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Abstract

This systematic review addresses the research gap in understanding the efficacy of ex-
perimental interventions designed to improve the academic outcomes of English Learn-
ers with Learning Disabilities (ELswLD). After conducting a rich evaluation of reviews 
related to English Learners and to students who have disabilities, we contextualize the 
need for a review that examines intervention research for K-12 students at the intersec-
tion of these populations that are twice affected by language and language development 
intricacies. A four-step literature search process identified 15 studies examining the in-
tervention of K-12 ELswLD published between 2002 and 2022. Specifically, among the 
15 selected studies, three interventions addressed vocabulary learning, three focused on 
mathematics problem-solving skills hindered by English vocabulary, six targeted reading 
comprehension, and three aimed to improve writing skills. The studies were analyzed 
for their characteristics, including research design, participants, intervention strate-
gies, intensity/duration, dependent variables, and results. We also discuss the practical 
implications from the selected studies. Research findings revealed limited research on 
specific intervention approaches for ELswLD and the scarcity of technology-enhanced 
intervention. This review synthesizes these findings and offers valuable insights for re-
searchers and practitioners seeking to improve academic outcomes for ELswLDs. The 
interventions will be of interest to educators interested in language development that 
leads to improving academic outcomes of English learners with learning disabilities. 
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ic outcomes  
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The National Joint Committee on Learning 
Disabilities (NJCLD) defines learning dis-
abilities (LD) as “a general term that refers 

to a heterogeneous group of disorders manifested 
by significant difficulties in the acquisition and use 
of listening, speaking, reading, writing, reasoning, 
or mathematical abilities” (2016). Specifically, stu-
dents with LD encounter problems relate to basic 
reading abilities, reading fluency, reading compre-
hension, written expression, mathematical compu-
tation, mathematical problem solving, speaking, 

and listening comprehension (Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Improvement Act, 2004). In 
the United States (U.S.) an additional population, 
which includes those with IQs below 75 and who 
also have adaptive behavioral deficits, delineated 
as an intellectual disability, is not included among 
students with LD. 

School-aged students in kindergarten through 
12th grade (K-12) with LD are the largest group of 
students qualifying for special education service 
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education 
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Improvement Act of 2004, and their academic per-
formance lags that of their typically developing peers 
(U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Educa-
tion Sciences, 2021). Furthermore, an estimated 
35.7% of U.S. students with LD are also identified as 
English learners (ELs; U.S. Department of Education, 
Office of Special Education Programs, 2022). 

The term English learners continues to evolve 
within the education field and is not agreed upon 
unanimously (see Webster & Lu, 2012). The federal 
definition was updated from Limited English Profi-
ciency to English Learner with the passage of the 
Every Student Succeed Act of 2015. Some states 
use the terms English Language Learner (e.g., Cali-
fornia, New York) or Emergent Bilingual (e.g., Tex-
as). The shifts in terminology indicate attempts to 
identify the population by a neutral term (Webster 
& Lu, 2012). We ascribe to the notion that an EL 
is a student whose home language (i.e., either first 
language and/or language spoken in the home) is 
other than English and whose proficiency with En-
glish inhibits their academic success (see Council 
for Exceptional Children, n.d.). 

The conflation of EL and LD can significantly 
affect the academic performance and social-emo-
tional wellbeing of ELs with LD (ELswLD) (Wil-
liams & Vaughn, 2020). These challenges stem from 
both language barriers and underlying disabilities, 
leading to complex learning needs that necessitate 
targeted interventions and support for effective res-
olution (Williams & Vaughn, 2020). Accordingly, re-
search-based interventions have been developed to 
assist certain populations of students who struggle 
with particular skills. We define interventions as a 
set of targeted actions, explicitly identified as an in-
dependent variable under investigation, designed 
to improve a student’s academic performance. 

Previous Reviews and Meta-Analyses 
A multitude of literature reviews and meta-

analyses have investigated ELs with or without 
disabilities. Between 2002 to 2022, 20 studies 
focusing on ELs were published. Specifically, eight 
studies focused on ELs with disabilities (Cannon 
& Guardino, 2012; Gaias et al., 2020; Kang & 
Scott, 2021; Lavín et al., 2020; Lee & De La Paz, 
2021; Lei et al., 2020; Soto-Boykin et al., 2021; 
Wang & Williams, 2014), three studies focused on 
Response to Intervention (RTI) for students who 
were ELs and at risk (Cho et al., 2021; Choi et al., 
2012; Thorius & Sullivan, 2013), and nine studies 
centered on ELs without disabilities (Arizmendi et 

al., 2021; Edmonds et al., 2009; Goodwin & Ahn, 
2010; Hur et al., 2020; Jitendra et al., 2021; Larson 
et al., 2020; Ludwig et al., 2019; Moore & Klingner, 
2014; Reed et al., 2013). 

