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Abstract

The effectiveness of an explicit, systematic reading intervention for first-grade students whose home language was Spanish and who
were at risk for reading difficulties was examined. Participants were 69 students in 20 classrooms in 7 schools from 3 districts who ini-
tially did not pass the screening in Spanish and were randomly assigned within schools to a treatment or comparison group; after 
7 months, 64 students remained in the study. The intervention matched the language of instruction of their core reading program (Span-
ish). Treatment groups of 3 to 5 students met daily for 50 min and were provided systematic and explicit instruction in oral language and
reading by trained bilingual intervention teachers. Comparison students received the school’s standard intervention for struggling read-
ers. Observations during core reading instruction provided information about the reading instruction and language use of the teachers.
There were no differences between the treatment and comparison groups in either Spanish or English on any measures at pretest, but
there were significant posttest differences in favor of the treatment group for the following outcomes in Spanish: Letter-Sound Identifi-
cation (d = 0.72), Phonological Awareness composite (d = 0.73), Woodcock Language Proficiency Battery–Revised Oral Language composite
(d = 0.35), Word Attack (d = 0.85), Passage Comprehension (d = 0.55), and two measures of reading fluency (d = 0.58–0.75).

Research with native English
speakers suggests that those at
risk for reading difficulties make

significant progress when they are pro-
vided with systematic and explicit in-
terventions in reading (Fletcher & Lyon,
1998; O’Connor, 2000; Snow, Burns, &
Griffin, 1998; Torgesen, Mathes, & Grek,
2002; Vellutino et al., 1996). This re-
search has influenced public policy, as-
sessment, early intervention, and read-
ing instruction for students at risk for
reading problems.

Although many issues regarding
reading interventions for monolingual
English students at risk for reading
problems require further study (e.g.,
sequencing of instruction, effects over
time), we know a good deal about the
effectiveness of interventions for these
students. Vellutino et al. (1996) exam-
ined the effectiveness of an interven-
tion aimed at very poor first-grade

readers. Tutors provided either one or
two semesters (depending on prog-

for reading problems have been re-
ported by others (O’Connor, 2000; Sim-

mons, Kame’enui, Stoolmiller, Coyne,
& Harn, 2003). In summary, native En-
glish speakers at risk for reading diffi-
culties benefit from intensive, small-
group instruction that focuses on
building skills in phonemic awareness,
orthographic processing, phonics and
decoding, fluency, vocabulary, and com-
prehension (Ball & Blachman, 1991;
Bradley & Bryant, 1983; Byrne & 
Fielding-Barnsley, 1991; Foorman, Fran-
cis, Novy, & Liberman, 1991; Foorman &
Torgesen, 2001; Lundberg, Frost, & Pe-
terson, 1988; Swanson, Hoskyn, & Lee,
1999). Furthermore, these interven-
tions can reduce the gap between cur-
rent student performance and perfor-
mance of typically achieving peers in
reading.

Distinctly missing from these syn-
theses of effective interventions for
students with reading difficulties is an
understanding of the effectiveness of
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interventions for English language learn-
ers who are at risk for reading prob-
lems. To illustrate, the National Read-
ing Panel stated, “The panel did not
focus on special populations such as
children whose first language is other
than English and children with learn-
ing disabilities” (National Reading
Panel, 2000, p. 4-2). Although it is often
assumed that much of what is known
about teaching reading to native En-
glish speakers applies to teaching
reading to English language learners
(e.g., Gersten & Jimenez, 1998; Golden-
berg, 1998, 2001), there are still gaps be-
tween what we know about monolin-
gual readers and what we know about
bilingual readers— particularly for stu-
dents at risk for reading difficulties.

