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Executive Summary
Background to the report
This report is part of a larger project commissioned by three charitable groups (The Education
Endowment Foundation (EEF), Unbound Philanthropy and The Bell Foundation) to produce a
comprehensive review of the National Pupil Database (NPD) and a systematic review on relevant
research concerning pupils with English as an Additional Language (EAL). The broad aim of this
overall report is to provide a helpful resource for teachers and schools in providing effective
support for children with EAL. The first part of this project was carried about by Strand, Malmberg
and Hall and reports on a detailed analysis of the National Pupil Database (NPD) and the
Longitudinal Study of Young People in England (LSYPE) database with a view to identifying the
most at-risk groups of learners with EAL and predictors of low attainment for EAL pupils. In this
second part of the overall project we report on the results of a systematic review of the research
literature identifying what interventions have been carried out aimed at enhancing the English
language and/or literacy skills of children with EAL. The main questions addressed by this second
report were:
• What intervention research has been carried out since the year 2000 which has aimed at
improving English language and/or literacy skills in children with EAL?
• What is the strength of evidence of this research?
Furthermore, this review aims to identify which interventions might be most appropriate to
implement in the UK context to better support developing language, literacy, and in turn academic
performance, of children with EAL.

Methods used in the review
A number of databases were scanned with key search terms to identify which studies should be
reviewed. These databases include the AEI (Australian Education Index), BEI (British Education
Index), LLBA (Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts), ERIC (Education Resources
Information Center) and Web of Science. These database searches were also supplemented by
hand-searching of a range of scholarly journals known to be publications in which such research
would appear (e.g., Reading and Writing; TESOL Quarterly, Elementary School Journal,
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International Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, Bilingualism Research Journal, Early
Education and Development).

This search yielded 975 distinct reports whose abstracts were

cross-referenced against inclusion and exclusion criteria to assess their relevance for the specific
aims of this review. A number of studies were eliminated because they failed to meet some of the
inclusion criteria (e.g., lack of appropriate control group, did not focus on an aspect of EAL
provision, did not include English language/literacy measures, targeted children with language
and/or learning impairments). Having applied the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 302 articles
remained for full-text access. Of these 302 articles, a further 258 were excluded due to failure to
meet the inclusion/exclusion criteria. This procedure left 44 studies appropriate for review and
which were included in the systematic key word map. A further 15 studies were excluded after
having applied the in-depth review criterion that only studies carried out in mainstream education
(i.e., not bilingual programmes/education) would be included. This process yielded a total of 29
studies to be included in the in-depth review.
Each study for the in-depth review was then assessed by two independent reviewers, both of
whom were experienced researchers in applied linguistics. Each reviewer assigned a rating for
four Weight of Evidence (WoE) criteria addressing the overall quality of the research, the
relevance of the research for the purposes of the review, the focus of evidence and an overall
judgment. Studies were further assessed across four different methodological criteria relating to
the study’s research design, sample size, level of participant attrition, and fidelity and validity.

Key findings
1. Of the 29 in-depth review studies, only two were carried out in contexts outside of the US
(one in the UK and one in Canada).

Due to the considerable differences in the

demographic, social, and educational infrastructure between the UK and US, it is unwise to
assume effective interventions in the US would be equally effective in the UK. This lack of
research across different English-speaking nations speaks to the urgent need for carefully
conducted intervention studies which examine best practice aimed to improve EAL
students’ English language and/or literacy within the UK context.
2. The interventions carried out in the review were targeted specifically at instructional
activities aimed to improve English language (n=12) and/or literacy skills (n=10), continuing
professional development (CPD) activities (n=5) or family literacy practice (n=2). While it is
not surprising that 22 of the 29 studies directly involved targeted pedagogical support for
English language and/or literacy, it is perhaps somewhat surprising that only 5 studies had
a primary focus on CPD and even fewer were directly aimed at enhancing family literacy
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practice. The lack of CPD interventions is of particular concern in the UK context given
Andrews’ (2009) review which identified a significant lack of EAL pedagogy and too much
overlap between Special Educational Needs (SEN) provision and the teaching of pupils with
EAL. Therefore, more intervention research needs to be carried out to examine CPD that
has a direct and effective impact on EAL children’s English language and/or literacy
outcomes, both internationally and in the UK.
3. Most of the studies in the in-depth review were aimed at primary school pupils, with fewer
directed towards early secondary and only one specifically targeted for late secondary
pupils. This asymmetry in terms of research on secondary pupils is potentially problematic
since it is at this stage when pupils have high stakes formal examinations and need to have
exceedingly well-developed English language and/or literacy skills (including academic
language) to achieve higher results on national examinations.
4. The interventions that were targeted specifically on language and/or literacy were primarily
focussed on enhancing some aspect of vocabulary.

Academic vocabulary and word

analysis strategies figured prominently in a number of interventions – where explicit
teaching of vocabulary was developed through text-based activities and where word
analysis strategies that were aimed to enhance phonological and morphological
awareness 1 improved students’ abilities to understand the relationships between wood
roots and derived forms.
5. Interventions that were developed to support struggling readers primarily aimed to improve
alphabetic knowledge through phonics training and phonological awareness.
6. While none of the interventions received uniformly high ratings on Weight of Evidence
criteria, effect sizes, and/or other methodological criteria, there are a number of
interventions aimed at enhancing vocabulary knowledge in children with EAL that could be
appropriate for implementation in the UK.

Detailed findings by intervention focus
Language oriented interventions
The significant majority (10/12) of the interventions that were aimed primarily at some aspect of
language were focused on developing vocabulary knowledge. Within these interventions, the
target was either on academic vocabulary, phonological and/or morphological awareness, or
1

Phonological awareness refers to an ability to identify the phonological characteristics of a word as
distinct from the meaning. Morphological awareness refers to the ability to recognize, understand and use
different meaningful word parts (i.e., understanding that adding the suffix [-er] on to the verb ‘teach’
(teacher) changes the word to refer to the agent of the verb).
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general vocabulary knowledge. The general strategy across these interventions was to directly
teach specific vocabulary through text-based activities (shared book reading, reading tasks, and
the like). These interventions varied in terms of the strength of evidence criteria and effect sizes,
but there are a number that were rated at appropriately high levels as to suggest it would be worth
examining their effectiveness in UK schools.

Those language interventions which were not

focused primarily on vocabulary aimed to enhance verbal interaction in classrooms and/or
auditory-perceptual and spoken language skills.

Literacy oriented interventions
The interventions primarily focused on literacy either were comprehension oriented and aimed at
enhancing listening comprehension or comprehension of specific vocabulary, or aimed to develop
lower-level reading skills such as single word reading, decoding, fluency, and phonological
awareness.

A number of these literacy-oriented interventions included children who were

identified as struggling readers in that they were at the lower end on pre-test measures of reading
performance.

The overall ratings for these interventions were mixed, but many of them had

appropriately high ratings on strength of evidence criteria to suggest there may be some merit in
examining the effectiveness of these interventions in UK classrooms.

Continuing Professional Development interventions
There were five interventions with a primary focus on continuing professional development (CPD)
activities. Two of these aimed to support teachers to improve literacy outcomes through teaching
academic content (e.g., science).

One was specifically targeted at helping teachers improve

reading comprehension and reading achievement in urban areas where there was high teacher
turnover (mobility) and one based in the UK was specifically oriented towards helping teachers
promote better verbal interaction in classrooms. These CPD interventions tended to receive lower
ratings than the language and/or literacy oriented interventions in terms of the strength of
evidence. It is somewhat surprising that there were so few CPD interventions – though many of
the language/literacy interventions did include a CPD component even if it was not the primary
focus. The role of the teacher is critical in supporting children with EAL so it would be useful if
more research in the UK could empirically examine different CPD programmes aimed to support
EAL children’s language and/or literacy outcomes.

Family literacy practice interventions

v

Only two interventions were identified that aimed to enhance literacy practice in the home. One of
these implemented a structured set of parent-child activities to help parents in supporting their
child’s literacy development outside of school. This intervention was effective for the children with
EAL but not the non-EAL children in the study. The other family-oriented intervention aimed to
promote literacy across the summer break between school years to mitigate against observed dips
in children’s reading performance across this time. The intervention was not effective, however.

Recommendations for further research
Only one intervention study in this review was carried out in the UK context. The lack of UK-based
experimental or quasi-experimental intervention studies aimed at supporting or enhancing English
language and/or literacy development in children with EAL is alarming given the fact that there are
such high proportions of children with EAL in UK schools. The first recommendation, therefore, is
to develop an intervention research paradigm that explicitly identifies whether and to what extent
particular approaches are effective for children with EAL (and ideally, also for non-EAL children).
Few of the interventions in this review proved to be ineffective, and those interventions aimed at
enhancing vocabulary (academic and/or general) through text-based activities were particularly
successful, both in terms of enhancing target vocabulary but in some cases also through
expressive use in literacy-based activities, with promising effect sizes and strength of evidence
ratings. It would be very useful, therefore, to examine through detailed research whether and to
what extent such vocabulary-based interventions were effective in UK classrooms.
Some children with EAL are struggling readers – that is, they have specific difficulties in single
word reading/decoding activities. For those children, interventions that enhance phonics training,
phonological awareness, alphabetic knowledge and reading accuracy/fluency have been proven
effective in the US context. Further research could be carried out in the UK to support struggling
readers with EAL.
The majority of the studies in this review were targeted at primary-level children, and those that
included secondary students tended to recruit early secondary pupils. While Strand, Malmberg
and Hall (2015) identify that the achievement gap between EAL and non-EAL pupils considerably
narrows by later secondary years it would nonetheless be worth examining more specifically what
approaches are particularly effective in helping EAL children to make the transition from primary to
secondary, and whether there were particular pedagogical approaches that are effective in helping
children with EAL in the later secondary years.
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Introduction
In this report we present the findings of a systematic review implemented to examine intervention
studies that have been carried out on the English language and/or literacy development of children
with EAL – i.e., where children with a home language that is not English are taught through the
medium of English. This issue is of particular importance in considering the development of
children with EAL because whereas non-EAL children develop in homes whose linguistic
environment mirrors that of their educational context this is not the case for children with EAL.
Indeed, a number of children who are EAL can reach school age without having had consistent or
sustained exposure to the majority language (English).

Research has identified that many

children with EAL, even with relatively well-developed oral language proficiency, are likely to have
less vocabulary knowledge as non-EAL peers which in turn can have negative consequences on
their English language and literacy development (Murphy, 2014).

Literacy development is a

particular concern since all children begin school faced with the task of learning to read, yet need
to complete their primary education with reading skills that enable them to read to learn (Chall,
1983). The literacy skills that are forged in primary school go on to serve as the bedrock upon
which academic learning proceeds at secondary education. Many primary school children with
EAL, however, tend to struggle in listening and reading comprehension in particular (McKendry &
Murphy, 2011; see Murphy, 2014 for a review). Therefore, it is critical that we have a thorough
understanding of the development of language and literacy skills in this population in order to be
able to develop appropriate and effective pedagogical support.
We carried out a systematic review of the research literature that reports on intervention studies
on EAL children’s English language and/or literacy development. A systematic review uses formal
and explicit methods to describe and synthesize evidence from research. The main focus of the
review is to ensure systematicity and hence eliminate, as much as possible, bias in determining
which research is included for review, and to carefully examine the quality of the research that is
included in the in-depth review.
(Evidence

for

Policy

and

We followed the procedures as outlined by the EPPI Centre
Practice,

Information

and

Co-Ordinating

Centre

[http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/]). The EPPI centre has detailed guidance on effective approaches on
how to carry out systematic reviews, and has published a number of systematic reviews on a
range of topics related to education and social policy together with specific resource materials on
best practice in carrying out a review.