Among the nine studies that focused on ELs 
without disabilities, three were meta-analyses 
(Arizmendi et al., 2021; Goodwin & Ahn, 2010; Ji-
tendra et al., 2021). Two of these were related to 
math vocabulary interventions (Arizmendi et al., 
2021; Jitendra et al., 2021), while one centered on 
a morphological intervention aimed at improving 
literacy achievement for children with literacy dif-
ficulties (Goodwin & Ahn, 2010). 

As for the remaining six studies that focused 
on ELs without disabilities, two literature reviews 
concentrated on dual-language learners (DLL) — 
children who are learning two or more languages 
as a result of their home usage of a language oth-
er than or in addition to English (Hur et al., 2020; 
Larson et al., 2020), and four reviews addressed 
on reading interventions (Edmonds et al., 2009; 
Ludwig et al., 2019; Moore & Klingner, 2014; Reed 
et al., 2013). Among the two reviews focused on 
DLL, Larson et al. (2020) explored how social va-
lidity was measured and implemented in early 
language intervention research. Hur et al. (2020) 
studied early literacy interventions for DLLs and 
their effects on English literacy skills. Finally, 
for the four literature reviews focused on read-
ing interventions, Ludwig et al. (2019) investigat-
ed the effectiveness of reading interventions for 
ELs and identified factors that influence learning 
outcomes; Moore and Klingner (2014) revealed 
the necessity of addressing the diverse learning 
needs of ELs in research and intervention strat-
egies; Reed et al. (2013) demonstrated gaps in the 
research concerning various student populations 
and contexts; and Edmonds et al. (2009) under-
scored the importance of tailored interventions to 
address the needs of ELs. In sum, for ELs without 
disabilities, research is overwhelmingly focused 
on literacy interventions, early identification, and 
the importance of contextual factors affecting in-
structional outcomes. 

The three studies related to RTI include one 
meta-analysis (Cho et al., 2021) and two literature 
reviews (Choi et al., 2012; Thorius & Sullivan, 
2013). Specifically, Cho et al. (2021) revealed that 
structured cognitive instruction in text features 
enhanced reading skills for ELs. Thorius and Sul-
livan (2013) raised concerns about integration of 
RTI with general education instruction for ELs, 
suggesting the need for improved alignment across 
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tiers of RTI with curriculum in general education 
settings. Finally, Choi et al. (2012) highlighted the 
effective application of RTI for ELs, particularly 
emphasizing the success of direct instruction inte-
grated with linguistic and cultural elements.

Among the eight studies concentrated on 
ELs with disabilities, six were literature reviews 
(Cannon & Guardino, 2012; Gaias et al., 2020; Kang 
& Scott, 2021; Lavín et al., 2020; Lee & De La Paz, 
2021; Soto-Boykin et al., 2021) and two were meta-
analyses (Lei et al., 2020; Wang & Williams, 2014). 
Specifically, Lee and De La Paz (2021) identified 
effective writing instruction elements for students 
with LD and ELs in science education. Soto-
Boykin et al. (2021) explored how early childhood 
researchers describe children and caregivers 
from linguistically minoritized communities. 
Gaias et al. (2020) reviewed the representation 
of race and ethnicity in educational intervention 
research and recommended improvements in 
both sampling and analysis. Lavín et al. (2020) 
highlighted the scarcity of published intervention 
studies focusing on ELswLD or emotional and 
behavioral disorders in special education. Kang 
and Scott (2021) explored the experiences of deaf 
and hard-of-hearing foreign language learners and 
identified the impact of communication methods, 
individualized learning goals, and technology. 
Cannon and Guardino (2012) addressed literacy 
strategies for deaf and hard-of-hearing English 
language learners. 

In addition to these literature reviews, two 
meta-analyses were identified. Lei et al. (2020) per-
formed a single-case meta-analysis on mathematics 
word problem-solving interventions for ELswLD. 
Wang and Williams (2014) conducted a meta-analy-
sis on reading research with students who are deaf 
or hard of hearing, emphasizing the importance 
of consistent definitions and measurements in in-
terventions. In sum, these studies cover a hetero-
geneous population with a variety of disabilities, 
each with varying degrees of manifestations that 
impact the effectiveness of educational interven-
tions; none specific to LD. 

While the number of interventions aimed at 
improving the academic outcomes of  ELswLD 
is growing, there is a significant research gap in 
terms of empirical evidence and comprehensive 
research to understand the effectiveness of these 
interventions. Literature reviews have examined a 
variety of topics related to ELs, with some specific 
to students with LD (Cannon et al., 2012; Gaias et 
al., 2020; Kang & Scott, 2021; Lavín et al., 2020; Lee 

& De La Paz, 2021; Lei et al., 2020; Soto-Boykin 
et al., 2021; Wang & Williams, 2014). However, 
none of these reviews focused solely on empirical 
intervention for ELswLD. With the largest category 
of students with disabilities identified as having 
LD, it is imperative to understand intervention 
research specific to ELswLD.