Spanish is the language spoken
by the largest population of English
language (EL) learners in the United
States. Literacy skills that are signifi-
cant predictors of later reading success
and response to instruction are similar
for English and Spanish, and include
skills in phonological processing (Bravo-
Valdivieso, 1995; Carrillo, 1994; Defior
& Tudela, 1994; González & Garcia,
1995; González & Valle, 2000), decod-
ing skills (Bravo-Valdivieso, 1995; Lind-
sey, Manis, & Bailey, 2003; Signorini,
1997), and verbal activities (Bravo-
Valdivieso, 1995). Basic segmenting abil-
ity is important in the beginning stages
of literacy acquisition, but by first
grade, phoneme manipulation is a bet-
ter predictor (Carrillo, 1994), with some
forms of phoneme awareness develop-
ing after the onset of reading instruc-
tion. There are also strong correlations
between phonological skills in Spanish
and English (English, Leafstedt, Ger-
ber, & Villaruz, 2001). Given these sim-
ilarities, there is reason to assume that
effective reading instruction will share
many characteristics in both English
and Spanish. However, syntheses on
effective reading instruction for EL
learners have revealed few empirical
intervention studies with students
with reading difficulties in Spanish.
Thus, many unanswered questions
with respect to early reading instruc-
tion remain, particularly for students

with reading problems (August &
Hakuta, 1997; Fitzgerald, 1995a, 1995b;
Gersten & Baker, 2000a, 2000b).The im-
portance of assisting struggling begin-
ning readers in Spanish to become
competent Spanish readers cannot be
overstated. Literacy instruction con-
tributes to the development of founda-
tion skills that lead to proficient liter-
acy skills in Spanish, which can later
transfer to English literacy (Saville-
Troike, 1984). Proficient Spanish read-
ers transfer phonological awareness
skills (Quiroga, Lemos-Britton, Mosta-
fapour, Abbott, & Berninger, 2002) and
comprehension skills to English read-
ing (Jiménez, 1994; Jiménez, Garcia, &
Pearson, 1996). Thus, it is important
that effective interventions for stu-
dents who have difficulties learning to
read in Spanish be identified. 

Experimental studies of the effec-
tiveness of intensive intervention in
early reading with EL learners at risk
for reading problems who are learning
to read in Spanish are needed, to pro-
vide reliable information about effec-
tive practice. Educators have limited
knowledge about the effectiveness of
early interventions for EL learners that
could guide them in providing inter-
ventions to reduce the number of stu-
dents who are later identified with
reading problems and even long-term
reading dioeading T6 Tc
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A total of 361 students were ad-
ministered the Spanish screening at the
seven target schools. Of these, 73 (20%)
met the intervention inclusion criteria;
however, 4 of these 73 students with-
drew or transferred from their schools
prior to randomization for treatment
and comparison conditions. The 69 stu-
dents who remained were matched and
then randomly assigned within their
schools to treatment or comparison
groups. The composition of the ran-
domized groups changed for 2 inter-
vention students whose schedules could
not be accommodated, and these were
replaced by their matched pair. We an-
alyzed primary results both with and
without these 4 students, and the re-
sults were not substantively different.
Therefore, the results presented through-
out the rest of this article include all
children who did (treatment group)
and did not (comparison group) re-
ceive the intervention. This study
began with 35 treatment students and
34 comparison students and ended with
31 treatment students and 33 compari-
son students (11% and 3% attrition, re-
spectively, due to students’ leaving the
school). The mean age of the final sam-
ple (N = 64) at pretest was 6.60 years
(SD = 0.37). All students were His-
panic, and 45% of the students (n = 31)
were girls.

Classroom Teachers. The 64 chil-
dren came from 21 first-grade class-
rooms across the seven schools. The 21
bilingual teachers (20 female, 1 male)
who provided the core reading in-
struction in Spanish to these students
averaged 11.7 years of teaching experi-
ence (SD = 8.4) with most teachers hav-
ing taught first grade for an average of
9.2 years (SD = 7.2). Overall, 80% (n =
17) had credentials as bilingual teach-
ers, providing instruction in the pri-
mary language (Spanish), and 8 were
certified to teach English as a second
language.