Consequently, the methods adopted in this review were

taken from their guidelines (e.g., Gough, Oliver & Thomas, 2012).

Aims of the Review
The overarching objectives of this review were to:
1

•

identify and review controlled intervention studies (i.e., experimental and quasi-experimental
designs) which have focused on and/or included EAL pupils’ English language and/or literacy
development

•

identify the quality of these studies with respect to their contribution to improved
understanding of teaching and learning for EAL students

•

identify intervention programmes which are most suited to adapting or extending in the UK
context to address attainment gaps in pupils with EAL in England.

•

identify and review where further research should be carried out should gaps be identified in
the literature, both within the UK and internationally.

Methods for selecting studies for the in-depth review
Search Strategy
Databases used for electronic searching were: AEI (Australian Education Index), BEI (British
Education Index), LLBA (Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts), ERIC (Education
Resources Information Center) and Web of Science (including; Science Citation Index, Social
Sciences Citation Index, Arts & Humanities Citation Index).

Different search strategies were

tested to determine which would yield the most appropriate results. The search strategies were
refined in subsequent iterations by reviewing the abstracts of different articles and adding/deleting
different search terms. Selective manual searching was also carried out on 10 different journals
(volumes published between 2000 and May 2014) known to be likely to include relevant papers.
These were: Reading and Writing; TESOL Quarterly, Elementary School Journal, International
Journal of Bilingual Education and Bilingualism, Bilingualism Research Journal, Early Education
and Development, Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness, American Educational
Research Journal, Research in the Teaching of English and School Psychology Review. Table 1
identifies which search terms were used as a result of this search strategy. Note that each row
represents an ‘OR’ function where, for example, the terms ‘intervention’ OR ‘treatment’ OR
‘program(me)’ OR ‘implementation’ were used in conjunction with the other terms. We also used
the ‘NOT’ facility in searching databases where we excluded the terms ‘case studies’ OR
‘disorder’, ‘autism’, ‘ethnography’.

Table 1. Keyword Search terms
intervention
treatment
program(me)

AND

minority
language
heritage
language
additional

AND

literacy development
literacy acquisition
literacy skill
2

implementation

language
community
language
language
minority
English language
learner
ESL
diverse language
EAL
English as a
second language
English as an
Additional
language

bilingualism
literacy
reading development
reading skill
reading achievement
literacy achievement
receptive
(language/vocabulary)
productive
(language/vocabulary)
expressive
(language/vocabulary)
writing
phonetic decoding
phonetic awareness

Inclusion/Exclusion criteria
Once the initial search strategy had been carried out, we identified from abstracts (and for some
papers from reading the full articles) the studies to be included in the keyword map, according to
the following criteria:
1. Research that has been published in English since 2000
2. Research that examines some aspect of EAL provision
3. Interventions focused on influencing EAL pupils’ English language and/or literacy outcomes
targeting individuals, small-groups, classroom-based practice, school-wide practice, or
parents/families
4. Interventions which include an appropriate control or comparison group.
5. Research which describes peer-reviewed empirical reports in peer-reviewed journal articles
6. Interventions on primary and secondary level pupils
7. Interventions on typically developing children
Studies were excluded if they:
1. did not adhere to either an experimental or quasi-experimental design
2. did not include a control or comparison group
3. did not include outcome measures which addressed EAL children’s English language or
literacy
4. focussed on children with language and/or learning disabilities
5. published before 2000
3

6. focused on students in post-secondary education or pre-school (under 4 years)
We only included studies from the year 2000 because of the fact that there has been a significant
increase in the numbers of children with EAL in UK primary and secondary schools since this time.
In the year 2000, 8.7% of the primary school population was EAL compared to 18.1% in 2013. For
the secondary school population, 8% were EAL in 2000 compared to 13.6% in 2013 (NALDIC).
We also felt that 14 years’ worth of research would uncover the main themes in terms of which
interventions have been developed and implemented in English-speaking countries.
Applying the criteria above yielded 44 studies for inclusion in the systematic keyword map. For
the in-depth review we applied an additional criterion:
1. Interventions on children participating in standard educational provision (i.e., not bilingual
programmes where some educational provision is delivered through the medium of the
child’s L1 and English)
We applied this additional criterion in order to ensure maximum generalizability to the minority
language learner context in the UK (and indeed elsewhere internationally) where there is minimal
access to bilingual education. The application of this additional criterion yielded a total of 29
studies for the in-depth review. Figure 1 depicts the protocol adopted to identify the articles for the
in-depth review.
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Figure 1. Systemic Review Protocol
Criterion 1
N=0

Two stage screening
Papers identified where there is
not immediate screening
(electronic searching)
N=975
One stage screening
Papers identified in ways
that allow immediate
screening (handsearching)

Titles and abstracts screened
N=975

Criterion 2
N=53
Criterion 3
N=29

Papers
excluded
N=654

Duplicates
N=15
Potential includes
N=321

Papers not
obtained
N=4

Full-text articles assessed
for eligibility
N=302

Criterion 4
N=443
Criterion 5
N=0
Criterion 6
N=94
Criterion 7
N=35

Criterion 1
N=0
Papers
excluded
N=258

Criterion 2
N=59
Criterion 3
N=45

Systematic map studies
included
N=44
#

In-depth review studies
included
N=29

Criterion 4
N=22

In-depth
criterion
N=15

Criterion 5
N=117
Criterion 6
N=9
Criterion 7
N=6
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As illustrated in Figure 1, many of the original 975 studies identified from our search were
excluded once the abstracts (and/or titles) were cross-referenced against our inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Specifically, the significant majority (n=443) were eliminated due to the lack of
appropriate control or comparison group.

94 studies were excluded because they were not

targeted at primary or secondary school students. These studies predominantly had pre-school
students as their focus, and while English language and pre-literacy development of children with
EAL in preschool is an important and interesting topic, preschool provision is not the focus of this
review.

53 studies were not exclusively targeted on an aspect of EAL provision and 35 studies

were focussed exclusively on children who were not typically developing – i.e., had some form of
language or learning impairment. Again, the specific challenges faced by children with EAL who
have learning difficulties is exceedingly important but not the focus of this review2. Finally, 29
studies were excluded because the outcome measures did not include English language and/or
literacy assessments.

Applying the inclusion and exclusion criteria in this way left 302 articles which, based on their
abstracts, looked like they may be appropriate for the review. We then accessed the full text of
each article to carry out a more detailed application of the inclusion and exclusion criteria. This
process led us to exclude a further 258 papers. The majority of these (n=117) were excluded
because they were not in peer-reviewed journal articles or were not peer-reviewed reports. For
example, a number of these were either Master’s or DPhil theses and while theses do indeed
undergo a process of review, it is not the same kind of rigorous review procedure as scholarly,
blind, peer-reviewed articles. Some were excluded because they either did not focus on provision
for EAL, English language and/or literacy outcomes and/or did not have a control group. A further
9 were excluded because they were targeted on preschool children and finally, 6 were excluded
due to their focus on atypical development. Applying this screening process yielded a final 44
studies in the systematic keyword map (i.e., the process of applying the keywords presented in
Table 1 to the databases and hand searching). Appendix A presents the details of each of these
44 studies.
Having identified these 44 studies, we then applied the additional criterion that only those studies
which were carried out in traditional educational programmes – i.e., not bilingual education
programmes - would be included in the in-depth review. Many countries around the world, and the
US in particular where much of this research has been conducted, offer education programmes
2

For a useful discussion addressing the relationship between EAL and Special Educational Needs see:
http://www.naldic.org.uk/eal-teaching-and-learning/eal-resources/eal-sen - and the NALDIC Quarterly
referenced on this site. For a helpful review of research examining the relationship between dual language
development and linguistic disorders see: Paradis, Genesee and Crago (2011).
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specifically developed to assist children with EAL in their English language and literacy
development and where children with EAL spend a portion of the day educated through the
medium of their L1 (see Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders & Christian, 2006; Murphy, 2014).
The significant majority of children with EAL in the UK do not participate in such bilingual
education programmes and in order to make this review as applicable as possible to the UK
context only studies that were carried out in a setting that was more closely matched with the UK
were included. Applying this additional criteria led to 15 studies being excluded resulting in a total
of 29 studies for the in-depth review.

Characteristics of the studies included in the in-depth review
This section describes the basic characteristics of the 29 in-depth review studies. One of the most
striking of which is that 27 of the 29 studies were carried out within the US as illustrated in Table 2.

Table 2: Country in which study was undertaken (N=29)
Country
USA
Canada
UK

Number
27
1
1

The US has a reasonably high proportion of its population who speak a language other than
English where in the 2007 Census the overall figure was 19.7%, with some states (California, New
Mexico, Texas) having more than 30% of the overall population speaking a language other than
English. Consequently, educators have developed different forms of bilingual education to help
support the English language (and sometimes the home language) development of minority
language learners (i.e., children with EAL) (García & Kleifgen, 2010; García, 2009). The
development of these programmes has contributed to an increase in research examining the
needs of children with EAL and their linguistic and academic achievements (Genesee et al, 2006).
Nonetheless, there is a stark contrast between the number of studies carried out in the US and
other English-speaking nations which underscores the urgent need for more research on these
issues in other geopolitical contexts, and the UK in particular.

Table 3 illustrates that of the 29 studies in the in-depth review, the majority of these were focused
exclusively on children with EAL while other studies examined non-EAL and EAL children in the
same study. Furthermore, some of the interventions in the in-depth review were targeted on
teachers (i.e., through continuing professional development activities) and family literacy practices.
7

Table 3: Population focus (N=29, not mutually exclusive)
Primary Focus of intervention
Non-EAL children
English as Additional Language (EAL)
learners
Teachers
Families

Number
16
29
5
2

The studies in the in-depth review reflect research on different age groups (and consequently
levels of education). Table 4 illustrates that the majority of studies (n=14) were carried out on
children in the early school years – defined as aged 4 to 6 years old which in the UK context would
correspond to Early Years/Reception classes. Some studies, however, focused on more than one
age band.

Table 4: Breakdown by age group (N=29, not mutually exclusive)
Age band
Number
Early school years (age 14
4-6)

Articles

Mid to late
(aged 7-11)

1. Lara-Alecio, et al, 2012
2. Mancilla-Martinez, 2010
3. Matsumura, et al, 2010
4. Kim & Guryan, 2010
5. Kotler et al, 2001
6. Troia, 2004
7. Proctor, et al, 2011
8. Almaguer, 2005
9. Graves, et al, 2011 (6th grade)
1. Short, et al, 2012
2. Townsend, & Collins, 2009
3. Troia, 2004
4. Lesaux, et al, 2010
5. Snow, et al, 2009
6. Kieffer, & Lesaux, 2012
7. Lawrence, et al, 2012
1. Kim, et al, 2011

primary 8

Early secondary (aged 8
12-14)

Mid to late secondary 1
(aged 15-18)

1.Greenfader & Brouillette, 2013
2. Filippini, et al, 2012
3.Harper, et al, 2011
4. Vadasy & Sanders, 2010
5. Lugo-Neris, et al, 2010
6. Spycher, 2009
7. Solari, & Gerber, 2008
8. Giambo & McKinney, 2004
9. Kotler et al, 2001
10. Crevecoeur, et al, 2013
11. Vadasy, & Sanders, 2013
12. Ehri, et al, 2007
13. Kamps, et al, 2007
14. Tong, et al, 2010

As indicated above, our additional in-depth review inclusion criteria excluded studies carried out
within the context of bilingual education programmes. However, a few of the studies (see Table 5)
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were carried out within the context of specialist support for English language learners, which
sometimes was examined in the context of structured English immersion or sheltered English
instruction (SEI) (n = 6). SEI is a pedagogical approach aimed to support rapid English language
development in children with EAL.