Purpose of the Present Study
The purpose of our research, therefore, was 

to address the research gap in understanding the 
efficacy of experimental interventions designed to 
improve the academic outcomes of ELswLD. We 
specifically aimed at gaining a comprehensive un-
derstanding of the various interventions that have 
been employed and their respective effectiveness.

Research Questions
(1) What are the characteristics of experimental 

interventions designed for ELswLD published 
from 2002 to 2022?

(2) What practical implications inform future 
research and learning practices designed for 
ELswLD?

Methods
To identify studies for review, we followed a 

four-step literature search process (Booth et al., 
2012). First, we conducted a comprehensive re-
view of the existing literature to identify potential 
research gaps within the chosen field. Second, we 
gathered relevant academic sources and scholarly 
articles pertaining to the subject matter from rep-
utable databases and scholarly repositories. Third, 
we identified and examined the literature direct-
ly relevant to the selected topic of study. Last, we 
sought validation and verification of the research 
findings by consulting with an expert or authority 
in the respective academic field.

Article Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Articles selected for inclusion were evaluated 

based on the following four criteria: (a) Studies 
published in peer-reviewed journals, excluding dis-
sertations, conference presentations, book chap-
ters, and theoretical papers; (b) Research published 
between 2002 and 2022. Our search covered the 
period from 2002 onward because prior to the im-
plementation of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legis-
lation, there was no obligatory disaggregation of EL 
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data in state assessments and accountability frame-
works; (c) Studies that applied an intervention. We 
define interventions as a set of targeted actions, 
explicitly identified as an independent variable, 
designed to improve a student’s academic perfor-
mance; and (d) Studies involving participants who 
were ELswLD. We also included studies involv-
ing participants with learning difficulties, such as 
reading difficulties, to broaden the range of studies 
reviewed. If any of these criteria were not met, a 
given study was excluded. Based on the inclusion 
and exclusion criteria, we utilized a flowchart to 
record the search procedure from identification 
through inclusion (see Figure 1).

Article Selection Process
We searched existing reviews and meta-anal-

yses regarding the status of research on ELs and 
learning disabilities; existing studies helped us 
understand what has been learned and identify 
where a gap exists in the literature base related 
to interventions for ELswLD. We collected per-
tinent studies using journal recommendations, 
rankings, and database searches. We also asked 
four professors from the fields of special educa-
tion and English learners to recommend journals 
they would search for intervention studies related 
to their field.

As a starting point, we utilized the Scimago 
rankings criteria for selecting prominent journals 
with high impact factor (Scimago Lab, n.d.). We 
then narrowed our focus to the top eight major jour-
nals likely to publish studies that include learning 
disabilities in the field of special education: Journal 
of Learning Disabilities (JLD), Journal of Special Ed-
ucation (JSE), Learning Disability Quarterly (LDQ), 
Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness 
(JREE), Journal of Educational Psychology (JEP), 
Educational Psychology Journal (EPJ), Exceptional 
Children (EC), and Journal of Emotional and Behav-
ioral Disorders (JEBD). A brief scan of these jour-
nals showed that the post NCLB requirement to 
include ELs in state evaluations and accountability 
systems increased the prevalence of specifying this 
population in the literature (Gage et al., 2013; Lavín 
et al., 2020). We then collaborated with the librar-
ian at our institution who specializes in education 
research to guide our search in these databases: 
PsycINFO, EBSCO (i.e., Education Full Text), Lin-
guistics and Language Behavior Abstracts (LLBA), 
and Electronic Registration Information Center 
(ERIC). We included primary keywords to generate 

results targeted to interventions, ELswLD, and k-12. 
The Boolean operator OR was utilized to combine 
all the keywords related to English language learn-
ers (i.e., English language learners, English learn-
ers, second language learners). In a similar way, the 
Boolean operation OR was employed to combine 
all the keywords related to learning disabilities (i.e., 
learning dis*, learning disabilities, learning difficul-
ties). The Boolean operation OR was employed to 
combine all the keywords related to intervention 
(i.e. intervention, strategies, best practices). Addi-
tionally, the Boolean operation OR was employed 
to combine all the keywords related to K-12 (i.e., 
k-12, elementary school, middle school, high school, 
secondary school). Finally, the Boolean operator 
AND was used to combine intervention, English 
language learners, learning disabilities, and K-12 
keywords.

Following the initial search process, we export-
ed the search results from the various databases 
into EndNote, a reference management software, to 
facilitate organization and tracking of the retrieved 
articles. To promote efficient collaboration among 
the research team members, we also created a Goo-
gle spreadsheet matrix, which served as a shared 
platform for collective assessment and evaluation 
of the identified articles. 

The evaluation process began with two authors 
independently screening and assessing each article 
to determine its relevance and suitability for inclu-
sion in the review. During this stage, articles were 
categorized into three groups: include, maybe, or 
exclude, with detailed notes provided to justify the 
decisions made for each article. This systematic 
and transparent approach allowed us to maintain 
consistency in the evaluation process and enabled 
us to address any discrepancies or differences in 
opinions among the team members. After the ini-
tial screening, the two authors participated in the 
verification process to ensure a comprehensive and 
thorough assessment of the articles; the interrater 
reliability rate (IRR) was 89.5%. 

