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Literacy Research on English Learners:
Past, Present, and Future

by Claude Goldenberg and Elsa Cardenas-Hagan

tudents who don't speak English proficiently or at all, known alternately as English learners

(ELs), emergent bilinguals, or multilingual learners, have been in U.S. schools since before the
United States was the United States (Goldenberg & Wagner, 2015). These first ELs—children of
Polish shipbuilders recruited by the permanent English settlers in the Virginia colony—enjoyed
a bilingual education in their native Polish and the English of their adoptive home. Since then,
American territorial expansion and succeeding waves of immigrants meant that as the country
grew, and the number of schools throughout the country grew, so too did the numbers of
children from homes where a language other than English was spoken. Bilingual education has
remained part of the U.S. educational landscape for most of the intervening years, but by far the
majority of students speaking little or no English upon school entrance have been educated, and

continue to be educated, in English programs (Cavanaugh, 1996; Goldenberg & Wagner, 2015).

With notable exceptions among groups and
individuals (Kieffer & Thompson, 2018), the edu-
cation of non- or limited-English speaking stu-
dents has been less than successful as a nation-
al educational project. Cavanaugh (1996) noted
a quarter-century ago that “history seems to
have taught us [that] teaching English to those
for whom it is a second language .. has not
been done as well as it could” (p. 43). An under-
statement if ever there was one, this observa-
tion was true even before it was documented
by national statistics, and it remains true today
(U.S. Department of Education, n.d.).
Nonetheless, researchers since the middle
of the last century have studied various aspects
of ELs' educational achievement (particular-
ly in literacy), what barriers might impede it,
and how we might overcome them. In so do-
ing, they have made contributions to literacy
research that sometimes go unacknowledged.

A (Very) Brief History of English Learner
Research in the U.S.
Beginning in the 1960s, and coincident with
civil rights and national liberation movements,
educators and activists concerned about the
achievement of ELs focused on language of in-
struction as the pre-eminent factor determin-
ing these students’ educational opportunities
and academic success. As journalist, author,
and advocate James Crawford (2004) wrote,
The civil-rights movement was begin-
ning to energize language-minority
communities. Parents who had them-
selves been shortchanged by English-
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only schools were seeking a better deal
for their children. Desegregation was
important, but equal opportunity de-
manded more than equal treatment if
students could not understand the lan-
guage of instruction. (p. Xiv)

With notable exceptions among
groups and individuals (Kieffer &
Thompson, 2018), the education
of non- or limited-English
speaking students has been less
than successful as a national
educational project.

By the 1990s, despite enormous controversy
in the preceding decades and a confusing and
sometimes contradictory research base, there
was some evidence of bilingual education’s
positive effects on ELs’ academic achievement.
However, the overarching picture was mud-
dled. As the first major national research review
on the education of English learners observed,

it is difficult to synthesize the program

evaluations of bilingual education be-
cause of the extreme politicization of
the process. Most consumers of re-
search are not researchers who want

to know the truth, but advocates who

are convinced of the absolute correct-



ness of their positions. (August & Haku-

ta, 1997, p. 138; also see Chapter 6 of this

volume for an account of national evalu-

ations, smaller local efforts, and the vari-
ous research syntheses produced in the
1970s, 1980s, and early 1990s)

It was also clear that bilingual education
was no panacea and that far too many ELS’
achievement—particularly those from Span-
ish-speaking backgrounds—remained stub-
bornly low regardless of language of instruc-
tion or assessment (Goldenberg, 1996). A similar
theme, that Spanish-speaking ELs tested in
Spanish performed “somewhat but not much
better,” was echoed a decade later by August &
Hakuta (1997, p. 22).