Measures
Prior to the onset of intervention (pre-
test; October) and following its com-
pletion (posttest; May), all students

were assessed using a comprehensive
battery of language- and literacy-
related measures in both Spanish and
English. Of the students completing
the posttests, two treatment students
completed an assessment in Spanish
but refused to complete the assessment
in English. Students were assessed in
both languages because, when deter-
mining the testing battery, we were
unsure as to how much time the
classroom-based reading program
would actually be provided in the des-
ignated language, Spanish. Previous
observation reports had revealed that
teachers often provided instruction in
both languages or switched to English
after the first half of first grade. Also, it
seemed reasonable to think that sev-
eral of the foundation skills in reading
(e.g., phonological awareness and let-
ter naming) might have effects in Span-
ish that also generalized to English.

Letter Naming and Sound Iden-
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still being appropriate for the Spanish
language. Each subtest consists of
comparable numbers of items as those
in the CTOPP. With the exception of
Sound Matching, all TOPP-S subtests
were built entirely of production-
based items, and items were targeted
to match CTOPP items in task de-
mands and linguistic complexity (e.g.,
number of phonemes and syllables,
area of manipulation) but relied on
phonemes and syllables appropriate
for the Spanish language. Reliability
estimates for the TOPP-S were deter-
mined on a sample of approximately
1,500 students, and the coefficient al-
phas were very high, ranging from .93
to .97. Raw scores comparable to those
calculated for the CTOPP were used
for data analysis; the same branching
rules for the CTOPP were also used for
the TOPP-S.

Woodcock Language Proficiency
Battery–Revised. The Woodcock Lan-
guage Proficiency Battery–Revised
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and development of Spanish literacy
acquisition; and (c) principles of effec-
tive instruction for developing oral
language skills. Specifically, we devel-
oped our intervention following the
same instructional design principles
used to create an effective beginning
reading intervention for struggling 
native English readers (i.e., Proactive
Beginning Reading; Mathes, Torgesen,
Wahl, Menchetti, & Grek, 1999). The
result was a curriculum (Lectura 
Proactiva; Mathes, Linan-Thompson, 
Pollard-Durodola, Hagan, & Vaughn,
2003) that was different in terms of the
sequence and focus of instructional
content, but similar in terms of instruc-
tional design and delivery (Carnine,
Silbert, & Kame’enui, 1997).

Lesson Format. Instruction was
provided at a quick pace that gave stu-
dents many opportunities to respond
and to receive feedback. There was on-
going interchange between the instruc-
tor and the students. In a typical activ-
ity, the teacher asked all students to
respond to letters or words and pro-
vided opportunities for each student 
to respond to demonstrate knowledge
and progress. Moreover, the 50-min
lessons were organized around 7 to 10
activities, promoting quick movement
from one activity to the next.

The teaching routine included the
teacher modeling new content, provid-
ing guided practice for students, and
implementing independent practice.
Instructors consistently monitored stu-
dents’ responses, providing positive rec-
ognition for correct responses and feed-
back if an error occurred.

Instructional Design. Teachers
provided explicit instruction following
these predetermined lesson plans, with
lessons organized so that various con-
tent strands (i.e., letter-sound knowl-
edge, phonemic awareness, speeded
syllable reading, word recognition, flu-
ency, and comprehension strategies)
were integrated.

Alphabetic Knowledge and
Skills. In a typical lesson, students

practiced previously taught letter–
sound correspondences, including
writing these letters, and learned the
sound of a new letter. In terms of
phonemic awareness instruction, stu-
dents were taught in the initial lessons
to segment words into phonemes and
to blend phonemes back into words.
These skills were then used to facilitate
understanding of the sounding-out
process and as a tool for spelling.

Because of the syllabic nature of
Spanish, teaching students to read syl-
lables was an early focus of instruction.
Within the first few lessons, students
read syllables composed of previously
taught letter–sound correspondences
by sounding out the syllable, then
reading the syllable as a whole. Within
a short time, students were asked 
to read syllables as a unit, rather 
than phoneme by phoneme. In these
“speeded” activities for reading sylla-
bles, the placement of vowels varied
from day to day to ensure that students
were processing individual phonemes
within syllables rather than memoriz-
ing a specific pattern.