In many examples of Structured English Immersion the

majority of the school day is spent in English language activities and children are exited from the
programme when they have reached a specific level of fluency in English. In Sheltered English
Instruction teachers use clear, direct and simple English along with a range of scaffolding
strategies to help make content accessible to students with limited English proficiency. While SEI
is not a form of education available in the UK, it nonetheless partially reflects what does
sometimes happen in the UK – i.e., all children with EAL are ‘mainstreamed’ in to classes
delivered through the medium of English (i.e., no L1 support), but where children who have
specific difficulties with English can receive remedial English Language Arts support outside of the
normal classroom sessions. We therefore felt that it would be of interest to include studies which
were carried out within this context for the in-depth review.

Table 5: English language support for EAL learners (N=29)
Support
Number
None – mainstream 23
classes only

Special or remedial 6
education (SEI) – non
mainstream classes

Article
1. Greenfader & Brouillette, 2013
2. Lara-Alecio, et al, 2012
3. Short et al, 2012
4. Filippini, et al, 2012
5. Harper, et al, 2011
6. Kim, et al , 2011
7. Mancilla-Martinez, 2010
8. Matsumura, et al, 2010
9. Lugo-Neris, et al, 2010
10. Kim & Guryan, 2010
11. Townsend, & Collins, 2009
12. Spycher, 2009
13. Solari, & Gerber, 2008
14. Giambo & McKinney, 2004
15. Kotler et al, 2001
16. Troia, 2004
17. Vadasy, & Sanders, 2013
18. Graves, et al, 2011
19. Lesaux, et al, 2010
20. Ehri, et al, 2007
21. Kamps, et al, 2007
22. Almaguer, 2005
23. Kieffer, & Lesaux, 2012
1. Vadasy & Sanders, 2010
2. Crevecoeur, et al, 2013
3. Proctor, et al, 2011
4. Snow, et al, 2009
5. Lawrence, et al, 2012
6. Tong, et al, 2010

Given that the significant majority of studies in the in-depth review were carried out in the context
of the US, it is not surprising to see from Table 6 that the L1 of most of the children who
9

participated in the studies came from Spanish-speaking homes. Studies were counted as having
mixed L1s if more than one L1 was represented in the sample – a situation most common in UK
classrooms. For four studies (Matsumura et al. 2010; Graves et al. 2011; Snow et al. 2009;
Lawrence et al. 2012) data on the L1s of the EAL pupils were not specified. Where possible, we
recorded the specific L1, meaning that there is some overlap between those studies recorded as
mixed and those studies recorded for specific L1s.

Table 6. First Language of pupils (N=29, not mutually exclusive)
Language
Spanish
English
Mixed L1s in the same study
Vietnamese
Somali
Tagalog
Arabic
Pilipino
Hmong
Chinese
Punjabi
Polish
Guajarati
Japanese
Turkish
Sylheti
Amharic
Russian
Samoan
Cambodian
Oromo
Tigrigna
Lao
Albanian
Sudanese

Studies including children who
speak this language
23
16
12
6
5
4
3
3
2
2
2
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

Types of interventions in the in-depth review studies
The in-depth review studies represent a range of different approaches with respect to enhancing
English language or literacy development in children with EAL. Table 7 illustrates that the majority
of the interventions were primarily focussed on enhancing some aspect of the children’s English
language skill and where nearly as many (n=10) targeted some aspect of comprehension and/or
literacy development. However, many of these studies focussed on both, where word-level skills
were developed through text-based activities.

Indeed, the division between ‘language’ and
10

‘literacy’ interventions is somewhat arbitrary in the sense that many interventions included a strong
focus on vocabulary due to the importance of developing vocabulary knowledge in developing
good reading comprehension skills. Therefore, there are some interventions identified in Table 7
as being focussed on literacy because they included a literacy component, even if the study also
had a strong vocabulary element. This distinction between ‘language’ and ‘literacy’ should not be
considered as rigid, but rather perhaps more as ends on a continuum.

Table 7: Focus of Intervention (N=29)
Primary Focus of Intervention
Language

Literacy

Continuing Professional Development

Family literacy practice

Number
Snow et al., 2009
Lawrence et al., 2012
Mancilla-Martinez, 2010
Kieffer & Lesaux, 2012
Lesaux et al., 2010
Troia, 2004
Filippini et al, 2012
Townsend & Collins, 2009
Spycher, 2009
Giambo & McKinney, 2004
Crevecoer et al., 2013
Greenfader & Brouillette, 2013
Ehri et al., 2007
Proctor et al., 2011
Almaguer, 2005
Solari & Gerber, 2008
Vadasy & Sanders, 2013
Vadasy & Sanders, 2010
Tong et al., 2010
Kamps et al., 2007
Lugo-Neris et al., 2010
Graves et al., 2011
Lara-Alecio et al., 2012
Short et al., 2012
Kim et al, 2011
Kotler et al, 2001
Matsumura et al, 2010
Harper et al, 2011
Kim & Guryan, 2010

A range of different language-oriented features were highlighted in the predominantly language
interventions, but as illustrated in Table 8, most focused on some aspect of vocabulary with two
exceptions: the one study on verbal interaction (Greenfader & Brouillette, 2011) and the research
that evaluated an intervention primarily targeted on auditory-perceptual and spoken skills (Troia,
2004). The majority of the remaining interventions mainly targeted some aspect of vocabulary and
many of these focussed on academic vocabulary in particular (n=6).

Table 8: Primary feature(s) targeted by the ‘Language’ interventions
(N=12)
Aspect of language
Academic Vocabulary

Number
6
11

Verbal Interaction
Vocabulary
–
Phonological
awareness
Morphological awareness
General vocabulary
Auditory-perceptual
and
spoken
language skills

1
2
2
2
1

The majority of those interventions with a primary focus on literacy development targeted reading
fluency/accuracy and/or reading comprehension (see Table 9).

Indeed, there was only one

intervention that was aimed specifically to improve children’s writing skills, and this was a
continuing professional development (CPD) intervention (Kim et al., 2011). However, as with most
of the interventions in the review, more than one aspect of literacy and/or language was included.

Table 9: Primary Feature(s) targeted by the ‘Literacy’ interventions
(N=10)
Primary Aspect of literacy
Shared Reading
Reading with Software
Reading Rescue (Recovery)
Reading comprehension
Phonics instruction through texts
Reading fluency
Reading
–
fluency
(phonetic
decoding, phonological awareness)

Number
2
1
1
6
2
5
11

There were only 5 interventions that were chiefly focussed on Continuing Professional
Development (CPD) though many of the 29 studies in the in-depth review included some element
of CPD even if it was not the primary focus. Of those where the concentration was on CPD, two
aimed at supporting teachers to integrate academic content with literacy development, and the
remaining 3 aimed to improve writing, reading comprehension and verbal interaction (see Table
10).

Table 10. Primary focus of Continuing Professional Development
(CPD) Interventions (N=5)
Primary Aspect of CPD
Integrating literacy skills with content

Article
Lara-Alecio et al (2010)
Short et al (2012)
Kim et al (2011)

Use of a cognitive strategies approach to
text-based analytical writing instruction
Content-Focused Coaching for reading Matsumura et al (2010)
comprehension and reading achievement
in high teacher mobility schools
‘Talking Partners’ – CPD to promote Kotler et al (2001
better interaction in classrooms
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The two family oriented interventions focussed on either enhancing family literacy practice or tried
to promote reading during the summer holiday to mitigate against a dip in reading skill during this
time (see Table 11).

Table 11. Focus of Family Literacy Interventions (N=2)
Primary focus of Intervention
Article
Parent-child activities to help parents Harper et al (2011)
enhance child’s literacy skills
Summer literacy workshops to help Kim & Guryan (2010)
prevent summer reading loss

In-Depth Review of Studies
Having identified the studies for the in-depth review, we then assessed the quality of the evidence
of these interventions to help identify whether there may be particular insights or applications from
this research to the UK context. We first organised the interventions according to the particular
linguistic/literacy feature(s) that were targeted by the intervention to determine whether there were
any specific discernable patterns related to which aspects of English language/literacy were
investigated in different age groups. Table 12 presents the results of this analysis.

Table 12. Aspects of language and/or literacy targeted by
intervention broken down by age group
Focus
intervention

of Early
Primary

Mid-Late
Primary

Word-level skills (e.g.
phonological
decoding/awareness,
morphological
awareness)

Filippini et al.,
2012
Harper et al.,
2011
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2013
Solari & Gerber,
2008
Giambo
&
McKinney, 2004
Troia, 2004
Ehri et al., 2007
Kamps et al.,
2007
Tong et al.,
2010

Graves et al.,
2011
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Troia, 2004
Lesaux et al.
2010
Kieffer
&
Lesaux, 2012

General vocabulary

Filippini et al.,
2012
Lugo-Neris
et
al., 2010
Spycher, 2009

MancillaMartinez, 2010
Kim & Guryan,
2010
Kotler et al,

Early
Secondary

Mid-Late
Secondary

Snow et al.,
2009
Lawrence et
al., 2012
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Reading fluency

Reading
comprehension

Academic vocabulary

Giambo
&
McKinney, 2004
Kotler et al,
2001
Crevecoeur et
al. 2013
Ehri et al., 2007
Harper et al.,
2011
Solari & Gerber,
2008
Crevecoeur et
al., 2014
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Ehri et al., 2007
Kamps et al.,
2007
Tong et al.,
2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2013
Solari,
and
Gerber, 2008
Ehri et al., 2007
Kamps et al.,
2007
Tong et al.,
2010

Spycher, 2009
Tong et al.,
2010

Writing

Verbal interaction

Greenfader
&
Brouillette, 2013
Spycher, 2009
Giambo
&
McKinney, 2004
Kotler et al,
2001
Troia, 2004
Tong et al.,
2010
Kotler, et al.,
2001

Listening
comprehension

Solari & Gerber,
2008

Lesaux
2010
Proctor
2011

et

al.

et

al.,

Graves et al.,
2011
Lara-Alecio
et
al., 2012
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Almaguer, 2005
Graves et al.,
2011
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Matsumura
et
al., 2010
Kim & Guryan,
2010
Lesaux et al.
2010
Almaguer, 2005
Proctor et al.,
2011
Short et al.,
2012
Snow et al.,
2009
Kieffer
&
Lesaux, 2012
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Lesaux et al.,
2010
Short et al.,
2012
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Lesaux et al.,
2010
Short et al.,
2012
Kotler et al,
2001
Troia, 2004

Kim et
2011

al.,

Kim et al., 2011

Lawrence et
al., 2010
Townsend &
Collins, 2009
Short et al.,
2012
Lara-Alecio et
al., 2012

Kim et al.,
2011
Short et al.,
2012
Lara-Alecio et
al., 2012

Kim et al., 2011

MancillaMartinez, 2010
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Continuing
Professional
Development

Greenfader
&
Brouillette, 2013
Troia, 2004
Kotler et al.,
2001
Crevecoeur et
al., 2014
Greenfader
&
Brouillette, 2013
Tong et al.,
2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Kotler et al.,
2001

Troia, 2004
Lesaux et
2010

al.,

Short et al.,
2012
Matsumura
et
al., 2010
Snow et al.,
2009
Kim & Guryan,
2010

Kim et al.,
2011
Snow et al.,
2009
Short et al.,
2012
Lara-Alecio et
al., 2012

Kim et al., 2011

Table 12 reflects the fact that the majority of the studies focused on primary school students, and
their early word-level skills, general vocabulary, and oral language skills including listening
comprehension and verbal interaction. Middle primary and early secondary students have been
mostly investigated in relation to improving vocabulary and reading comprehension.