In the succeeding decades, the research
landscape changed substantially. The publica-
tion of additional research reviews and synthe-
ses (e.g., August & Shanahan, 2006; Genesee et
al., 2006; Goldenberg, 2008, 2013; Goldenberg
& Coleman, 2010) continued trying to shape
the extant research into something coherent
and comprehensible despite a complex and
messy research base of uneven quality. Ongo-
ing research also continued, much of it spurred
in 2000 by a major federally-funded research
initiative launched by the National Institute
of Child Health and Human Development
(NICHD) in collaboration with the Office of Edu-
cation Research and Improvement (OERI). The
initiative's goal was “to identify the instruction-
al conditions under which children whose first
language is Spanish are most likely to succeed
in developing English oral language, reading,
and literacy skills” (https:/learningdisabilities.
com/dr-g-reid-lyon/).

Language of instruction—bilingual educa-
tion—remains a potent topic, but it no longer
dominates the field as it once did. Matters of
curriculum, instruction, and what to do about
students having difficulty gaining proficiency
in written language, in whatever the language
of instruction, now have their own informative
research bases.

Contributions of English Learner Research
to Literacy for ALL

English learner researchers, educators, and ad-
vocates have pushed an agenda that is highly
relevant to our understanding of how language
and literacy relate to each other and, more spe-
cifically, to academic success for students who
come to school not fully proficient in English.
One thing we have learned is that language of
instruction matters, but so do many other fac-
tors. As a result, the research agenda is no lon-
ger limited by it.

Findings from Language of Instruction—aka
Bilingual Education

Two reports appearing in 2006, nearly a decade
after August and Hakuta's report, weighed in
on the language of instruction question. Au-
gust and Shanahan (2006), generally known
as the Report of the National Literacy Panel,
included a meta-analysis that largely agreed
with the four previous meta-analyses: De-
spite variability in outcomes, learning to read
in the home language can promote reading
achievement in English. In technical terms,
the meta-analytic analysis showed a moder-
ate positive effect size for bilingual education
(see August & Shanahan, 2006, Chapter 14,
“Language of Instruction”).

One thing we have learned is
that language of instruction
matters, but so do many other
factors. As a result, the research
agenda is no longer limited by it.

Genesee et al. (2006) conducted a narrative
review of the research rather than a quantita-
tive one. This analysis reached the same gen-
eral conclusion about bilingual education’s
positive effect, with an important qualifica-
tion: Longer-term bilingual education, at least
through middle school, produces better results
than short-term (“transitional”) bilingual edu-
cation (see Genesee et al.,, 2006, Chapter 5, “Ac-
ademic Achievement”).

Genesee et al. further suggested that while
longer-term bilingual education produced su-
perior results overall, in the short run (K-3), bi-
lingual education results were either no better
than English Medium Instruction or worse in
terms of outcomes in English. This finding of
variable effects is consistent with what August
and Shanahan reported, although the latter
calculated an overall positive, albeit moderate,
effect of bilingual education.

This conclusion—superior long-term effects
but variable and possibly negative effectsin the
early years—was largely borne out by the two
most important and methodologically strong
studies of the topic to date: Slavin et al. (2011),
a randomized study conducted in six differ-
ent cities and states, and Umansky and Rear-
don (2014), a retrospective quasi-experimental
design with strong controls that studied nine
cohorts of students from kindergarten to 11th
grade in a single major urban area.
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Slavin et al. (2011) found that beginning in
first grade, students in English immersion out-
performed those in the bilingual program on
English language and literacy measures. Stu-
dents in the bilingual program were, not sur-
prisingly, superior in Spanish measures. Dif-
ferences gradually diminished over the next 3
years. By fourth grade, there was no statistical-
ly significant difference between the bilingual
education and English immersion students on
the English measures. The bilingual students
remained significantly superior in reading
comprehension of Spanish passages.

