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ABSTRACT
The popular Science of Reading (SoR) movement has galvanized attention to early reading instruction with an emphasis on 
foundational reading skills, yet this movement is largely grounded in research focused on monolingual emergent readers. In this 
article, we aim to advance the science of strengths-based reading instruction for the segment of the population of multilingual 
learners who stand the most to gain from enhanced learning opportunities: English learners in U.S. schools. A targeted, inter-
disciplinary literature review traverses three domains—across linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive skills—in which 
the experiences of becoming multilingual can support reading development, particularly in the upper elementary grades and be-
yond, when increasingly sophisticated literacy practices rely on deep reading comprehension. The synthesized studies illustrate 
how multilingual experiences can buoy deep reading comprehension by giving rise to cross-linguistic transfer, metalinguistic 
awareness, social perspective taking, and other supportive mechanisms. To encourage continued advances in research and prac-
tice, we situate the lessons of the review among two complementary models of reading and discuss the importance of refining 
research within the science of reading to include a wider range of participants and a clearer focus on falsifiable hypotheses. 
Ultimately, we call for a SoR movement that recognizes the different strengths students bring to reading and that champions 
instruction that builds on those strengths, for all students.

1   |   Introduction

A vast body of research documents the many capacities, prac-
tices, and knowledge bases that support masterful reading, and 
a complementary body of research highlights effective methods 
for teaching it (see Petscher et al. 2020). These bodies of work—
which one might call the science of reading and the science of 
teaching reading, respectively—pursue varied goals: understand 
foundational mechanisms, explore how curricular materials in-
fluence student performance, guide instructional practice, and 
so forth. In contrast, the Science of Reading (SoR) movement—
capitalized to distinguish its reified status—pursues a singular, 
uniquely practical goal: ensuring all children become readers 
(Hattan and Kendeou 2024). Yet, in doing so, it has become at 
once highly politicized and problematically narrow (not unlike 
the rampant misapplications of the lessons of the 2000 National 
Reading Panel that take its “Big 5” pillars of reading instruction 

to be an exhaustive, equivalently valued set of constructs). The 
nuance and complexity of its namesake research base have been 
distilled into brief lines in state legislation that prioritize ‘foun-
dational reading skills’ (Neuman et al. 2023), most often phonics 
instruction (Tierney and Pearson 2024).

But if the goal is to serve all children, then a narrow focus on 
phonics and other word-recognition skills is likely inadequate. 
The latest National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 
Reading results (NCES 2025) make this plain: only 31% of fourth 
graders and 30% of eighth graders demonstrated proficiency on 
the 2024 administration of NAEP Reading, significantly lower 
percentages than before the COVID-19 pandemic. Students 
who fall into the category below Proficient (called Basic) may 
have some difficulties with word recognition, but they are also 
unprepared to deeply comprehend texts they have decoded 
(NCES  2025). These declining NAEP Reading results suggest 
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the need for a greater emphasis on meaning-related skills and 
knowledge, including strategic reader behaviors, motivation 
and affect, knowledge about language, and knowledge about the 
world (Smith and Thelen 2003).

Arguably, such data argue for broadening the SoR movement 
so that it targets the range of strategic and automated capacities 
and practices that skilled readers apply when they encounter 
authentic, complex texts—what some have labeled deep reading 
comprehension, as in LaRusso et al. (2016), or advanced litera-
cies, as in Lesaux et al. (2016). As a field, researchers and edu-
cators should be ever more focused on equipping students with 
the sets of strategic and automated processes (e.g., Afflerbach 
et  al.  2008; O'Brien and Cook  2015) needed for participation 
in a classroom's literate social practices. That is, they need to 
be able to confidently read and synthesize multiple texts, form 
and defend evidence-based interpretations, evaluate competing 
perspectives, and apply what they have learned to new contexts 
and problems (e.g., Pearson et  al. 2020). These are practices 
critical to schooling and to broader civic, social, and workforce 
participation (Lesaux et al. 2016) and expected of students start-
ing in the upper elementary grades (as in the now-spurned but 
still widely influential Common Core State Standards in ELA/
Literacy; NGAC and CCSSO 2010).