Lastly, we invited an expert, a faculty member 
in the special education department at our institu-
tion, to verify the search and coding process. The 
involvement of this expert served as an additional 
layer of scrutiny and validation, helping to mini-
mize potential errors or biases in the study selec-
tion and data coding procedures. After the four-
step search process, 15 peer-reviewed articles were 
included in the present review (see Figure 1; Page 
et al., 2021).
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Figure 1
Prisma Search Flow Diagram

In
cl

ud
ed

Sc
re

en
in

g
Id

en
ti

fic
at

io
n

Duplicate records removed  
(n = 51)

Records selected after duplicate 
records removal
(n = 90)

Records selected by reading title and 
abstract
(n = 20)

Records assessed for eligibility by read-
ing full text
(n = 18)

Records excluded by reading title and abstract
(n = 70)

– Not related to Learning Disability
     (n = 18)
– Not related to English Learners
 (n = 3)
– Dissertation or book chapter
 (n = 15)
– Reviews, synthesis, meta-analysis
 (n = 23)
– No intervention
     (n = 11)

Records excluded by reading full text
(n = 2)

– Math Problem 
 (n = 1)
– Age-Issue
 (n = 1)

Records excluded for other reason
(n = 3)

– Response to intervention is not 
considered as intervention 

 (n = 3)

Total studies included in review
(n = 15)

Records identified from databases
(n = 141)

– APA PsycInfo
 (n = 72)
– Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts (LLBA)
 (n = 66)
– ERIC
 (n = 3)

Identification of studies via databases



Interventions for English Learners With Learning Disabilities: 2002–2022

International Journal for Research in Learning Disabilities Vol. 8, No. 1     53

Coding the Characteristics of the Included 
Studies

We used the following variables to code the 
included studies: (a) Participants, including the to-
tal number of participants, their gender and age, 
and whether they were English learners or had LD 
or learning difficulties; (b) Intervention strategy, 
including the targeted skills (e.g., reading compre-
hension or writing) and an overview of the strat-
egy; (c) Intensity and duration of the intervention; 
(d) Dependent variable (measure); and (e) Results.  

Two coders extracted information from the 
studies. The first coder is an assistant professor of 
special education; the second coder is a doctoral 
student in Learning, Design, and Technology in 
her fourth year of study. The coding training pro-
cedure consisted of two stages: (a) reviewing the 
inclusion and exclusion criteria for articles, and 
(b) practicing coding using the codebook and one 
included study as an example. 

In the first stage, both coders reviewed the in-
clusion and exclusion criteria to arrive at an un-
derstanding of the characteristics of participants 
they needed to record, particularly those related 
to disabilities and English learners. In the second 
stage, the first coder demonstrated the process of 
extracting information from one study and how to 
record it in the codebook. The second coder then 
practiced coding independently, requesting feed-
back from the first coder as needed.

After completing the two-stage training pro-
cess, both coders independently coded the remain-
ing 14 articles. The interrater reliability for coding 
was 94%. Any disagreements were resolved by re-
reading the included studies to identify the correct 
information. See Table 1 for the characteristics of 
the included studies.  

Results
Fifteen studies examining interventions de-

signed for ELswLD during 2002-2022 were identified. 

RQ1: What Are the Characteristics of Inter-
ventions Designed for ELswLD Published 
From 2002 to 2022?

After analyzing the interventions designed 
for ELswLD from the 15 selected articles, several 
key characteristics emerged (see Table 1). These 
included research design, participant characteris-
tics, intervention strategy, intensity/duration, de-
pendent variable, and results. 

Research Design
An analysis of the selected articles revealed 

that a variety of research designs were employed 
in the interventions. Among all 15 selected arti-
cles, seven interventions used group design (Berke-
ley et al., 2011; Denton et al., 2008; Driver & Pow-
ell, 2017; Lovett et al., 2008; O’Connor et al., 2021; 
Sáenz et al., 2005; Williams & Vaughn, 2020). Driv-
er and Powell (2017) used a quasi-experimental de-
sign with nine third-grade participants, comparing 
their performance to a representative sample of 
third-grade students. Of the representative sample, 
16% were ELs. 

Other studies used a single-subject design 
(Cuenca-Carlino et al., 2018; De La Paz & Sher-
man, 2013; Helman et al., 2015; Jitendra et al., 
2004; Jozwik & Douglas, 2017; Sanford et al., 2020; 
Viel-Ruma et al., 2010; Xin et al., 2020). Among 
these, Sanford et al. (2020) used a changing-criteri-
on design. Across the four phases of the interven-
tion, the mastery criteria were gradually increased. 
This design aimed to determine whether the de-
pendent variable measurement covaried with the 
systematically implemented criteria changes. This 
diverse range of research designs allows for a com-
prehensive understanding of the effectiveness of 
interventions tailored to ELswLD, considering var-
ious methodologies and perspectives. 