The second study's findings (Umansky &
Reardon, 2014) are also largely consistent with
the conclusions reached by Genesee et al.'s re-
view and with the findings of Slavin et al. (2011):
In the elementary grades, ELs in English Me-
dium Instruction reached English proficiency
at a faster rate than students in bilingual pro-
grams (short-term transitional and long-term
bilingual education extending through middle
and high school). The pace of reaching English
proficiency reversed in middle school. The lines
literally crossed in their graph depicting En-
glish proficiency attainment by students in the
different programs: ELs in the long-term pro-
grams caught up and surpassed the percent-
age of students attaining English proficiency
in English immersion and transitional bilingual
education. By the end of high school, approx-
imately 7% more students in the long-term
bilingual programs had reclassified to English
proficiency compared to students in English
immersion or transitional bilingual education,
a modest but not trivial difference.

At the same time, however, it took a long
time for most students, all of whom entered
the district in kindergarten, to achieve English
proficiency. Regardless of the language pro-
gram, fewer than one-half reclassified to fluent
English proficiency by sixth grade. This means
that more than half of all students were, re-
gardless of the language program, “long-term
English learners.” The definition and character-
istics of long-term English learners should give
us pause:

In general, the term “long-term English

learner (LTEL)" refers to English learner

(EL) students who have been enrolled in

a U.S. school for six years or more and

have not been reclassified as fluent En-

glish proficient. These students may
have had inadequate prior schooling
experiences, and they are usually strug-
gling academically due to their limited
literacy skills in English. (REL at WestEd,
2016, p. I; emphasis added)

Bilingual education holds out the prom-
ise of helping students become bilingual and
biliterate, surely an advantage from any per-
spective. And overall, bilingual education is
likely to help ELs attain modestly higher levels
of English proficiency, including English litera-
cy skills. Both of these desirable outcomes are
more likely to be true in long-term bilingual
education programs. But by itself, bilingual ed-
ucation will not lead to educational equity for
English learners. If it is to succeed in doing so, it
must incorporate findings from other streams
of research—and work toward findings yet to
come.

Key Findings From Other Research Streams
Aside from language of instruction, the Nation-
al Literacy Panel (August & Shanahan, 2006)
synthesized findings from other important
lines of research. These were usefully summa-
rized in an executive summary available online
at (https://drive.google.com/file/d/127VbQMis-
9R4r47ValfR1-d6Rs95pY586/view). Four con-
clusions remain current and valid:

1. “Instruction that provides substan-
tial coverage in the key components
of reading—identified by the National
Reading Panel (NICHD, 2000) as pho-
nemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vo-
cabulary, and text comprehension—has
clear benefits for language-minority
students.” (p. 3)

2. “Instruction in the key components of
reading is necessary—but not suffi-
cient—for teaching language-minority
students to read and write proficiently
in English. Oral proficiency in English
is critical as well—but student perfor-
mance suggests that it is often over-
looked in instruction.”( p. 4)

3. “Oral proficiency and literacy in the first
language can be used to facilitate litera-
cy development in English.” (p. 5)

4. “There is surprisingly little evidence for
the impact of sociocultural variables on
literacy achievement or development.

But by itself, bilingual education
will not lead to educational
equity for English learners. If it is
to succeed in doing so, it must
incorporate findings from other
streams of research—and work
toward findings yet to come.
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However, home language experiences
can have a positive impact on literacy
achievement.” p.7

Early Identification of Potential Reading
Difficulties

Since the report, there has been progress on
a number of additional fronts. Whereas one of
the conclusions reached by the NLP was that
“most assessments do a poor job of gauging
individual strengths and weaknesses” (Exec-
utive Summary, p. 6), there have been nota-
ble advances in developing screening instru-
ments. These are brief measures of students’
current skills that provide information as to
whether they are likely to require additional
support in acquiring literacy skills. Francis et
al. (2020) note that early screening for English
learners should be aligned to the language of
instruction. The most recent developments
have been reported in studies by Baker et al.
(2022) and Cummings et al. (2021). Baker et al,,
for example, found that letter naming, decod-
ing, and oral reading fluency in Spanish were
accurate predictors of reading risk on Grades
1 and 2 comprehension measures in Spanish
and in English. In contrast, English screeners,
with few exceptions, only predicted reading
risk on English measures, not on Spanish mea-
sures. Using these screeners, Baker et al. con-
structed decision thresholds for students “at
risk,” “at some risk,” or “on target” that can be
used to identify students at potential early risk
for reading difficulties, depending on the lan-
guage program students are in.