1.1   |   The Underappreciated Role of Language

This kind of deep reading comprehension relies in no small 
part on language abilities—not read, but spoken (or signed; see 
Cervetti et al. 2020; see also, e.g., Scott 2022, for related discus-
sion about deaf and hard of hearing students). Although most 
U.S. children speak English as a first language, a large and 
growing share (21.7%) grow up speaking another language at 
home (U.S. Census Bureau  2023) or using dialects that differ 
systematically from mainstream American English. The foci of 
the SoR movement are generally applicable to these multilingual 
populations (see The Reading League and National Committee 
for Effective Literacy 2023; Goldenberg 2020). However, conver-
sations have paid relatively little attention to how administra-
tively designated English learners in particular should be served 
under an SoR framework. And while virtually all young chil-
dren in the U.S. are in a sense learning English, it is the admin-
istratively designated group of English learners—so designated 
by their school districts under state-defined criteria that respond 
to federal law—who are entitled to specialized services and sup-
ports to ensure their meaningful access to standards-aligned 
curriculum while they are still developing English proficiency. 
That right must be upheld under any instructional regime (see, 
e.g., Callahan and Shifrer 2016). So how does English learners' 
experience with language—with their languages—shape their 
reading development? The SoR movement has yet to grapple 
with this question directly (see also Schwartz 2025).

Because the SoR movement has largely focused on bringing 
all students into equivalent levels of foundational reading 
skill mastery (Tierney and Pearson 2021), it has largely over-
looked the aptitudes and skills that these emergent multilin-
gual students1 bring to language-based tasks, like reading. 
They are not “two [or more] monolinguals in one person” 
(Grosjean  1989); their multilingual experiences shape them 

cognitively, socially, academically, and linguistically. Given 
certain instructional conditions, these experiences can yield 
instructionally relevant strengths germane to reading de-
velopment (see also Ascenzi-Moreno  2024; Gabriel and 
López 2024).

To date, research in multilingualism—from cognitive psychol-
ogy, psycholinguistics, and social cognition—has provided a 
fuller picture of the reading-relevant linguistic, metalinguistic, 
and sociocognitive strengths that English learners may bring 
to the classroom. Still, these insights have been infrequently 
used to inform the science of teaching reading. Instead, the SoR 
remains largely informed by research focused on understand-
ing either (a) the impact of instructional models that vary the 
amount and goal of English exposure versus home language 
exposure, such as two-way immersion, transitional bilingual, 
or sheltered instruction models (Marian et al. 2013), or (b) spe-
cific instructional practices (usually within English-medium, 
general education classrooms) on English learners' acquisition 
of new vocabulary, grammatical skill, reading comprehension, 
and so forth (e.g., Lesaux et al. 2010). Studies of both of these 
types on administratively designated English learners' reading 
performances often highlight differences with their English-
proficient (and typically monolingual) peers.2 In some sense, this 
is to be expected since, by definition, English learners are still 
working toward grade-level mastery of the written and spoken 
English language used in instruction and assessment (Hopkins 
et al. 2013; Saunders and Marcelletti 2013). While critically im-
portant, this research leaves much unexplained about how lan-
guage skills interface with reading performances over time.

Take, for example, findings related to youth classified by their 
school district as former English learners. These large-scale 
analyses of the broader population of multilingual learners—of 
whom a majority are reclassified English learners—have re-
vealed, for example, that between 2003 and 2015 multilingual 
students' reading performance on the NAEP Reading improved 
two to three times as much as their monolingual peers' scores 
during that same period (Kieffer and Thompson 2018; see also 
articles that highlight growth in specific aspects of language such 
as Phillips Galloway and Uccelli 2019; Kieffer and Lesaux 2012). 
That study operationalized the multilingual learner group using 
an item that establishes whether a language other than English 
is spoken “most or all of the time” in the student's home, but 
the authors estimated that among that population, only about 
5% of the included students had at no point been classified as 
English learners (i.e., were not ever-ELs; see also Kieffer and 
Thompson  2018; Le et  al.  2024). Supposing that estimation is 
roughly accurate, findings like these argue for the high payoff 
of bringing students to a level of English proficiency worthy of 
reclassification as early as possible. And looking beyond those 
national gains, more local research has found that students who 
have been reclassified as English proficient in US schools often 
have better outcomes than their monolingual peers (e.g., Carlson 
and Knowles 2016; Johnson 2019). Multiple factors are likely at 
play. Kieffer and Thompson (2018) noted, for example, that an 
increase in dual language immersion programs and increased 
focus on the certification requirements for teachers of English 
learners may have contributed to these growth rates. But it is 
also plausible that part of this success comes from educators—
whether intentionally or not—capitalizing on multilingual 
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students' strengths, even if these have rarely been made visible 
in existing SoR discussions (see also Kittle et al. 2024).