What is

perhaps most striking from Table 12 is the fact that 27 (out of 29) studies examined some aspect
of vocabulary, with 10 of these specifically examining academic vocabulary. Reading fluency and
reading comprehension are also key areas targeted by these studies. This focus on word-level
skills, vocabulary, and reading comprehension reflects current thinking about the importance of
oral language (vocabulary) skills in supporting reading comprehension (Genesee et al., 2006;
Murphy, 2014).
We adopted a two tier process in examining the quality of the evidence of these studies. In the
first phase of our evaluation we assembled a reviewing team consisting of applied linguistics
scholars at the University of Oxford. Each paper was read independently by two members of the
review team who rated each study according to Weight of Evidence (WoE) criteria. WoE criteria
enable reviewers to examine quality and relevance of individual research papers. Despite meeting
our specified inclusion/exclusion criteria, individual studies may not meet quality and relevance
standards (Gough, 2007). However, as a construct, the notion of ‘quality’ is complex and not
always objectively straightforward to identify. Quality can be measured in terms of generic or
intrinsic judgements or against specific criteria.

Importantly, a piece of research might meet

expected standards in terms of generic assessments but not be particularly relevant or useful for
the specific purposes of a review. Consequently, Gough (2007) proposes a Weight of Evidence
framework which includes a generic judgement (WoE A), a review-specific judgement relating to
the research design (WoE B), a review-specific judgement about the focus of the evidence (WoE
C) and finally an overall judgement (WoE D). These four WoE criteria are thus:
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Weight of Evidence A: Taking account of all quality assessment issues, can the study findings be
trusted in addressing the study aim(s)? [High, Medium, Low]
Weight of Evidence B: What is the appropriateness of the research design and analysis for
addressing the aims of the specific review? [High, Medium, Low]
Weight of Evidence C: What is the relevance of particular focus of the study for addressing the
aims of the review? [High, Medium, Low]
Weight of Evidence D: Taking into account the quality of execution, appropriateness of the design
and relevance of focus, what is the overall weight of evidence this study provides to answer the
question of this review? [High, Medium, Low]
Each reviewer applied this WoE framework to their assessment of each study. In doing so, we
also asked them to consider specific features of research studies to help them make their
assessment.

These features relate to the rationale for carrying out the study, level of detail

provided, the clarity of the research questions, the specific methodology, how participants were
assigned to their respective groups, clarity of the variables, the sampling frame, sample size,
appropriateness of the procedure with relevant safeguards, assessment of the analytical
framework and conclusions/implications. This procedure meant that for each study there were two
ratings and where there was a discrepancy of only one rank between the two independent (blind)
reviewers we report the lowest rating in order to be most conservative. For example, if reviewer A
ranked a paper as ‘low’ and reviewer B ranked the same paper as ‘medium’ we reported the ‘low’
ranking to adopt a more stringent criterion. If the two reviewers’ ratings were discrepant by more
than one rank, (i.e., one reviewer rated the paper as ‘low’ and the other rated the paper as ‘high’)
we opted for the middle ranking ‘medium’ to reflect both reviewers’ assessments. Clearly this
procedure has some flaws in that these are subjective assessments.

However, as indicated

above, each reviewer was him/herself an experienced researcher in the area of applied linguistics,
three of whom had themselves carried out systematic reviews of this nature. Furthermore, we
adopted a second tier of review (described below) to supplement the review protocol.

Review of interventions with a primary focus on Language
Table 13 presents the reviewers’ ratings for those studies whose primary focus was on some
aspect of students’ English language.

Table 13. Weight of Evidence assessment for studies with a primary
focus on Language.
Study

WoE A

WoE B

WoE C

WoE D

Trustwothiness
of evidence

Appropriateness
of design for this

Relevance
of
Focus for this

Overall strength
of evidence for
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Snow et al.,
2009
Lawrence et al.,
2012
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Kieffer
&
Lesaux, 2012
Lesaux et al.,
2010
Filippini et al.,
2012
Townsend
&
Collins, 2009
Spycher, 2009
Giambo
&
McKinney, 2004
Crevecoeur et
al., 2014
Greenfader
&
Brouillette, 2013
Troia, 2004

Low

review
Medium

review
High

this review
Medium

High

High

High

High

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

High

High

Medium

High

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

Medium
Medium

Medium
Medium

High
Medium

Medium
Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

Low

Medium

Medium

Low

Medium

Medium

High

High

Lawrence et al (2012) is a follow up study of the Snow et al (2009) study, both of which focused on
a specific intervention called ‘Word Generation’. Indeed, a third paper in this category, MancillaMartinez (2010), also examined the ‘Word Generation’ intervention.

The Word Generation

intervention incorporates research-based principles of vocabulary learning (Snow et al., 2009)
where academic vocabulary is explicitly taught (5 words each session) and then included in
different activities throughout a week across different curricular topics (e.g., maths, social science
and science). Therefore, it incorporates many opportunities to use the target words in different
ways (texts, debates, discussion, writing, etc). In this way, the intervention helps promote oral
vocabulary as well as targeting the development of key specific academic vocabulary. In the
original Snow et al (2009) report, students in the Word Generation intervention learned more
target academic vocabulary words than students in control schools and where children with EAL
were identified to benefit more from participating in the intervention than non-EAL children. In the
follow up Lawrence et al (2012) study, the long and short-term effects of participating in the Word
Generation programme were compared for 3 groups of students i) proficient English speakers
from non-EAL homes, ii) proficient English speakers from EAL homes and iii) limited English
proficient students.

The specific focus was to determine if participation in Word Generation

benefited all students irrespective of home language status and proficiency, and whether all
students maintained knowledge of target words relative to comparison groups. English proficient
students from EAL homes made strong gains and maintained them compared to control students
even a year later. English proficient students from non-EAL homes also made gains relative to the
comparison group and maintained these gains across the course of the study. Limited English
proficient students, however, did not show short-term or long-term benefits from the Word
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Generation Program. The third paper in this category that reported on the Word Generation
intervention was Mancilla-Martinez (2010) who investigated whether the Word Generation
programme would improve fifth grade (age 10-11) EAL students’ literacy outcomes.

Mancilla-

Martinez (2010) reported that the Word Generation programme helped students gain knowledge of
more (target) vocabulary than children in the control group and they also had heightened word
awareness.

This finding replicates the findings of the Snow et al (2009) and Lawrence et al

(2012) studies.

Perhaps most importantly, students in the Word Generation programme in

Mancilla-Martinez’ (2010) study also used more of the target words in their writing suggesting
possible transfer of this (academic) vocabulary intervention on to literacy skills. Each of the three
papers in this category depicted in Table 13 report facilitative effects of participating in the Word
Generation programme. However, of these three, only the Lawrence et al (2012) received an
overall rating of ‘high’ perhaps due in part to methodological variability across the three studies,
and/or reviewer subjectivity.

Four other papers rated in Table 13 also reported on interventions aimed at enhancing academic
vocabulary. Kieffer and Lesaux (2012) and Lesaux et al (2010) report on an intervention called
‘Academic Language Instruction for All Students’ (ALIAS) which focused on building word-level
skills of key target academic vocabulary, including relational and syntactic aspects of
morphological awareness (e.g., understanding that ‘complex’ is the root of the word ‘complexity’).
Both of these studies report facilitative effects on 6th graders’ word knowledge having participated
in the ALIAS intervention. Townsend and Collins (2009) and Spycher (2009) each respectively
report on similar interventions in that they also include direct, explicit vocabulary instruction of
target academic vocabulary. Townsend and Collins’ (2009) intervention was carried out on early
secondary (12 year old) children with EAL through book reading activities, and Spycher’s (2009)
aimed at improving kindergarten children’s academic language through comparing implicit vs.
intentional approaches to vocabulary learning through science instruction.

Seven out of the twelve studies identified in Table 13 report on interventions targeting academic
vocabulary. All of these interventions report facilitative effects for those children who participated
in the interventions on developing their academic vocabulary, general vocabulary, and word
awareness skills. However, of these, only Lawrence et al (2012) and Lesaux et al (2010) were
ranked as ‘high’ overall.

The remaining interventions identified in Table 13 focused on direct, explicit instruction of
vocabulary through story reading (Crevecoeur et al., 20140), or direct instruction of vocabulary
targeting word-level skills such as phonological and morphological awareness (Filippini et al 2012;
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Giambo & McKinney, 2004).

Troia (2004) is the only example of a software-based intervention

aimed to develop aspects of EAL children’s oral interaction and received a high rating on the WoE
criteria due to its relevance and methodological rigour. Unfortunately, it is one of the few studies
in this in-depth review which reports no facilitative effects of the intervention. Finally, Greenfader
and Brouillette (2013) report on an intervention where drama activities were introduced aimed at
developing EAL children’s oral interaction. Unfortunately this study suffered from a number of
methodological flaws, where many key features of the design and analyses were not explained in
sufficient detail leading to its comparatively low WoE ratings.

In addition to the WoE criteria we examined each study for whether an effect size was reported,
for which outcome measures, and the strength of the effect. In some cases, a range of effect
sizes is provided when the authors reported effect size by schools within treatment clusters. The
strength of an effect is somewhat determined by which specific statistic the researchers calculated
to determine the effect size (e.g., Cohen’s d vs. η2 (eta squared), etc.). Many studies tend to
report Cohen’s d as an effect size, therefore, unless otherwise specified, Table 14 reports Cohen’s
d. An indication of the general strength of the effect is also reported. It is important to note that
many studies report a wide range of effect sizes for both non-significant and significant findings,
across a range of measures, groups, and conditions. For the sake of brevity, in Table 14 we
report either the range of effect sizes across different measures, groups, and conditions OR we
present a sample of effect sizes for the main comparison of the intervention.

Some of the

interventions carried out complex hierarchical multilevel modeling which is an appropriate
analytical strategy for many designs within educational development paradigms such as the ones
under discussion in this report and consequently did not report an effect size. Effect size reporting
in multilevel modeling is more complex than calculating Cohen’s d or reporting (partial) η2 and
there is much less consensus on how effect sizes should reported in these statistical approaches
(Peugh, 2010). While there are ways to report effect sizes within the multilevel modeling paradigm
these were not always reported.