Early Intervention for Students at Risk

There has also been important progress in cre-
ating and testing effective early intervention
programs for ELs at risk for reading difficul-
ties, whether they are learning to read in En-
glish or Spanish. In a series of important stud-
ies, Vaughn and colleagues (e.g., Vaughn et
al.,, 2006 a and b) have demonstrated that stu-
dents who struggle with early literacy develop-
ment in first grade can achieve and outperform
comparison groups when comprehensive liter-
acy approaches are implemented with fidelity.
These approaches contain the instructional el-
ements found to be effective by the National
Reading Panel: explicit and systematic instruc-
tion in phoneme awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension. In addition, as
recommended by the National Literacy Panel,
the interventions provide oral English instruc-
tion that supports students’ understanding the
meaning of the words and text they are being
taught to read. Spelling and writing instruction
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are also provided. A similar study in English
only was reported with similar findings by Ehri
et al. (2007).

In a series of important studies,
Vaughn and colleagues have
demonstrated that students
who struggle with early literacy
development in first grade

can achieve and outperform
comparison groups when
comprehensive literacy
approaches are implemented
with fidelity.

However, follow-up studies by Vaughn et
al. three to four years post-intervention found
“few statistically significant differences” be-
tween students who received the interventions
and those who did not (Vaughn et al. 2008). Al-
though all differences were in favor of the stu-
dents in either the Spanish and English inter-
ventions, the clear implication is that students
who experienced positive results from early
intervention must receive continued support if
the benefits are to be sustained. There are no
silver bullets.

Accelerating Oral English Development

One of the biggest challenges ELs and their
teachers face is accelerating students’ English
language development. As we've seen, schools
have been noticeably unsuccessful in helping
large numbers of ELs attain English proficien-
cy in a timely fashion, a fact noted years ago.
There are no national statistics on the num-
ber of long-term English learners (LTELs), but
data from large metropolitan areas around the
country suggest that 23% to a staggering 74%
of the secondary EL population comprise LTELs
(REL at WestEd, 2016). Long-term bilingual ed-
ucation does no better at preventing students
from becoming LTELs, even though in the long
run more students acquire English language
proficiency (Umansky & Reardon, 2014).

We have made very modest progress in be-
ginning to identify conditions that might ac-
celerate English language development. Two
studies are particularly noteworthy at the very
earliest grades: Saunders et al. (2006) and Tong
et al. (2008).

Saunders et al. (2006) compared kinder-
garten classes in English immersion and bi-



lingual programs that had a separate English
language development (ELD) block of time to
classes with no ELD block, where oral language
was presumably integrated with instruction
throughout the day. They found that students
in classes with the ELD block spent more time
receiving oral language instruction and had
modestly stronger gains in English oral lan-
guage development.

Tong et als (2008) randomized trial tested
the efficacy of a kindergarten and first-grade
program designed to accelerate English oral
language development. The intervention was
equally effective with students in English im-
mersion or bilingual education and consisted
of (a) daily tutorials; (b) storytelling and retell-
ing with authentic, culturally relevant litera-
ture; and (c) an academic oral language activ-
ity, “Question of the Day.” There is one caveat:
students who received the experimental treat-
ment also received more ELD instruction time,
soitisimpossible to rule out the effects of addi-
tional time independent of the program used.

We have an equally meager set of studies
in the upper grades. Two that provide avenues
to pursue and are examples of needed research
are O'Malley et al. (1985) and Carrier (2003), both
of which found positive effects of teaching En-
glish oral language learning strategies on high
school students’ academic oral language skills.
Both also emphasized that “strategy instruc-
tion needs to be explicit” (Carrier, p. 397).