Participant Characteristics
Among the 15 articles, participants ranged in 

age from 1st to 11th grade. A total of 268 were male, 
and 171 were female. (Only one study did not spec-
ify participants’ gender; Lovett et al., 2008). Among 
the participants, 34.2% were identified as having 
LD and 67.9% were specified as ELs. Participants in 
Denton et al.’s (2008) study were identified as having 
severe reading difficulties. Although the authors not-
ed that most had LD, the exact number of students 
with LD was not specified. Similarly, participants in 
Lovett et al.’s (2008) study were identified as having 
a reading disability. However, it is unclear whether 
this equates to LD, as the authors used substantial 
achievement deficits on three standardized reading 
measures to screen the participants. 

Three studies specified that their participants 
either had LD or were identified as being at risk 
for LD in mathematics, and all were ELs (Driver & 
Powell, 2017; Sanford et al., 2020; Xin et al., 2020). 
Students with an LD in mathematics encounter 
unique challenges. Since English is the primary 
language used in mathematics instruction, the lin-
guistic complexity in mathematics can create addi-
tional challenges for ELs. Many mathematical 
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terms, such as subtract, sum, and value, have specif-
ic definitions that may confuse ELs. Furthermore, 
the syntactic and semantic features of mathemat-
ical expressions, such as the same as, can also be 
difficult for these students to understand. As a re-
sult, ELs must navigate not only the mathematical 
problems but also the language used to understand 
the mathematical concepts. 

Intervention Strategy
The interventions in the selected articles were 

designed to address four specific academic areas 
where ELswLD may face challenges. Three inter-
ventions focused on vocabulary learning (Helman 
et al., 2015; Jozwik & Douglas, 2017; O’Connor et 
al., 2021). Specifically, Helman et al. (2015) taught 
students to use clues in a sentence to learn target-
ed science vocabulary words. Participants also 
broke the vocabulary words into their morphemes 
and predicted the words’ meaning based on those 
morphemes. Jozwik and Douglas (2017) employed 
a multi-component approach to teach academic 
words, incorporating strategies such as modeling, 
guided practice with feedback, and independent 
practice. This approach also included elements of 
self-regulation and cooperative learning to reinforce 
the acquisition of academic vocabulary. O’Connor 
et al. (2021) implemented an intervention that in-
corporated cumulative learning, contextualized us-
age, and extensive practice with feedback to teach 
participants highly useful academic words. The in-
tervention consisted of three 4-week cycles. In each 
cycle, participants learned 16 academic words. 

Three interventions addressed mathematics 
problem-solving skills hindered by English vocabu-
lary (Driver & Powell, 2017; Sanford et al., 2020; Xin 
et al., 2020). These studies specified that their par-
ticipants either had LD or were identified as being 
at risk for LD in mathematics in addition to being 
ELs. To support participants in learning mathemat-
ics problem-solving, Driver and Powell (2017) pro-
vided prompts such as (a) reading the problem, (b) 
illustrating the problem through a visual represen-
tation or writing an equation, (c) solving for the un-
known amount, and (d) explaining their solution to 
help them understand the problem, develop a plan, 
execute the plan, review their work, and check for 
accuracy. In Sanford et al. (2020), participants used 
visuals and graphic organizers to help understand 
mathematical concepts, such as line symmetry. 
Similarly, Xin et al. (2020) implemented an inter-
vention that included virtual manipulatives, such 
as Unifix cubes, to help students understand fun-
damental mathematical concepts essential for de-
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veloping additive reasoning and problem-solving 
skills. To support participants in learning mathe-
matics problem-solving, the interventions included 
additional strategies to enhance language learning, 
such as the use of native language and drawing on 
personal experiences (Driver & Powell, 2017; San-
ford et al., 2020), pre-teaching critical vocabulary 
and priming background knowledge in mathemat-
ics (Sanford et al., 2020), and providing linguistic 
and interactive scaffolding to help participants un-
derstand mathematical concepts (Xin et al., 2020).

Six interventions addressed reading compre-
hension (Berkeley et al., 2011; Denton et al., 2008; 
Jitendra et al., 2004; Lovett et al., 2008; Sáenz et al., 
2005; Williams & Vaughn, 2020). Of these, three 
focused on a phonics-based remedial program that 
emphasizes systematic instruction in phonological 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and com-
prehension, along with phonological and strategy 
training in decoding (Denton et al., 2008; Jitendra et 
al., 2004; Lovett et al., 2008). Berkeley et al. (2011) 
used a self-questioning strategy to improve reading 
comprehension in social studies. Participants were 
taught “fix-up” strategies when they were unable 
to answer their own questions, such as re-reading 
the section, checking their understanding of voca-
bulary, identifying other text structures, and wri-
ting down questions to ask the teacher. Sáenz et al. 
(2005) implemented a reciprocal classwide peer-tu-
toring strategy to enhance reading. In this ap-
proach, participants alternated between the roles 
of tutor and tutee during each lesson to learn and 
practice reading strategies. Williams and Vaughn 
(2020) emphasized teaching foundational reading 
skills by activating and building prior knowledge, 
introducing and reinforcing academic vocabulary, 
and facilitating a deep understanding of content. 