Table 14. Treatment effect sizes on outcomes measures for children
with EAL in interventions on language
Study

Effect Size Outcome Measure and Effect Strength of Evidence
Reported? Size

Snow et al., 2009

Yes

Lawrence et al., 2012
Mancilla-Martinez, 2010

No
Yes

Across academic vocabulary the Medium-High
range = 0.33-0.65
Used multi-level growth modeling
Word Generation multiple choice High
= 1.24
Word Generation real words self- Medium
check = 0.58
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High

Townsend & Collins, 2009

Word
Generation
nonsense
words self-check = 0.80
Yes
Real Word Decomposition = 0.16
NonWord Derivation = 0.25
Yes
(EAL- Target Word Mastery = 0.51
non-EAL
Morphological Decomposition =
difference)
0.41
Target Word Association = 0.60
Word Meanings in Context = 0.39
Gates-MacGinitie = 0.42
SAT-10 Reading Vocabulary =
0.52
Yes
Vocabulary (MA Group) = 0.56
Vocabulary (SR Group) = 0.28
Vocabulary (PA Group) = 0.04
Phonological
Decoding
(MA
Group) = 0.33
Phon Decoding (SR Group) =
0.49
Phon. Decoding (PA Group) = .17
Yes(partial
Academic Vocabulary = 0.15-0.36

Spycher, 2009
Giambo & McKinney, 2004

Yes
Yes

High
High

Crevecoeur et al., 2014

Yes

Greenfader & Brouillette,
2013
Troia, 2004

Yes (R2)

Kieffer & Lesaux, 2012
Lesaux et al., 2010

Filippini et al., 2012

η2)

Yes

Science vocabulary = 0.98
Receptive vocabulary (PA Group)
= 0.74
Receptive
vocabulary
(story
reading group) = 0.59
Oral Proficiency (PA Group) =
0.58
Target word knowledge = 1.08
PPVT (receptive vocab) = 0.29
Listening Comprehension = -0.05
Listening = 0.43
Speaking = 0.47
Letter-Word Identification = 0.11
Word Attack = 0.01

Low
Medium
Medium
Medium
Medium-High
Low
Medium
Medium
Medium
Low
Low
Medium
Medium
Low
Medium-High

High
Low
Low
Medium
Medium
Low
Low

Table 14 illustrates that there was a range of magnitudes with respect to effect sizes of statistically
significant findings from studies focused on language. However, the only study which reported
uniformly low effect sizes was Troia (2004) who also reported very few significant effects for the
treatment. Furthermore, Crevecoeur et al (2014) reported high effect sizes for their outcome
measure on target word knowledge despite lower effect sizes on other measures. Across the
studies in the category, the effect size most commonly reported ranges from medium to mediumhigh. These findings are encouraging with respect to the extent to which these interventions might
be applicable to other contexts such as the UK.
As a result of the problem of inherent subjectivity of the reviewers’ ratings, as well as the need to
specifically evaluate the methodologies of the studies to assess their impact, we carried out a
second phase of reviewing where we applied the criteria identified in Table 15 to each study. This
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additional, second tier of review was carried out in an effort to be as rigorous as possible with
respect to assessing the overall quality of the studies.

The criteria in Table 15 do overlap

somewhat with the WoE criteria, however, they also provide a more explicit rating system for the
key methodological features under consideration in this review.

Table 15. Criteria for rating the strength of evidence provided in an
individual study (does not take into account the size of the effect)
Strength of
evidence

Explanation

1.Research
design

2. Number
of cases

3. Attrition

4. Outcome
measure

5. Fidelity &
validity

High

Findings are
highly secure
and makes a
substantial
contribution to
the
existing
evidence

Fair and clear
experimental
design (RCT)

A
good
number
of
cases
or
clusters,
a
‘well-powered
study’
(e.g.
100 cases or
50 clusters or
more
per
arm)

Balanced
groups with
minimal
attrition

Clearly
defined
intervention,
no evidence of
threats
to
validity,
or
experimenter
effect
(independent
evaluation)

Medium

Findings are
moderately
secure
and
makes
a
contribution to
the
existing
evidence

Well-matched
comparison
group (quasiexperiment)

A
medium
number
of
cases
(e.g.
50 cases or
20
clusters
per arm)

Some
imbalance or
moderate
attrition

Robust, valid
outcome
measure,
standardised
or
widely
acceptable,
not
interventionspecific,
delivered
blind
Robust, valid
outcome
measure

Low

Findings are
insecure and
add little to
the
existing
evidence

Comparison
group
with
poor or no
matching (eg.
Volunteer v
other)

A small study
or
‘lowpowered
study’
(e.g.
less than 40
cases or 10
clusters per
arm)

Substantial
imbalance or
high attrition

Concerns
about validity,
reliability and
that
the
outcome
measure
is
inherent
to
the treatment

Reasonably
clear
intervention,
some threats
to validity or
concerns
about
experimenter
effect.
Poorly
specified
intervention,
serious threats
to validity and
strong
indication
of
experimenter
effect (lack of
independence)

These criteria were applied to the twelve studies with a focus on language to yield the following
ratings presented in Table 16.

Table 16.
Methodological strength of evidence criteria for
interventions primarily focussed on Language
Papers

Research
Design

Number
Cases

Snow et al.,
2009
Lawrence et
al., 2012
MancillaMartinez, 2010
Kieffer
&
Lesaux, 2012
Lesaux et al.,
2010
Filippini et al.,

Medium

High

Medium

of Attrition

Outcome
Measure

Fidelity
Validity

&

Low

Medium-Low

Medium

High

Low

Medium-Low

Medium

Medium

Low

Low

Medium-Low

Medium

Medium-Low

High

Low

High

Medium-High

Medium-Low

High

Medium-Low

Medium-high

Medium-High

Medium

Low

Medium

Medium-high

Medium-High
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2012
Townsend &
Collins, 2009
Spycher, 2009
Giambo
&
McKinney,
2004
Crevecoeur et
al., 2014
Greenfader &
Brouillette,
2013
Troia, 2004

Medium-Low

Low

Medium-Low

High

Medium

Medium
Medium

Low
Low

Low
Low

Low
High

Medium
Medium

Medium-Low

Low

Low

Low

Medium-High

Low

Medium-High

Low

Medium-High

Low

Medium

Medium

Low

High

Medium-High

Similar to the results of the application of the WoE criteria in Table 13, Table 16 presents a rather
mixed picture with respect to the strength of the evidence from the intervention studies with a
primary focus on features of English language. It is worth noting, however, that some of the
differences between Table 13 and 16 are reflected in the criteria used to make the ratings. The
criteria in Table 15 preclude rating a study as ‘high’ for research design unless it is a pure
randomized control trial (RCT) which is relatively rare in educational studies of the type under
review here. A pure RCT is one where participants are randomly assigned to groups in the design
and where different groups are carefully matched on key variables. Ideally, participants would
also be randomly sampled from the population. None of the interventions could be conceived of
as a pure RCT either due to lack of (or weak) matching between comparison groups, or due to a
lack of random allocation to treatment conditions or both. Consequently, none of them achieved a
‘high’ rating in the research design category. However, many studies did randomly assign to
groups and made significant efforts to match the participants on relevant variables hence the
almost uniform ‘medium’ rating on this category. Similarly, in order to receive a rating of ‘high’ on
the ‘Fidelity and Validity’ criterion, the intervention needed to be evaluated (at post test) by an
independent group of researchers. This was not the case for any of the studies in this review,
despite the fact that many of them included a number of appropriate and relevant methodological
controls to ensure fidelity to treatment and to eliminate researcher bias as much as possible. This
criterion of having a different (i.e., independent) set of evaluators for the intervention to assess
validity was not included in the WoE assessment rankings, hence the discrepancy across these
ratings.

Interestingly, very few of the studies had well-balanced groups and reported careful and detailed
information about participant attrition, leading to an almost uniform ‘low’ rating on this category.
There is quite a lot of variability in terms of the numbers of participants with some studies having a
robust number suggesting a well-powered study (Snow et al., 2009; Lawrence et al., 2012; Kieffer
& Lesaux, 2012; Lesaux et al., 2010; Greenfader & Brouillette, 2013) whereas others had a very
low number of participants in each group. Similarly, most studies used some combination of
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researcher-designed or adapted outcome measures which resulted in a ‘low’ rating in addition to
well-validated standardised assessments, resulting in a higher rating.

On a positive note, there

was only one study in this category that could be considered a poorly specified intervention with
serious threats to the internal validity (Greenfader & Brouilette, 2013) and this low rating could be
due in large part to the way in which the intervention is described in this paper. The focus in this
study is on the use of dramatization in the classroom with very little detail on the methodological
features of the study itself, hence it was not possible to assign higher ratings to this study.
Furthermore, a high rating does not mean that the intervention is successful. Troia (2004), for
example, is an example of a reasonably carefully designed study aimed at evaluating a specific
software programme that has been widely acclaimed to be successful in improving language
outcomes in EAL and non-EAL children. Troia’s intervention, however, suggests otherwise in that
there were very few significant differences between the treatment and control participants in his
study.

This section has reviewed the twelve papers that had a primary focus on improving some aspect
of EAL children’s English language. Most of these focused on some aspect of vocabulary, mostly
academic vocabulary and word-level skills/knowledge such as phonological and morphological
awareness, and alphabetic knowledge. Many of these interventions were carried out through textbased activities so it is worth reiterating that it is a somewhat arbitrary categorisation to argue they
focussed predominantly on language – except that the chief focus of the tasks in which the
participants engaged in the intervention were more on vocabulary and word-level activities relative
to literacy. Tables 13 and 16 together show a somewhat mixed set of reviews with respect to both
the WoE criteria and the methodological ratings in Table 16. However, few of these interventions
could be considered to be of very poor quality, and with the exception of Troia (2004) show some
facilitative effects of participation in the treatment conditions. These findings suggest that there is
significant scope for considering implementing interventions like these in the UK context.

Review of interventions with a primary focus on Literacy
In this section, we report on the review of the studies with a primary focus on literacy – though
note again that this does not preclude language oriented tasks, rather that the main focus of the
interventions was weighted more on developing literacy and/or comprehension skills.

Table 17

illustrates the WoE ratings for these studies.

Table 17. Weight of Evidence assessments for studies with a
primary focus on Literacy
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Study

Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2013
Ehri et al., 2007
Proctor et al.,
2011
Almaguer, 2005
Solari & Gerber,
2008
Tong et al.,
2010
Kamps et al.,
2007
Lugo-Neris
et
al., 2010
Graves et al.,
2011

WoE A

WoE B

WoE C

WoE D

Trustwothiness
of evidence
High

Appropriateness
of design for this
review
Medium

Relevance
of
Focus for this
review
High

Overall strength
of evidence for
this review
High

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

High
High

Medium
High

High
Medium

High
Medium

Low
High

Low
High

High
Medium

Low
High

Low

High

High

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

High

High

Medium

High

High

Low

Medium

Medium

Low

Vadasy and Sanders (2010, 2013) is an example of an intervention focused on phonics training
and decoding where the 2010 study is the report of the implementation of the intervention and the
2013 paper reports on a two-year follow up of the same intervention and participants. Both of
these papers were rated as ‘high’ overall though there is some variability in terms of their ratings
for each of the WoE criteria. The students in the intervention received individual systematic and
explicit phonics instruction where children participated in sessions aimed to improve their decoding
skills and oral reading practice.