1.2   |   A Wide Lens on the Affordances 
of Multilingualism

To translate the science of reading—not the movement, but the 
research—into classroom practices that appropriately meet the 
reading needs of English learners, we must broaden our evidence 
base to include insights from fields that study language learning 
under a wide variety of conditions, from classroom-based obser-
vational research to controlled laboratory-based experiments. 
By doing so, we can better understand how students in the 
process of becoming multilingual may bring reading-relevant 
strengths rooted in their experiences acquiring a language other 
than the language of instruction. And because reading and lan-
guage are so deeply intertwined (Oakhill et  al.  2014; Phillips 
Galloway and Uccelli 2019), these strengths can be built upon in 
English-medium classrooms even when students have limited 
literacy skills in their home language—especially important if 
students remain classified as English learners into and beyond 
the upper elementary grades.

Doing so serves the goal of helping all students develop the rich 
and complex suite of cognitive, linguistic, and other skills they 
need for reading—that is, the skills that will give them opportu-
nities to grow and thrive as literate learners in their individual 
ways, reflective of their individual circumstances and capabili-
ties. And to be effective, instruction toward these ends will often 
need to be differentiated since even within groups, children's 
skills can vary widely, and no specific set of developmental or 
instructional experiences can definitively predict outcomes. 
Furthermore, even if those reading-relevant strengths are pres-
ent in certain students, it is not guaranteed that instruction that 
mobilizes them will lead to better reading outcomes. Indeed, al-
though strengths-based instruction that aims to build on skills 
like metalinguistic awareness could appear to run the risk of 
downplaying the importance of more traditional academic out-
comes, they are not in principle incompatible.3 The reading 
instruction that works best for English learners and other mul-
tilingual learners is likely to be the instruction that is at once 
academically rigorous, holding all students to high expectations 
of cognitively demanding academic activities and outcomes, and 
personally relevant, building carefully on their experiences and 
capabilities in ways that ensure their learning is meaningful to 
them. We thus seek to present the range of cognition-focused, 
reading-relevant affordances of emergent multilingualism as 
a way of expanding what the field understands as having the 
potential to ‘work’ in instruction, and not necessarily just for 
English learners.

Peering into education-adjacent research fields, which include 
but are not limited to cognitive psychology, psycholinguistics, 
and social cognition, we can see three broad areas of strength, 
areas this review focuses on. The first is linguistic: acquiring 
one language and then another, especially during childhood, 
can lead to different levels and types of transfer of linguistic 
knowledge (in a subpersonal way, that is, without the speaker re-
flecting on interlinguistic similarities; see, e.g., Cummins 1979; 
Melby-Lervåg and Lervåg 2011). The second is metalinguistic: 

acquiring and maintaining two language systems can draw 
speakers' conscious attention to various language character-
istics, including higher-level ones like the arbitrariness of in-
dividual word forms relative to their referents and lower-level 
ones like how subject-verb agreement is marked in present ver-
sus past tense (see, e.g., Durgunoğlu et al. 2002; Zaretsky and 
Schwartz 2016; Zhang et al. 2017). The third is sociocognitive: 
for communication purposes, it behooves speakers of multiple 
languages to be sensitive to what language(s) others speak and 
to the different perspectives they might bring (e.g., Genesee 
et al. 1996). These capacities are rarely captured in large-scale 
literacy assessments, but they may be quietly at work in the suc-
cess trajectories of many former English learners, and more sys-
tematic attention to their role might enable the design of more 
impactful instruction.

1.2.1   |   A Caution About the State of Research

The careful reader may have noticed that in our initial presen-
tation of the three categories of strengths we will discuss in 
our review, we used the modal “can” repeatedly: acquiring one 
language and then another can lead to transfer, managing two 
linguistic systems can enhance metalinguistic awareness, and 
so on. This language is intended to convey that what we dis-
cuss in this commentary are best understood as capacities (e.g., 
Cartwright  1999), potential but not inevitable developmental 
phenomena that emerge under the right circumstances.