Overall, educators have little research to
draw on because of the scarcity of studies ex-
amining the effects of instructional practices
with ELs on oral English outcomes (Genesee et
al., 2006; National Academies of Sciences, En-
gineering, and Medicine, 2017, 2018). We will re-
turn to this topic in the final section.

Overlap in Effective Instructional Practices
for ELs and Non-ELs
Finally, it has become increasingly clear that
there are many similarities in effective instruc-
tion for ELs and non-ELs. Programs that include
many familiar elements of effective instruction
also help boost ELs' achievement (Goldenberg,
2008):
- clear goals and objectives
appropriate and challenging material
- well-designed instruction and routines
- clear instructions and supportive guid-
ance
- effective modeling of skills, strategies,
and procedures
active student engagement
informative feedback
application of new learning
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practice and periodic review

- structured, focused interactions with
other students

- frequent assessments, with reteaching
as needed

- visuals and displays of concepts and in-
formation

Overall, educators have little
research to draw on because of
the scarcity of studies examining
the effects of instructional
practices with ELs on oral
English outcomes.

For literacy specifically, learning to read in
a language one is simultaneously learning is
very similar to learning to read in a language
one already knows. The differences have to do
with differences in target languages' writing
and spelling systems rather than whether the
learner already speaks and understands the
language (Goldenberg, 2020). Indeed, Cheung
and Slavin (2005) reviewed many of the same
studies as the National Literacy Panel and con-
cluded that “the programs with the strongest
evidence of effectiveness [for ELs] are all pro-
grams that have also been found to be effec-
tive with students in general” and modified for
ELs (p. 262). This was demonstrated, yet again,
by Vaughn et al. (2006 a and b) and Ehri et al.
(2007). Both interventions began as programs
to help at-risk monolingual English readers,
then adapted to meet the needs of at-risk EL
readers by providing additional support in En-
glish language development so that students
understood the words and the text they were
being taught to read. In the case of the Spanish
intervention, obviously, there was no need for
English language support for literacy instruc-
tion. However, the same instructional model
was adapted for and delivered in Spanish.

The same overlap between effective liter-
acy instruction for ELs and non-ELs is true in
later grades. Goldenberg (2020) reviewed four
middle school programs demonstrating “that a
sound instructional program, augmented with
an ELD component designed to help ELs learn
the academic content, helps ELs develop lan-
guage and literacy skills in intermediate stages
of literacy development” (p. S138). Specifically:

The interventions have in common

well-structured, planned, and delivered

curriculum; intense, ongoing teach-



er training; and explicit instruction
presenting conceptually challenging
grade-level material and corresponding
academic vocabulary. The interventions
used a number of strategies, sometimes
referred to as sheltered instruction or
integrated ELD, such as videos, graph-

ic organizers, paired and group work,

and interactive scaffolded discussions.

Instruction was essentially all in English.

(p. S138)

Some of the interventions used “home
language support,” such as Spanish/English
cognates (e.g., infirm/enfermo) or quick trans-
lations or definitions in Spanish; only one used
what was described as culturally relevant in-
structional components.

Further demonstrating the overlap be-
tween effective instruction for ELs and non-ELs
is the fact that programs’ effects were nearly
identical for both groups of students. “Conse-
quently,” Goldenberg (2020) notes, “because
ELs scored lower before the intervention, they
also scored lower afterward” (p. S138). He goes
on to observe the following:

The good news is that ELs in these stud-

ies benefited from the interventions

designed to bolster their academic lan-

guage, specifically, vocabulary in the
content areas, which in turn produced

at least modest positive effects on read-

ing comprehension. The more cau-

tious news is that the interventions did

nothing to address the achievement

gap between ELs and non-ELs, which
has been a driving motivation in EL re-

search, practice, and policy for over 50

years. (p. S138)