Likewise, teaching students to de-
code multisyllabic words began almost
immediately. The basic strategy was to
read an unknown multisyllabic word
syllable by syllable, then to put the syl-
lables together to read the whole word.
Initially, students sounded out syllable
parts, then read the syllable, then read
the whole word. Over time, students
were reading multisyllabic words
quickly and were decoding unknown
words fast and efficiently. At the same
time that students were asked to im-
prove their decoding speed, the com-
plexity of words that they were read-
ing increased both in terms of length
(i.e., number of syllables) and in the
complexity of the syllable type (i.e.,
VCV, CVC, CVV, CCV).

Connected Text Practice. Begin-
ning on the seventh day of instruction,
students began reading connected text
daily. This text was fully decodable,
meaning that all phonetic elements and
high-frequency words appearing in
the text had been taught previously.

Although this text was stilted in the be-
ginning, as students’ ability to decode
more difficult words improved, the
text became richer in terms of language
and story complexity. By the end of the
intervention, students were reading
grade-level books with complex word
and sentence structures.

A primary objective in the design
of Lectura Proactiva (Mathes et al., 2003)
was to promote text fluency. Our goal
was to prepare students to read 75
words per minute correctly on grade-
level text by the end of first grade. To
achieve this goal, each story was read
repeatedly, requesting greater fluency
after each reading. Typically, the first
reading was read as a group in unison,
followed by each member of the group
reading a section of the story. In later
lessons, teachers timed individual stu-
dents on entire stories while the re-
maining students read in pairs.

Comprehension. A second ob-
jective of connected text reading was to
teach comprehension strategies. From
the beginning, students were asked to
make predictions or tell what they
knew related to the story before read-
ing, using a modified K-W-L procedure
(Ogle, 1986). After reading a story, stu-
dents were asked to retell and se-
quence events in the story. Students
were then asked to identify story
grammar elements and, later, to iden-
tify main ideas. Finally, summarization
was introduced, using either story
grammar for narrative text or simple
content webs for expository text.

Oral Skills and Vocabulary De-
velopment. Because the participating
students were EL learners at risk for
reading problems and with overall low
language proficiency scores in both
English and Spanish (see Table 1), we
prioritized the development of oral
language skills and vocabulary devel-
opment in Spanish. Every day for 10
min, the instructors provided students
with a book-reading and vocabulary
activity. All instructors used the same
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tion themes (e.g., pets, bugs). Each
theme was addressed in three or four
books. The only exception was the first
theme, “families,” which was a narra-
tive theme. Books were selected based
on reading at the second- to third-
grade level and were aligned with stu-
dents’ interests. Each day, two to three
key vocabulary words were selected
(identified for each segment of the
book read that day) and were taught
prior to listening to the passage from
the book. Teachers read passages to the
students each day and then asked
questions about the vocabulary and
key ideas. Teachers used probes to
guide students in story retelling, pro-
viding opportunities for each student
to participate. During this time, teach-
ers did not use a direct instruction
model, and students dialogued with
the teacher about the story using com-
plete sentences and new vocabulary
terms. Hickman, Pollard-Durodola, and
Vaughn (2004) have provided a de-
tailed description of the oral language
skills and vocabulary development in-
tervention.

Intervention Instructors 
and Validity Checks

All interventionists were bilingual
(Spanish/English), had an undergrad-
uate degree, were hired by the research
team, provided the intervention out-
side of the core reading curriculum,
and were well prepared to provide the
intervention (see Intervention section).
All but two of the intervention instruc-
tors were certified to teach elementary
or EL learners.

During the year, two observers, in
consultation with the primary author
of the intervention, worked closely to
obtain interrater reliability using video-
tapes of bilingual intervention teachers
implementing the Spanish interven-
tion curriculum. Upon obtaining an
interrater reliability of 95%, both ob-
servers conducted intervention valid-
ity checks during the beginning, mid-
dle, and end of the year, so that each
instructor was observed for fidelity of
implementation a total of three times.

Interrater reliability was reestablished
prior to each intervention validity
check.