Finally, three interventions focused on impro-
ving writing skills (Cuenca-Carlino et al., 2018; De 
La Paz & Sherman, 2013; Viel-Ruma et al., 2010). 
Two of these studies utilized Self-Regulated Strate-
gy Development (SRSD). Specifically, Cuenca-Car-
lino et al. (2018) used SRSD to help participants 
write quality essays, while De La Paz and Sherman 
(2013) focused on revising writing using the FIX 
strategy: Focus on elements, Identify problems, 
and Execute changes. SRSD supported participants 
in learning the strategies skilled writers use, while 
also emphasizing self-regulation skills. Viel-Ruma 
et al. (2010) implemented a program that explicitly 
taught the overall writing process, including writ-
ing mechanics, sentence construction, paragraph 
composition, and editing.

Intensity/Duration
All studies specified the intensity of the inter-

ventions, which varied significantly in terms of 
session duration, frequency, and total length. For 
example, in O’Connor et al. (2021), to establish par-
ticipants’ vocabulary learning habits, each session 
lasted a 15 minutes, conducted four times a week 
for 12 weeks. On the other hand, Viel-Ruma et al. 
(2010) implemented longer sessions of 90 minutes 
over five weeks. Thus, intervention intensity was 
quite variable. Notably, Jitendra et al. (2004) con-
ducted interventions in Year 1 four days a week, 
with each session lasting 20 to 40 minutes. Later, 
they changed the intervention time in order to ac-
commodate participants’ individual needs, so they 
could progress at their own pace, highlighting the 
flexibility of intervention timing to consider partic-
ipants’ needs and characteristics.

Dependent Variable
The studies used a variety of dependent vari-

ables (DV), with some having multiple DV within 
the same study. For example, Berkeley et al. (2011) 
looked at social studies content knowledge and the 
use of a self-questioning strategy. Five studies had a 
DV related to reading performance, skills, and com-
prehension (Denton et al., 2008; Jitendra et al., 2004; 
Lovett et al., 2008; Sáenz et al., 2005; Williams & 
Vaughn, 2020), and seven had a DV related to vocab-
ulary (Denton et al., 2008; Helman et al., 2015; Jiten-
dra et al., 2004; Jozwik & Douglas, 2017; O’Connor 
et al., 2021; Sanford et al., 2020; Williams & Vaughn. 
2020). Jitendra et al. (2004) also looked at phonics 
and decoding. Three studies focused on writing, 
including essay components (Cuenca-Carlino et al., 
2018), text revision (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013), 
and word sequence and text length (Viel-Ruma et al., 
2010). Two studies had DV of word problem perfor-
mance in mathematics (Driver & Powell, 2017; Xin 
et al., 2020). Finally, Sanford et al. (2020) focused on 
vocabulary acquisition in mathematics and its appli-
cation in story problems.

Results 
The comprehensive findings reveal favorable 

effects, with ELswLD demonstrating improved 
performance in the specific academic areas targeted 
by the interventions. Out of the 15 research studies 
examined, 13 reported positive results (Berkeley 
et al., 2011; Cuenca-Carlino et al., 2018; De La Paz 
& Sherman, 2013; Driver & Powell, 2017; Helman 
et al., 2015; Jitendra et al., 2004; Jozwik & Douglas, 
2017; Lovett et al., 2008; O’Connor et al., 2021; 
Sanford et al., 2020; Sáenz et al., 2005; Viel-Ruma 
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et al., 2010; Xin et al., 2020). In contrast, two studies 
indicated no or partial significant impact of the 
interventions (Denton et al., 2008; Williams & 
Vaughn, 2020). Participants in Denton et al.’s (2008) 
research had significant reading difficulty and 
were non-responders to the reading intervention. 
The researchers noted that these participants 
may require more intensive interventions than 
those implemented in this study. Williams and 
Vaughn (2020) investigated the impact of Reading 
Intervention for Adolescents (i.e., RIA) and found 
that it had a significant positive effect on proximal 
vocabulary skills (effect size of 0.41). However, it did 
not significantly influence other reading outcomes 
(e.g., word decoding, sentence comprehension). 
The researchers suggested that adolescent English 
learners often have heterogeneous deficits in reading, 
which makes it challenging to design interventions 
that effectively address their varied needs. 

These generally positive findings highlight the 
potential of research-based interventions in improv-
ing the academic outcomes of ELswLD, while also 
calling for continued research to address the unique 
challenges faced by these learners. Notably, three 
studies compared participants who were ELs with 
those who were not (De La Paz & Sherman, 2013; 
Lovett et al., 2008; Viel-Ruma et al., 2010). The in-
tervention outcomes showed that the interventions 
were effective in improving performance for both 
groups of participants with LD. 