Future Directions to Promote English
Learners’ Literacy Achievement
It is obvious that educators and researchers
must continue working to determine why
so many ELs, particularly those from Span-
ish-speaking backgrounds, remain behind
their peers in language and literacy devel-
opment even after six or more years in U.S.
schools. Older arrivals and students with in-
terrupted formal schooling present additional
challenges (Robertson & Lafond, n.d.). Most im-
portantly, we must continue to develop strate-
gies, approaches, and programs that, when im-
plemented with fidelity, greatly improve these
students’ chances for school success.
Language of instruction—the great debate
over bilingual education—remains a vibrant
and important issue. But continued research
and program development on bilingual educa-

tion models must not be isolated from explo-
ration into at least four additional and comple-
mentary critical issues:
- appropriate literacy curriculum
- effective instructional practices
identification, intervention, and contin-
ued support for students at risk
acceleration of English language devel-
opment
Neither language of instruction nor any one
of these four sets of issues listed hold the key
to improving literacy development for English
learners; all must be taken into account. Other
factors are also likely to play important roles in
determining student outcomes (e.g., individu-
al differences, the influence of the home envi-
ronment, building on student assets, teacher
preparation and professional development).

It is obvious that educators

and researchers must continue
working to determine why

so many ELs, particularly

those from Spanish-speaking
backgrounds, remain behind
their peers in language and
literacy development even after
Six or more years in U.S. schools.

Fortunately, there is much to build on (see
Appendix for list of resources). Worldwide liter-
ature, key studies, and research reviews in the
U.S. demonstrate that appropriate literacy cur-
ricula for English speakers are starting points
for building appropriate literacy curricula for
English learners. An essential addition is En-
glish language instruction that supports stu-
dents’ understanding of texts they are to read.
The same is true about effective instructional
practices, which overlap substantially for En-
glish learners and English speakers. If instruc-
tionisin English, language supports must be in
place so that instruction and instructional con-
tent are comprehensible. Building on student
assets and collaborations between home and
school are likely to make additional contribu-
tions (August & Shanahan, 2006).

Perhaps the greatest challenge remains
in promoting, or better yet, accelerating En-
glish language development. This might be
the single most important factor sustaining
the achievement gap between English learn-
ers and their peers. Middle school intervention
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studies have demonstrated significant gains
among English speakers and English learners,
but the achievement gap between them per-
sists (Goldenberg, 2020). Nationwide around
50% or more of English learners are long-term
English learners, having been in school for at
least six years and still not English proficient.

EL research over more than a half century,
and especially over the past 20 years, has yield-
ed important insights about how we can ap-
proach the challenge we face at this moment:
helping students who come to school not yet
proficient in English maintain and further de-
velop their home language; develop full En-
glish proficiency; achieve high levels of literacy,
ideally in both languages; and gain access to all
possible opportunities for success in work, ed-
ucation, and life. m
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Appendix: EL Resources

Center for the Success of English Learners. Research
center at the University of Houston and sponsored by
the Institute for Education Sciences, US Department of
Education. https://mwww.cselcenter.org

Colorin Colorado: A website for educators of English
leaners. Published by WETA public broadcasting
station. https://mwww.colorincolorado.org

Florida Center for Reading Research: An interdisciplinary
reading research center at Florida State
University. https://mwww.fcrr.org

Meadows Center for Preventing Educational Risk: A center
dedicated to generating, disseminating, and supporting
the implementation of empirically validated, evidence-
based practices at the University of Texas-Austin
https:/meadowscenter.org

Multitiered System of Supports for English Learners:
Model demonstration research sponsored by the Office
of Special Education Programs, U.S. Department of
Education https://www.mtss4els.org

National Research and Development Center to Improve
Education for Secondary English Learners: Research
center sponsored by the Institute for Education
Sciences, US Department of Education.
https://www.elrdcenter.wested.org
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