We are focused on capacities for three reasons. First, readers vary 
across time, texts, tasks, and contexts (see Francis et al. 2018; 
Snow 2002). This fact means that drawing universal prescrip-
tions from any one study (or even body of research) risks misap-
plication in schools. This is especially true of studies from fields 
outside of education, which often rely on small sample sizes and 
may not account for the social and cultural contexts in which 
learning occurs. Moreover, English learners are a remarkably 
heterogeneous group, speaking hundreds of languages learned 
across an array of settings, complicating cross-study compar-
ison further; for many language groups, research is still quite 
limited. Most studies of English reading in multilingual popula-
tions examine speakers of Spanish or Mandarin Chinese.

Second, the research synthesized here reflects an amalgamation 
of rigorous empirical research and intuitively appealing received 
wisdom, and various methods in between (e.g., mixed-methods 
studies, qualitative research). Although some of the studies meet 
What Works Clearinghouse standards “without reservations” 
(see, e.g., Baker et al. 2014), others have not been reviewed and 
do not appear to meet those standards. That is, we do not cate-
gorically rule out studies just because they are not randomized 
controlled trials (RCTs) or the most rigorous quasi-experiments 
(cf. Petscher et al. 2020, distinguishing levels of evidence avail-
able for reading instructional approaches). Instead, we describe 
what kinds of studies are available and consider in that light 
what more could be done to better understand the relevant de-
velopmental phenomena. Basic cognitive psychological research 
on English learners as such is especially lacking, an absence that 
should be rectified across fields considering the policy relevance 
of these students' success. And while this may seem a conten-
tious claim considering how variably English learner status can 
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be applied across states, the language acquisition contexts of 
English learners and how they affect those students' cognitive 
development seem to us to have a place in this literature.

Third, research on multilingual learners has historically been 
shaped by what Taboada Barber calls a ‘zero-sum mindset,’ op-
erating from the perspective that multilingualism ‘interferes’ 
with learning (Bialystok  2007; Taboada Barber et  al.  2022). 
This calls for a disproportionate focus on recent and emerging 
research that employs a range of designs to illuminate multilin-
gualism's potential. And indeed, although we focus on English 
learners in this discussion, it is not to be expected that every 
English learner, or every multilingual learner, will display the 
behaviors we review here; it is also not the case that no mono-
lingual learner has experiences that would lead to the develop-
ment of similar strengths. Yet these limitations do not diminish 
the importance of exploring the potential for English learners' 
linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive capacities to con-
tribute meaningfully to their reading skill development. On the 
contrary, their existence underscores the need for research that 
systematically documents these strengths, tests their instruc-
tional relevance, and identifies the conditions under which they 
can most effectively support reading development.

1.3   |   Seeking to Support English Learner Strengths 
With the Science of Reading, Broadly Construed

In the sections that follow, we review literature on the linguistic, 
metalinguistic, and sociocognitive strengths that can support 
English learners' reading development and discuss the rele-
vance of this literature for the continued investigative work of 
the science of reading, the SoR movement, and SoR-aligned in-
struction. The literature reviewed is not meant to represent the 
state of knowledge comprehensively but instead to surface some 
particularly illuminating findings related to this subject across 
education-adjacent fields (e.g., cognitive psychology, linguistics/
psycholinguistics, social cognition). The main thesis of the arti-
cle is that efficacious reading instruction for English learners, 
while inclusive of the features of efficacious reading instruction 
for all learners, may also differ in some regards from the canon-
ical understanding of best practices in reading instruction for 
monolingual learners because the strengths afforded by (emer-
gent) multilingualism can also differ. And those strengths are 
found in more than just the sociocultural richness that they can 
add to a classroom (although they certainly do that; Esteban-
Guitart and Moll  2014; Moll et  al.  2013). We wish to instead 
draw attention to their related cognitive psychological strengths 
that have their own contributions to make to students' reading 
attainment.

Drawing thus on our backgrounds in language and literacy re-
search and in K–12 teaching, we focus on what researchers and 
educators alike must understand about the reading-relevant 
skills of English learners, as a group of students progressing to-
ward fluent multilingualism. We focus, in particular, on making 
recommendations for English-medium classrooms (the dom-
inant model in the U.S. educational landscape). Indeed, while 
studies have demonstrated that dual-language models are often 
benign or beneficial for both English learners and their monolin-
gual peers (e.g., Steele et al. 2017; Valentino and Reardon 2015), 

various factors such as staffing shortages and state policies have 
kept those models confined to select locations and inaccessible 
to most English learners (Porter et al. 2023). Furthermore, con-
sidering our emphasis on deep reading comprehension as an 
instructional target and the great need to address English learn-
ers who do not achieve reclassification in the typical 4–6 years 
(Thompson 2015), we frequently highlight skills and capacities 
that are germane to later-learned literacy practices that are un-
deremphasized in the SoR movement.