What Practical Implications Inform Future 
Research and Learning Practices De-
signed for ELswLD?

The practical implications from the selected 
research highlight the need for using targeted inter-
ventions, fostering collaborative approaches, and 
providing inclusive educational opportunities to 
support the academic success and language develop-
ment of ELswLD. 

Enduring Need for ELswLD Research
O’Connor et al. (2021) emphasized the need for 

longer-term studies to determine whether small im-
provements in academic language for ELs contrib-
ute meaningfully to high school academic success. 
Regarding reading interventions, Sáenz et al. (2005) 
suggested PALS (Delquadri et al., 1986) as an effec-
tive practice for promoting reading comprehension 
among ELs but note its limitations in improving oral 
reading fluency. Lovett et al. (2008) confirmed the 
value of systematic and explicit phonological read-
ing remediation for EL students significantly delayed 

in reading development. However, there is still a 
need to explore function-specific interventions for 
reading difficulties in ELswLD, a sentiment shared 
by Denton et al. (2008), who particularly stressed the 
importance of considering interventions for reading 
difficulties in older ELs and those with severe read-
ing difficulties. Delving deeply into function specifics 
will help refine evidence-based practices.

Technology Interventions
Researchers highlighted the significance of 

targeted language support interventions for ELs 
with specific learning needs. Relatively few studies 
incorporated technology to facilitate the intervention. 
Only two of the 15 articles incorporated technology 
in the form of computer-assisted programs (Xin et 
al., 2020) and video presentations (Sanford et al., 
2020) in the intervention. The primary focus of these 
interventions was to address the challenges related 
to mathematics problem-solving hindered by English 
vocabulary and both were found to have positive 
impact. In the study by Xin et al. (2020), participants 
used a program called Conceptual Model-Based 
Problem Solving (COMPS; Xin, 2012) as a tutor 
to learn mathematics concepts step by step. The 
program included three modules, with Modules A 
building on foundational ideas, and Modules B and 
C focused on engaging students in representing and 
solving various additive word problems. 

In the study by Sanford et al. (2020), participants 
learned mathematics using visuals and graphic orga-
nizers. In order to make the concepts more concrete, 
the intervention included video presentations to 
demonstrate line symmetry. Although relatively few 
research studies have incorporated technology to aid 
teaching, educational technology that makes abstract 
mathematical ideas and examples more concrete can 
be an effective component of interventions.

Effective Teaching Strategies  
Regarding writing interventions, Viel-Ruma et 

al. (2010) highlighted the potential benefits of the 
direct instruction writing program for students 
with LD in written expression and ELs with deficits 
in writing. Additionally, De La Paz and Sherman 
(2013) suggested that future research compare the 
FIX strategy to other forms of revising instruction, 
such as writing workshop classrooms that encour-
age revision through sharing and peer review. More-
over, Cuenca-Carlino et al. (2018) recommended that 
teachers providing instruction to ELs adopt a cultur-
ally responsive mindset and hold high expectations 
for student learning. Considering ELs’ culture and 
language needs during instruction is essential, and 
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instructional support, such as visuals, gesture cues, 
and native-language assistance when available, can 
enhance the intervention for ELs within the writing 
intervention framework.

Discussion
This research review explored the effective-

ness of interventions designed for ELswLD.  By 
analyzing 15 articles published between 2002 and 
2022, we have examined the characteristics of 
interventions designed for ELswLD, highlighted 
the limited intervention support available for this 
group, and emphasized the scarcity of technolo-
gy-facilitated interventions. 

Specifically, among the 15 studies, three inter-
ventions addressed vocabulary learning, three fo-
cused on mathematics problem-solving skills hin-
dered by English vocabulary, six targeted reading 
comprehension, and three aimed to improve writ-
ing skills. All interventions were packaged with 
step-by-step teaching strategies. Some of the stud-
ies incorporated effective teaching strategies, such 
as collaborative learning and direct instruction. For 
collaborative learning, Jozwiak and Douglas (2017) 
implemented cooperative learning structures as 
part of a multicomponent academic vocabulary 
instruction. Participants in their study worked in 
pairs or groups to share ideas and engage in collec-
tive thinking. Sáenz et al. (2005) used a reciprocal 
classwide peer-tutoring strategy to teach reading. 
Participants were paired with a peer, with pairs ro-
tating every three to four weeks. Within each pair, 
students alternated between the roles of tutor and 
tutee during each lesson. For direct instruction, De 
La Paz and Sherman (2013) demonstrated a specif-
ic revising strategy that included direct instruction 
in common revision tactics. Using direct instruc-
tion, teachers clearly explained and model new 
skills, such as revising texts, allowing students to 
learn and imitate effectively.