The overall results indicated that the intervention students

significantly outperformed control students on measures of alphabetic knowledge, word reading,
spelling, passage reading fluency and reading comprehension and in general indicated significant
positive treatment effects for kindergarten students who averaged in the lower quartile in language
and literacy skills at pretest. In Vadasy and Sanders (2013), follow up analyses on data from 96%
of the original sample were available where there was little loss reported over time, and even small
gains noted. They reported strong positive relationships with each predictor variable and grade 3
outcomes (i.e., the two year follow up). Taken together, therefore, these studies illustrate benefits
of introducing these word-level analyses/activities for students with EAL who are struggling with
reading.

Solari and Gerber (2008) also received an overall high rating on WoE D and like the two Vadasy
and Sanders (2010; 2013) studies were focused in part on phonological features of word reading.
However, Solari and Gerber also investigated listening comprehension and general vocabulary.
Interestingly, Solari and Gerber (2008) was one of the few studies which included listening
comprehension skills in the intervention and directly compared the results of three different
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treatment conditions which varied in terms of how much time was spent on either phonological
awareness (PA) activities, listening comprehension and vocabulary activities (LC) and alphabetic
knowledge activities. Their results indicated that, not surprisingly, those children who were in the
groups where more time was spent on listening comprehension and vocabulary outperformed the
other children on measures of listening comprehension. However, the listening comprehension
treatment group also had higher scores on outcome measures of phonological awareness. Their
study also included children who were ‘at risk’ for reading difficulties as measured by pre-test
measures of PA and vocabulary and their results indicated that both ‘at risk’ and non at risk
students who received the intervention where LC was emphasized over PA performed equally as
well as those who received only PA or had PA plus alphabetic training. This study is one of the
very few to identify that focusing on listening comprehension skills can not only improve listening
comprehension but at no cost to word level skills (e.g., phonological awareness) and emphasizes
the importance of developing the ‘listening comprehension’ contribution to models of reading
comprehension (e.g., the Simple view of Reading – Gough & Tunmer, 1986).

Ehri et al (2007) and Kamps et al (2007) each received high overall ratings on WoE D and are
both examples of implementing pre-developed (i.e., not researcher designed) interventions aimed
at improving EAL children’s reading performance. Ehri et al (2007) specifically examined the
effectiveness of a version of Reading Recovery, which they refer to as Reading Rescue which (like
Vadasy & Sanders, 2010; 2013) included systematic, sequential phonics instruction and decoding
where children read short books which contained both high frequency and decodable words and
included text-implicit and text-explicit questioning predicted to foster reading comprehension.
Kamps et al (2007) implemented three different curricula: ‘Reading Master’, ‘Early Interventions in
Reading’ and ‘Read Well’, each of which is considered an ‘integrated curriculum’ using direct
instruction strategies, teacher modeling and multiple activities and repeated practice to teach and
reinforce literacy skills through guided reading activities. Both of these studies report facilitative
effects of their respective interventions and the Reading Recovery (Rescue) study in particular has
been shown to be effective for struggling readers at the beginning stages of learning how to read
(in either EAL or non-EAL children). The effectiveness of Reading Recovery for EAL children has
been demonstrated in Clancy (2009; 2010) in the UK context.

Lugo-Neris et al (2010) and Almaguer (2005) report on interventions involving some shared
reading activities where Almaguer reports on the effectiveness of reading in pair groups, where
one member of the pair is of a higher reading ability than the other. Lugo-Neris et al report on an
intervention implementing a shared storybook reading programme which included direct and
explicit instruction of vocabulary, as well as through links to the L1, which was Spanish. Both
25

studies report effective results from their interventions. Almaguer (2005) concluded that dyad
(pair) book reading with mixed ability pairs can be effective for both the ‘lead’ and ‘assistant’
reader for both word reading fluency and comprehension and that pair book reading activity is
potentially particularly beneficial for children with EAL who may be reluctant to speak out in class.
Lugo-Neris et al (2010) argued for positive transfer of knowledge between L1 and L2 in word
learning where Spanish expansions of novel vocabulary words during English storybook reading
resulted in comparable or greater growth in children’s expressive knowledge of the target
vocabulary. However this advantage was shown only for 1 out of 3 of the dependent measures
(expressive definitions) used in this study. Graves et al (2011) also report on an intervention which
included guided book reading activities for 6th grade struggling readers, both non-EAL and EAL.
However, while the EAL results were reported separately and suggested benefits of the
intervention for EAL children, the EAL results in particular were somewhat anecdotally reported,
no doubt contributing to the low WoE rating for this study.
Proctor et al (2011) was the only paper in this predominantly ‘literacy’ category which included the
use of software. Specifically they used a Strategic Digital Reading (SDG) prototype called ‘ICON’
(Improving Comprehension Online) with Spanish translation of all texts and human voice
capability. Therefore, like the Lugo-Neris et al (2010) study, students were able to tap in to the L1
in completing the different vocabulary and reading activities with ICON. Proctor et al (2011) report
strong treatment effects for vocabulary - but no effects for comprehension - which the authors
argue may be due to the fact that the ICON intervention did not target the ‘right’ strategies to show
effects on a standardized assessment of reading comprehension. The main treatment effects only
emerged on the researcher-designed outcome measures and not on the standardized measures
used in this study, which undoubtedly contributed to the ‘medium’ rating on the WoE criteria D.

Tong et al (2010) is similar to many of the other studies in this category in that the focus of the
intervention was on word-level skills, word reading fluency and comprehension, however, the
kindergarten students in this study were participating in a Structured English Immersion (SEI)
setting. Schools were randomly assigned to either the intervention condition which implemented
an enhanced structured English immersion model or control condition which was the typical SEI
practice. Tong et al (2010) report that their intervention was effective because EAL students in the
enhanced SEI group responded favourably on 5 of their outcome measures: phonological
awareness, knowledge of phonology and syntax, receptive oral language, letter and word
recognition and reading comprehension. The overall WoE criterion for this study was medium,
and it received a particularly damning WoE rating on the trustworthiness of the evidence criterion.
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These studies were also analysed with respect to their effect size as indicated in Table 18.

Table 18. Treatment effect sizes on outcomes measures for children
with EAL in interventions on literacy
Study
Vadasy
2010

Vadasy
2013

Effect Size Outcome measure and effect size
reported?
&

&

Sanders,

Sanders,

Across measures, approximate Cohen’s d
= 0.83 for EAL and NS combined
Across measures, approximate Cohen’s d
for EAL only = -0.030
Word reading = 0.45
Spelling = 0.36
Reading Comprehension = 0.24
Decoding = 0.53
Comprehension = 0.43
Word Reading = 0.72
Word Attack = 0.65
Vocabulary Breadth = 0.84
Vocabulary Depth (Definitions) = 1.26
Vocabulary Depth (Picture) = 1.12
Reading Fluency = 0.74
Reading Comprehension = 0.60
Range across measures = 0.2 – 0.61
Used Multilevel Modeling
Nonword Fluency = 0.70
Oral Reading Fluency = 0.58
Naming = 0.45
Receptive Vocabulary = 0.85
Expressive Definitions = 0.70
Oral Reading Fluency = 0.57

Yes

Yes

Ehri et al., 2007

Yes

Proctor et al., 2011

Yes

Almaguer, 2005

Yes

Solari & Gerber, 2008
Tong et al., 2010
Kamps et al., 2007

Yes - η2
No
Yes

Lugo-Neris et al., 2010

Yes - η2

Graves et al., 2011

Yes

Strength of evidence
High
Medium
Medium
Medium
Low
Medium
Medium
High
Medium-High
High
High
High
High
High
Medium-High
High
Medium
High
High
High
Medium

The effect sizes reported in the studies in this category overall seem higher than those studies
with a focus predominantly on language where there is only one low effect size on reading
comprehension in Vadasy and Sanders (2013). The remaining are generally medium to high
suggesting the treatment effects in these various studies were both statistically significant and
educationally meaningful for the participants.

These studies were then reviewed according to the criteria presented in Table 15, the results of
which are presented in Table 19.

Table 19.
Methodological strength of evidence criteria for
interventions primarily focussed on Literacy
Study

Research
Design

Number
Cases

Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2010
Vadasy
&
Sanders, 2013
Ehri et al.,
2007
Proctor et al.,

Medium-High

High

Medium-High

of Attrition

Outcome
Measure

Fidelity
Validity

&

Medium-High

High

Medium-High

Medium

Medium-High

High

Medium-High

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium-High

Medium

High

Low

Medium

Medium
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2011
Almaguer,
2005
Solari
&
Gerber, 2008
Tong et al.,
2010
Kamps et al.,
2007
Lugo-Neris et
al., 2010
Graves et al.,
2011

Medium-Low

Low

Low

Low

Medium-Low

Medium

Low

Low

Medium-High

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

High

Medium-High

Medium

High

Low

High

Medium

Medium

Low

Medium

Low

Medium

Medium-Low

Medium-Low

Medium

Medium

Medium-Low

As with the interventions with a predominant focus on language, there are a few discrepancies
between the WoE ratings in Table 17 and the methodological rankings in Table 19. However, as
indicated above, unlike with the WoE criteria, this is in part due to the fact that to obtain a ‘high’ on
‘research design’ it has to be a pure RCT, and to obtain a ‘high’ on the ‘fidelity and validity’
category the evaluators of the intervention have to be independent of the researchers. Neither
was the case for any of the studies reviewed in this in-depth review, hence the lower rankings for
some studies. However, many studies that fell short of having independent evaluators, or a pure
RCT design still nonetheless implemented many careful methodological controls to ensure as
much as possible that threats to the reliability and validity of the intervention were reduced (e.g.,
Vadasy & Sanders, 2010; 2013, Ehri et al, 2007; Tong et al., 2010). Many of these studies did
assign randomly to groups (a key characteristic of an RCT) even if they did not randomly sample
from the population and/or matching procedures between groups were not implemented. As with
the language-oriented interventions, there was some variability across the studies in terms of the
number of participants, the validity of the outcome measures, and whether and to what extent the
interventions had balanced groups and monitored participant attrition.

However, none of the

interventions were ranked as exclusively low which would have suggested serious threats to the
design and implementation of the study. Note, however, that the Almaguer (2005) and Graves et
al (2005) studies were both on the low-end of medium suggesting some significant concerns.
The majority of the papers with a primary focus on literacy either focus on explicit instruction of
word-level skills (e.g., phonics, word-level skills (e.g., phonological awareness), alphabetic
knowledge, and reading fluency) through text-based and/or comprehension-based activities.
Many of these studies also examined these variables within the context of shared book or group
reading activities. Both the WoE criteria and the methodological strength of evidence criteria in
Tables 17 and 19 respectively, illustrate a mixed group of studies, with some coming out fairly
highly rated in terms of their strength of evidence and relevance to this review.

It is clear,

therefore, that there are some potentially promising possibilities to explore within the UK context.
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Review of interventions with a primary focus on Continuing
Professional Development
Table 20 presents the WoE criteria ratings for the five studies that had a primary focus on
continuing professional development as a means to improve EAL children’s English language
and/or literacy outcomes.

