish-speaking ELs greatly
benefitted from supplemental PA and phonics instruction im-
plemented over several sessions for at least 20 min per day.
Therefore, school psychologists can use the information pre-
sented in this article along with resources discussed to advo-
cate for early, intensive intervention for ELs who are strug-
gling with reading. Finally, although decisions of which inter-
ventions to implement for EL students may often be made by
administrators and grade-level teachers, school psychologists
can impact such decisions by appealing to stakeholders, con-
sulting with teachers, and further assisting in monitoring both
implementation fidelity and student progress.
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