However, while these studies demonstrated 
the effectiveness of the interventions, two studies 
showed partial or no significant positive results 
(Denton et al., 2008; Williams & Vaughn, 2020). 
This highlights a concerning reality: Interventions 
explicitly tailored for ELswLD are severely limited. 
Researchers in both studies indicated that ELs 
with significant reading difficulties require more 
intensive interventions and argued that English 
learners often exhibit heterogeneous deficits in 
reading, which underscores the importance of 
incorporating culturally responsive teaching in 

interventions. This finding aligns with previous 
research, including Lavín et al. (2020), which 
emphasized the dearth of published intervention 
studies for English learners with LD. Remarkably, 
this issue has persisted for over three decades, as 
Ysseldyke called for culturally diverse learner-
focused research already in 1987.

To support ELswLD to learn new concepts in a 
different language, interventions in both Driver and 
Powell's (2017) and Sanford et al.’s (2020) studies 
integrated culturally and linguistically responsive 
pedagogy. One of the strategies involved allowing 
the use of native language and teaching for transfer. 
The use of a first language provides a foundation of 
linguistic understanding and cognitive skills. With 
such a foundation, students can transfer the skills to 
learn new concepts in a different language (Salmona 
Madriñan, 2014). 

Future research for ELswLD may consider using 
culturally responsive teaching that connects students’ 
languages and experiences in their cultures to what 
they learn in the classroom. Culturally relevant ped-
agogy acknowledges and values the diverse cultural 
backgrounds, experiences, and identities of students 
(Ladson-Billings, 1995; Paris & Alim, 2017). By incor-
porating students’ cultural perspectives and knowl-
edge into the learning process, educators create a more 
inclusive and equitable classroom environment and a 
personalized approach that recognizes and respects 
the unique cultural backgrounds of each student. For 
learners with LD, this approach can be transformative 
as it considers their individual strengths and challeng-
es within the context of their cultural identities. By 
drawing on familiar cultural references, examples, 
and experiences, educators can make the curriculum 
more relatable and engaging, leading to increased mo-
tivation and active participation.

Lastly, our research has uncovered a notable 
scarcity of technology-facilitated interventions for 
ELswLD. This finding supports previous research  
noting that the digital divide and inequality among 
marginalized populations, such as students with 
disabilities, continue to suffer from this opportunity 
gap (Banister & Fischer, 2010; Tyson, 2015). Given 
the widespread use of technology in education, the 
scarcity of its integration in these interventions is an 
area worth exploring further. Future research could 
investigate the potential benefits of incorporating 
technology in content-specific interventions for ELs-
wLD, particularly in different academic domains. 
The effects of design consideration for this popula-
tion should be examined (see Greer et al., 2013) in 
light of the need to consider the cognitive load while 
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learning using technology (Mayer, 2005), given that 
students with LD typically have cognitive load defi-
cits (Swanson & Saenz, 2005). Additionally, examin-
ing the impact of diverse technological tools on in-
tervention outcomes might offer insights into more 
effective and engaging approaches to supporting the 
academic development of ELswLD.

Limitations and Future Work
One limitation of this review is the combined 

consideration of LD and learning difficulties during 
the article selection process. Different countries 
use different criteria for diagnosing LDs; the inter-
national variability in how learning disabilities are 
defined (Sideridis, 2007) made our review include 
studies with learners with LD and learning diffi-
culties. Future research could refine the scope by 
providing a definition of LD to ensure consistent in-
clusion criteria across studies. A more precise defi-
nition of LD could also improve the identification 
and support provided to students with LDs. 

The second limitation is that the scope of the 
review was confined to a specific time frame and 
set of sources, which might have led to the exclu-
sion of relevant studies that were published after 
the literature search was conducted. Third, limit-
ed generalizability of the findings from individual 
studies due to narrow participant demographics 
and specific research settings presents another 
notable constraint. Additionally, the outcomes of 
the interventions were assessed using various mea-
sures, which further compounds the limited gen-
eralizability. To address these limitations, future 
work should prioritize conducting studies with 
more diverse and representative samples.

Conclusion
Through a meticulous analysis of 15 articles 

targeted to ELswLD published between 2002 and 
2022, our study has shed light on the effectiveness 
of intervention designed for ELswLD. One of the 
primary concerns that emerged from our review is the 
severe limitation in interventions explicitly tailored 
for ELswLD. Another observation is the scarcity of 
technology-facilitated interventions for ELswLD. 
Given the digital divide and the opportunity gap 
experienced by marginalized populations, including 
students with disabilities, this finding underscores 
the need to explore and harness the potential benefits 
of incorporating technology in content-specific 
interventions for ELswLD. Furthermore, our research 
highlights the importance of implementing culturally 

responsive interventions. By acknowledging and 
valuing students’ diverse cultural backgrounds, 
experiences, and identities, educators create an 
inclusive and supportive classroom environment, 
particularly beneficial for students with learning 
disabilities. Taking decisive action to continue research 
specific to this population is crucial for creating a 
more inclusive and equitable education system that 
empowers ELswLD to thrive academically.
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