The intervention validity instru-
ment allowed for the collection of 
both quantitative and qualitative data,
which focused on the following ob-
servable teacher behaviors at each
observational point: (a) instructional
pacing, (b) providing independent
practice, (c) presenting the lesson ap-
propriately, (d) providing error correc-
tion, (e) providing appropriate scaf-
folding, (f ) teaching concepts to
mastery, (g) maintaining student atten-
tiveness, and (h) eliciting student re-
sponses. Using specific guidelines, the
observers assigned one of the follow-
ing numerical ratings to each of the
eight aforementioned areas for every
activity observed:

1 = poor; the instructional behavior
greatly deviated from specified
guidelines;

2 = average; the instructional behav-
ior met most but not all guidelines
specified; or

3 = excellent; the instructional behav-
ior met all guideline specifications.

Field notes were also written by
observers to provide further details on
each of the eight aforementioned in-
structional behaviors. Across numer-
ous activities and observation points,
the average rating scale (maximum
possible = 3) for teachers providing the
intervention ranged from 1.93 to 2.97,
with an overall average of 2.21 (SD =
0.85). Lower scores occurred earlier in
the intervention validity checks, and
teaching behaviors that contributed to
these low scores were corrected.

In addition to the aforementioned
eight instructional categories, teachers
were rated using a list of nine ques-
tions that addressed general teacher
preparedness related to teaching the
intervention: (a) materials ready, (b) ma-
terials visible to students, (c) students
seated appropriately, (d) instructor’s
enthusiasm/warmth, (e) ongoing moni-
toring of student performance, (f ) check-
ing of practice items for correctness

and providing feedback, (g) redirec-
tion of off-task behavior, (h) commu-
nication of clear expectations and
learning goals for activities, and (i) par-
ticipation of each student during the
story retelling. Each of these nine
global teacher behaviors was marked
as being present (yes) or not present
(no). Across independent observations,
instructors received an average of
more than 90% yes responses. When no
responses were received, appropriate
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guage of instruction was used during
core reading, the 21 teachers who pro-
vided the primary core reading in-
struction for our target students (treat-
ment and comparison) were observed
during their instruction time three
times throughout the school year.
Using the timing activity during read-
ing schema (Foorman et al., 2004; Foor-
man & Schatschneider, 2003), indepen-
dent observers recorded on the minute
the subject and content area taught and
the language used by the teacher dur-
ing instruction. All content codes were
grouped into the following eight cate-
gories: oral language, reading, reading
comprehension, word work, writing
and spelling, giving directions, provid-
ing feedback, and nonreading instruc-
tion. The total number of minutes
spent on each content area and the
time spent using each language were
presented as a percentage of the total
time observed.

Based on independent observa-
tions, the amount of time that class-
room teachers taught reading and lan-
guage arts averaged 183 min per day
(SD = 38 min). Approximately 92% of
the time observed consisted of actual
instruction time. During the instruc-
tion time observed, there was a rela-
tively equal distribution of instruction
across the categories of oral reading
(e.g., students read aloud from either
books or pages; M = 12.7%, SD = 5.3%);
reading (e.g., students read silently
from either books or pages; M = 15%,
SD = 5%); writing/spelling (e.g., stu-
dents were writing at their desks, in
groups, or copying from the board or
practicing spelling words; M = 13.6%,
SD = 7.4%), and word work (e.g.,
sounding out words, reading words in
isolation, reading word families; M =
14.2%, SD = 6.7%). The remaining in-
structional time was spent giving di-
rections (M = 18.6%, SD = 4.4%), pro-
viding feedback (M = 4.2%, SD = 4%),
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TABLE 1
Pretest Performance on Language and Reading Measures in Spanish and English by Treatment and Comparison Groups

Spanish English

Measure n M SD n M SD

Letter Naming
Letter-Name Identification

Treatment 35 18.17 8.5 35 7.46 7.5
Comparison 34 19.44 7.7 34 7.18 7.2

Rapid Letter Naming (CTOPP/TOPP-S)
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−0.46, and WLPB-R Verbal Analogies,
F(1, 55) = 11.79, p < .002, d = −0.86.

Discussion

Convincing evidence from numerous
studies with monolingual English
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Growth in English
Although the primary focus of this
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