Table 20. Weight of Evidence assessments for studies with a
primary focus on Continuing Professional Development
Study

Lara-Alecio
et
al, 2012
Short et al.,
2012
Kim et al., 2011
Kotler et al.,
2001
Matsumura
et
al., 2010

WoE A

WoE B

WoE C

WoE D

Trustwothiness
of evidence
Medium

Appropriateness
of design for this
review
Medium

Relevance
of
Focus for this
review
High

Overall strength
of evidence for
this review
High

Medium

High

High

Medium

Medium
Medium

Low
Medium

Medium
High

Medium
Medium

Medium

Medium

Low

Low

The highest rated study in this category is that by Lara-Alecio et al (2012) which reports a CPD
intervention that included biweekly staff sessions and ongoing workshops with teachers to help
promote the integration of language and literacy development within the science curriculum.
Instructional activities included Daily Oral and Written Language in Science (DOWLS). These
activities were supplemented with CRISELLA (Content area Reading in Science for English
Literacy and Language Acquisition) tasks that focused on vocabulary development and extension
through science-related expository texts. The purpose of these activities was to improve students’
understanding of science concepts but given the inclusion of direct instruction of vocabulary,
pronunciation, definitions and the like, to also improve the children’s English vocabulary and
literacy. This intervention also included the integration of writing in a unit called WAVES (Written
and Academic oral language Vocabulary development in English and Science).
Short et al (2012) describe an intervention focused on a system for lesson planning and delivery
that incorporates what are argued to be best practices for teaching academic English and provides
teachers with a coherent method for improving student achievement. The intervention aimed to
evaluate whether children with EAL who received the CPD through the SIOP (Sheltered
Instruction Observation Protocol) model had higher achievements in reading, writing, and oral
proficiency in English than teachers who do not receive the SIOP intervention. As with Lara-Alecio
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et al (2012) the Short et al (2012) received uniformly good (medium-high) ratings on the WoE
criteria.
Kim et al (2011), however, was not deemed by reviewers to be as relevant for the purpose of this
specific review.

They describe a study examining the ‘Pathway Project’ which is a CPD

programme that argues for the effectiveness of teaching students cognitive and metacognitive
processes, including modelling, scaffolding, guided practice, and independent use of strategies so
that students develop the ability to select and implement appropriate strategies independently and
to monitor and regulate their use. Teachers used the ‘Reader’s and Writer’s Tool Kit’ where
teachers learned to use pretest, on-demand writing results and Pathway materials to teach a
cognitive strategies approach to text-based analytical writing. Coaches then help teachers
integrate analytical writing strategies into the EAL curriculum which in turn results in the teachers’
use of cognitive strategies in reading and writing activities in their classrooms. This strategy use is
meant to enhance student performance on the on-demand writing assessment which in turn is
meant to result in enhanced student performance on the standardised assessments of English
language arts. This is one of the few studies that included older students (upper secondary level).
Kotler et al (2001) is the only UK study in this review. It describes a CPD programme called
‘Talking Partners’ which presents a model for classroom interaction to help students’ develop oral
language skills aimed at helping teachers establish better interaction in classrooms. The CPD
includes suggesting different types of verbal problem-solving activities to the teachers which are
aimed to stretch the learner and which require interaction with both teacher and other pupils in
small groups.
Matsumura et al (2010) describes research on a CPD programme aimed to support teachers
where there is high teacher turnover (mobility) in urban districts, which also is an area where many
children with EAL live and attend school. The implication is that the high teacher mobility can
have a negative impact on the quality of teaching, hence the development of the “ContentFocused Coaching” (CFC) - aimed at providing teachers with a coach to help support them in their
teaching of reading comprehension.

The purpose of the study was to examine the CFC

programme’s effectiveness in primary schools with high numbers of low income, minority, EAL
students.

The effect sizes reported for these five studies are presented in Table 21 and unlike the language
and literacy categories of studies, the effect sizes, when reported, are comparatively low. While
most of these studies reported reasonably good measures for ensuring fidelity to treatment (see
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Table 22), the general impact on the students’ performance nonetheless seems to be less
educationally significant (i.e., smaller effect sizes) in this group of studies on CPD activities.

Table 21. Treatment effect sizes on outcomes measures for children
with EAL in interventions on Continuing Professional Development
(CPD)
Study

Effect Size Outcome measure and effect size
reported?

Strength of evidence

Lara-Alecio et al, 2012

Yes (Cramer’s
V and partial
η2)

Low-Medium

Short et al., 2012

Yes

Kim et al., 2011
Kotler et al., 2001
Matsumura et al., 2010

No
No
No

District reading test 1 through 6 = 0.1030.238
TAKS (Texas Assessment of Knowledge
and Skills) in reading 0.11
DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic
Literacy Skills) = 0.134 (partial η2)
Writing = 0.31
Reading = 0.16
Oral = 0.29
Used Multilevel modeling

Low-Medium
Low
Low-Medium
Low
Low-Medium

Used multilevel modeling

We then applied the criteria in Table 15 on the key methodological variables to these five studies,
the results of which are presented in Table 22.

Table 22. Methodological strength of evidence criteria for
interventions primarily focussed on Continuing Professional
Development (CPD)
Study
Lara-Alecio
al, 2012
Short et
2012
Kim et
2011
Kotler et
2001
Matsumura
al., 2010

Research
Design

Number
Cases

et

Medium

Medium

al.,

Medium

al.,
al.,
et

of Attrition

Outcome
Measure

Fidelity &
Validity

Medium-Low

Medium-High

Medium

Low-Medium

Medium-Low

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium-High

Medium

Low

Low

Low

Medium

Low

Medium-Low

Medium

Medium-Low

Medium-Low

Medium

As with the other studies in this review, none of them achieved a rating of ‘high’ on the ‘fidelity and
validity’ category or the ‘research design’ category. While two of the studies were on the high end
of medium on outcome measures (Lara-Alecio et al, 2012; Kim et al., 2011) none of these studies
were rated as high on any of these criteria. However, only one study had a more uniform ‘low’
rating (Kotler et al, 2001), ratings which are consistently lower than the WoE criteria for this study
in Table 20. This is due most likely because while the focus of the Kotler et al (2001) study is
highly relevant for this review – i.e., a CPD programme aimed to enhance verbal interaction in
classrooms aimed at improving EAL children’s English language – from a methodological point of
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view it fell short on a number of variables. Short et al (2012) included a small number of teachers
(23 in treatment and 19 in control), but a reasonable number of students (278 EAL in treatment
group and 169 in control) and while the low number of teachers can influence the intervention, the
higher number of students who were yielding the data for the outcome measures was more
appropriate resulting in a mixed rating of Low-Medium for ‘number of cases’. Unfortunately, the
CPD interventions generally receive a lower rating on methodological characteristics.

Review of interventions with a primary focus on family literacy
practice
This final sub-category of studies in this review were those two studies that focused on some
aspect of family literacy practice. The WoE criteria for these two studies are presented in Table 23
and illustrate that the Harper et al (2011) study is quite highly rated in comparison to the Kim and
Guryan (2010) study.

Table 23. Weight of Evidence assessments for studies with a
primary focus on family literacy practice.
Study

Harper et al,
2011
Kim & Guryan,
2010

WoE A

WoE B

WoE C

WoE D

Trustwothiness
of evidence
High

Appropriateness
of design for this
review
High

Relevance
of
Focus for this
review
Medium

Overall strength
of evidence for
this review
High

Medium

Medium

High

Medium

The aim of Harper et al (2011) - a study carried out in Canada - was to evaluate a family literacy
program on EAL children’s early reading development by looking at EAL and non-EAL children’s
scores in 3 areas of early reading before and after families’ participation in the program compared
against a control group of ELL and non-EAL children. Kindergarten children (aged 4-6) and their
parents with a range of L1s participated in a 9-week family literacy programme featuring joint
parent-child activities related to language and literacy development. The programme provided
parents with information and ideas for creative and meaningful ways to enhance their children’s
emergent literacy skills. The results indicate a significant program effect for EAL children but not
for EL1 children where children with EAL demonstrated significantly greater gains in their ability to
infer meaning from print against NS children and EAL children who did not participate in the
intervention.
Kim and Guryan (2010) aimed to prevent summer reading loss by sending books to children’s
homes and to encourage independent reading during summer holidays. Children were randomly
assigned to one of 3 conditions: i) children received 10 self selected books in the mail, ii) a family
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literacy group where children received 10 self selected books and were invited to attend three 2hour family literacy events and, iii) a control group where children received 10 self selected books
after post test. The results of their study suggested that children in the treatment and family
literacy groups (groups 1 and 2) reported reading more books over the summer than children in
the control group however, there was no effect on reading achievement - neither treatment group,
with or without the parent literacy training - had an effect on the outcome measures. Therefore,
this study, like Troia (2004) is one of the few in this review that does not report statistically
significant facilitative effects for participating in the intervention.
The effect sizes for the interventions on family literacy practice are presented in Table 24.

Table 24. Treatment effect sizes on outcomes measures for children
with EAL in interventions on family literacy practice
Study

Effect
reported?

Harper et al,
2011

Yes (partial η2)

Kim & Guryan,
2010

Size Outcome measure and effect size
Test of Early Reading Ability (TERA-3):
range across effects = 0.02 – 0.57
Alphabet Knowledge (range across effects)
= 0.04 – 0.46
Conventions of Print (range across effects)
= 0.01 – 0.20
Meaning (range across effects) = 0.03 –
0.24

Strength of evidence
Low-Medium
Low-Medium
Low
Low

No

Kim and Guryan (2010) did not report effect sizes in their analyses. Harper et al, however, report
low to medium level effects. As with the interventions on CPD therefore, the interventions on
family literacy seemed to have less of an impact on students’ outcomes, even if still statistically
significant.
Table 25 presents the additional methodological strength of evidence for these two studies.

Table 25.
Methodological strength of evidence criteria for
interventions primarily focussed on family literacy practice.
Study

Research
Design

Number
Cases

of Attrition

Harper et al,
2011
Kim & Guryan,
2010

Medium

Medium

Medium

Medium-High

Outcome
Measure

Fidelity &
Validity

Low-Medium

Low-Medium

Medium

Medium

Low-Medium

Medium

Harper et al (2011) included data from 132 children and their families and came from a range of
different L1 backgrounds but as is the case with the UK, a higher proportion came from South
Asian language families (e.g., Punjabi, Urdu, Hindi). There was a degree of attrition in that not all
families participated in each of the 9 sessions that formed this intervention, however, this attrition
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was thoroughly monitored and reported and it did not result in substantial imbalance between the
groups, hence the low end of Medium rating on ‘attrition’. The study included one standardised
assessment (TERA-3) which measures aspects of English reading but also a researcher-designed
parent questionnaire aimed providing general information about the children in the study. Kim and
Guryan (2010) were able to randomly assign children and their families to the different groups in
their study and collected data from a range of background variables that were used to ensure
matched groups. They also report the attrition from pre-test as being at 12% and carried out a chisquare analysis to show that there was no statistical relationship between experimental conditions
and attrition rates. Different implementation checks were applied to try and gauge the extent to
which the books being sent home were at appropriate levels for the children and the extent to
which families participated in the summer literacy events.

While Harper et al (2011) received

generally higher WoE ratings than the Kim and Guryan (2010) study, in examining the specific
methodological variables in Table 25, the two family literacy based studies are fairly similarly
ranked.

Conclusions and Implications
In the previous sections we outlined the protocol followed to identify the 29 studies included in an
in-depth review of intervention studies aimed to improve some aspect of EAL children’s English
language and/or literacy. The results of the review indicated that the significant majority of the
studies were carried out in the context of the US. This finding demonstrates the urgent need to
carry out controlled intervention studies within the UK context.

The educational and social

infrastructure of the US is very different from the UK, hence making generalisations across USbased studies to the UK is somewhat reckless. Furthermore, the population of EAL students in
the US is quite different in that a large proportion of minority language learners in the US are
Spanish-speaking, hence drawing on the L1 is feasible and indeed appropriate where there is a
degree of homogeneity in the L1 of EAL students. In most parts of the UK, there is far less
consistency with respect to EAL children’s L1 background which makes it more challenging to
explicitly use the L1 in targeted interventions aimed at improving children’s English language
and/or literacy.
The review also indicated that the majority of the studies focused on either some aspect of
vocabulary or word-level skills such as phonological awareness, decoding, alphabetic knowledge
and morphological awareness. Within those studies that focused on vocabulary, a large number
targeted academic vocabulary specifically. Undoubtedly this focus on vocabulary is due in part to
the considerable number of research studies that have clearly identified strong predictive
relationships between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension (e.g., Nation &
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Snowling, 1998; 2004). Furthermore, a number of studies have identified that children with EAL
tend to have less vocabulary knowledge than non-EAL peers (e.g., Bialystok, Luck, Peets & Yang,
2010; Cameron, 2002). It is not surprising therefore, to see that an area of focus in intervention
studies is to enhance vocabulary knowledge in children with EAL. The specific focus on academic
vocabulary is again reflected in the numerous studies that have argued for the importance of
academic language in underpinning curricular achievement (e.g., Cummins, 2000; 2012). More
research aimed at enhancing vocabulary knowledge needs to be carried out in the UK context.

It is worth considering why there has been such a focus on vocabulary, phonics, decoding and
alphabetic knowledge in these interventions.

As indicated earlier, current thinking about the

potential reasons underpinning the reported lower levels of academic achievement in many
students with EAL suggest weaker reading comprehension skills may in part be responsible.
Indeed, some children with EAL in the UK have been shown to lag behind their non-EAL peers on
measures of reading comprehension, despite having comparable skills in single word reading
(decoding) (Bourgoyne, Whitely & Hutchinson, 2011; Bourgoyne, Kelly, Whitely & Spooner, 2009;
Hutchinson, Whitely, Smith & Connors, 2003). This focus on vocabulary is particularly important
since the EAL children in these studies did not have a problem with single word reading, decoding
and alphabetic knowledge, yet they nonetheless were significantly behind their non-EAL peers in
comprehension. This is presumably due to the fact that their general vocabulary knowledge was
less well elaborated relative to non-EAL peers. Within the Simple View of Reading model (Gough
& Tunmer, 1986), reading comprehension is conceived of as being made up of comprehension
skills (vocabulary and listening comprehension) as well as decoding/phonics skills. If children with
EAL typically have good decoding skills, as has been demonstrated in numerous studies, yet
nonetheless lag behind non-EAL peers in reading comprehension, then vocabulary is a good
candidate for intervention given the number of studies that have demonstrated a general lack of
vocabulary knowledge in EAL children relative to non-EAL peers. The studies in this in-depth
review which focussed on these types of vocabulary certainly proved to be successful, either in
terms of the students’ learning of the target vocabulary of the study or in terms of wider more
literacy-based measures (e.g., Mancilla-Martinez, 2010).

These issues are particularly important when considering approximately 95%-98% of the
vocabulary in a text needs to be understood in order to be able to derive a general meaning of the
text (Schmitt, Jiang & Grabe, 2011), though this percentage does vary somewhat depending on
the text. Given the importance of knowing almost all of the words in a text to extract meaning from
it, expanding all pupils’ vocabulary, but particularly EAL pupils, is likely to be effective as has been
demonstrated by many of the studies in this review.

Academic vocabulary is of particular
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importance because there are many words which are unlikely to occur in conversation but which
are likely to turn up in a wide range of academic texts. It is estimated that there are about 7,000
word families which fall into this category. Teachers cannot possibly explicitly teach 7,000 word
families but they can teach some, and they can also teach strategies for learning new words
based on morphemes (i.e., the smallest meaningful unit of words) from which words are
constructed. This was an effective approach adopted in a number of studies (e.g., Kieffer &
Lesaux, 2012; Lesaux et al, 2010).

Some children struggle with reading (both non-EAL and EAL) and those readers who have lower
scores on measures of reading and reading comprehension can have a range of different
difficulties which lead to their weaker performance. Some readers struggle with the decoding
aspect of reading - mapping phonemes on to graphemes. Whereas generally speaking children
with EAL do not have this problem, we would still expect to find a proportion of the EAL population
who have difficulty with decoding. A number of the studies in this review reported on evidence
where children were ‘at risk’ or were struggling readers as identified by their low performance on
pre-test measures of word knowledge and single word reading performance. In these cases,
focussing on word-level skills such as phonics, decoding, and alphabetic knowledge, is important
and as the studies in this review attest, can be effective. For example, Vadasy and Sanders
(2010; 2013) and Ehri et al (2007) were some of the examples of effective interventions aimed at
improving word reading performance in children who struggle with these aspects of reading.

Therefore, interventions which focus on vocabulary, and specific aspects of word reading (e.g.,
decoding) can be effective for a number of different reasons, but clearly must be aimed at the
needs of the students. Students who have particular difficulties with single word reading, and
reading accuracy/fluency can benefit from interventions which improve their alphabetic knowledge
and decoding skills (e.g., Vadasy & Sanders, 2010; 2013; Ehri et al, 2007). Students who have
good decoding skills, yet who nonetheless have lower reading comprehension scores than nonEAL children can benefit primarily from vocabulary interventions that improve children’s word
knowledge, and specifically with academic vocabulary which may not be encountered as
frequently as other more all-purpose words.
There were five examples of Continuing Professional Development (CPD) programmes in this
review. This small number is somewhat surprising in that pedagogical approaches are the most
obvious starting point for considering improving EAL students’ academic achievement. However, a
number of the interventions included some form of CPD even if it was not the main focus (see
Table 12). One of the main themes that emerged from a review of research on EAL provision
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commissioned by the then Training and Development Agency (TDA) indicated that there was a
lack of specialised staff, that management of EAL provision was ill-defined, that there was too
much crossover with Special Educational Needs (SEN) provision, and that there was a need for
more EAL-focused training for teachers due to a striking absence of EAL pedagogy (Andrews,
2009). Andrews (2009) was carried out when EMAS (Ethnic Minority Achievement Service) teams
were still largely in place, whereas currently funding for EMAS has been largely withdrawn and
hence there is arguably even less support for the development of effective EAL pedagogy.
Andrews’s (2009) review was carried out in the UK context and of the 5 CPD studies that were
included in this review, four of these were carried out in the context of the US. Therefore, there is
a considerable need for further research that examines more precisely how CPD can support
teachers of children with EAL through carefully controlled intervention studies.
There were only two intervention studies that examined the role of parents/family in enhancing
EAL children’s language and/or literacy performance, and of these, only one (Harper et al 2011)
reported beneficial effects for the EAL pupils in their sample. This lack of focus on parent-oriented
interventions and mixed level of success may reflect Gorard and See’s (2013) findings that
primary-age interventions which enhance parental involvement are generally ineffective in
increasing children’s attainment. This is a somewhat surprising finding given the number of studies
suggesting that the environment in the home is such a powerful predictor of children’s levels of
academic success (Murphy, 2014) and is clearly an area that would benefit from further attention.
Parental involvement in the context of children with EAL might be particularly amenable to
intervention if it helped those parents with weaker English skills to bridge the home language –
school language barrier. In other words, outcomes which were not included in this review such as
attendance, engagement with school, well being etc., may benefit from targeted intervention for
parents of children with EAL.

Many of the studies in this review focused on primary school children, with far fewer aimed at
enhancing the English language and/or literacy skills of secondary school students, and only one
which was targeted at older secondary school pupils. However, later secondary school years are
particularly important in that most children take high stakes national examinations at this stage in
their educational development. It would be worth expanding the breadth of research on children
with EAL to encompass all of the formal education years, with studies aimed at facilitating the
transition from primary to secondary as well as examining best practice and support for older
secondary school students with EAL.
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There were also rather mixed findings in terms of the strength of evidence of the in-depth review
studies. There were no examples of pure RCT studies or those where the effectiveness of the
intervention was evaluated by an independent review team. However, many studies did include
many characteristics of RCT designs and incorporated a number of careful methodological
practices to ensure fidelity to treatment and to establish appropriate matching (e.g., random
assignment to groups). Nonetheless, there were some studies that had rather low ratings across
a range of criteria suggesting an undesirable level of variability in the overall methodological rigour
of these studies.

As with all research there are a number of limitations to this review and two main ones are worth
highlighting here. As with all research the results are methodological artefact. In other words, the
results obtained are a direct consequence of the methodology adopted. This review is no different
in that the use of different search terms, different databases and/or different exclusion/inclusion
criteria would have likely yielded different studies in the in-depth review. Secondly, there is a level
of subjectivity in how reviewers weigh evidence of research studies in systematic reviews such as
this one. Some reviewers may have weighed some studies’ characteristics differently than others.
We attempted to mitigate against this subjectivity as much as possible in having two independent
(blind) reviewers, and in applying a two-tiered process of review.

Despite these limitations,

however, this review has objectively identified a range of studies that are relevant for the review
questions and which identify a number of interesting studies which offer credible evidence
concerning the development of EAL pupils’ English language and/or literacy skills.
The results of this review then, suggest that there are some promising areas to explore further with
respect to how to best support children with EAL in their English language and/or literacy
outcomes. These are in the areas of developing English vocabulary and word-level skills, phonics
and alphabetic knowledge for struggling readers (e.g., reading recovery) and developing book
reading activities with appropriate explicit instruction of vocabulary together with comprehension
strategies. Specifically, children with EAL who struggle with word reading can benefit most from
those interventions that focus on alphabetic knowledge, phonics, phonological awareness and
other such word-level skills.

Children with EAL who have good decoding skills but who

nonetheless fall short of non-EAL peers on measures of reading comprehension benefit most from
explicit (academic) vocabulary instruction, and strategy training to enhance their abilities to
analyse words through their morphological structure. However, as only one study was carried out
in the UK it is not appropriate to assume that these effective interventions will be immediately
transferable to a UK context. Therefore, there is considerable scope for research that implements
interventions aimed at these linguistic features in children with EAL in the UK. Furthermore,
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research which examines how best to support the CPD of teachers and how to support parents of
children with EAL are also likely to be fruitful areas for future investigation. CPD was a component
of many of the interventions discussed in this review, and while the parent-focussed interventions
where themselves less effective in terms of improving English language/literacy outcomes in
children with EAL, it is possible that such parental support interventions might be able to improve
other outcome variables (such as attendance and engagement with school, etc) that in turn might
have positive influences on EAL children’s English language and literacy outcomes.

Further

carefully conducted intervention studies in these areas are likely to yield useful results which in
turn can equip teachers and schools with credible evidence upon which to develop effective
support for children with EAL.
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researcher

8 EAL and 4 NS

Spanish

Reading Rescue: An
Effective Tutoring

2007

Bilingualism:
Language
and
Cognition,
14(2), 243255
American
Educational

Real Well comparison
group=14
Read Well treatment
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