2   |   Research Relevant to English Learners' Deep 
Reading Comprehension Learning

The areas of focus in this commentary—linguistic, metalinguis-
tic, and sociocognitive skills—are all connected in various ways 
to foundational literacy skills (see, e.g., Gabriel and López 2024). 
Other recent publications have emphasized the importance of 
teaching foundational skills (e.g., Duke and Cartwright  2021; 
Gabriel and López 2024; Silverman et al. 2021), with virtually no 
dissent among reading scientists. And although too many read-
ing educators still hew to unproven or deleterious instructional 
practices (Kurtz et al. 2020), we take it that there is little debate 
among researchers about the importance of teaching (English) 
word reading skills to all students learning to read in English. 
We thus have elected to focus here on an area that has received 
less attention: how later-developed literacy skills for English 
learners can be supported through the cultivation of linguistic, 
metalinguistic, and sociocognitive skills.

Our interest centers on deep reading comprehension as a com-
plex suite of abilities, skills, and strategic processes that en-
able the literate social practices characteristic of the successful 
transition to learning from texts (see, e.g., Kintsch 1998). Deep 
reading involves grasping not only the surface-level meaning 
of a text's words and sentences but also being able to use that 
meaning to interpret and engage with the world in ways that 
shift understanding (Allen and McNamara 2020; Dinsmore and 
Alexander 2016; LaRusso et al. 2016; List et al. 2023). Research 
shows that for this kind of reading comprehension, domain-
general skills such as academic language, complex reasoning, 
and social perspective taking are predictive of performance 
(LaRusso et  al.  2016). Furthermore, experimental evidence 
demonstrates that when those skills are cultivated through 
curricular intervention, deep reading comprehension improves 
(Jones et al. 2019; but see Corrin et al. 2022).

For English learners, the picture is promising, if far from com-
plete. Several studies have found them to be differentially re-
sponsive to programs targeting these constituent skills (e.g., 
Lawrence et al. 2012; Hsin et al. 2024), yet such research rarely 
enters the SoR conversation because it falls outside the area of 
‘foundational skills.’ As such, here we synthesize key research 
that embodies understudied strengths that English learners, in 
the process of becoming multilingual, may bring to their school-
ing. These strengths fall into the three categories mentioned in 
the introduction and expanded upon below: linguistic, meta-
linguistic, and sociocognitive skills and knowledge. We do not 
conceptualize these buckets as mutually exclusive; morphology 
knowledge, for example, is both germane to linguistic knowl-
edge and enabled through metalinguistic awareness.
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2.1   |   Linguistic Skills

Linguistic skills, encompassing the vocabulary, syntax, and con-
nected discourse knowledge necessary for understanding the 
meaning of texts, figure prominently in every model of text com-
prehension, operationalized typically as oral language knowledge 
(Oakhill et al. 2014). English learners bring rich oral language ex-
periences, in languages other than English and in many cases in 
English as well (e.g., if their spoken English skill is stronger than 
their English literacy skills), that encode their experiences with 
the world. This oral language knowledge is central to reading, 
serving as a form of background knowledge that readers tap to 
make meaning, with vocabulary playing an increasing role in text 
understanding for older readers tackling complex texts (Ahmed 
et al. 2016; Hattan and Lupo 2020; Oakhill and Cain 2012). Here, 
background knowledge refers both to knowledge about the world 
(i.e., individuals, entities, phenomena, events) and to the language 
used to express that knowledge (Afflerbach et al. 2008; Alexander 
et al. 1991; Hattan et al. 2024).

Yet comprehending academic texts, which contain language as-
sociated with the academic register that readers may not have 
encountered in oral discourse (Phillips Galloway, McClain, and 
Uccelli 2020; Snow and Uccelli 2009), presents a distinct chal-
lenge. While earlier research often equated academic register 
skills with vocabulary knowledge alone, newer frameworks ex-
pand the construct to include knowledge of (see Barr et al. 2019; 
Phillips Galloway, Uccelli, et  al.  2020): connectives (e.g., but 
and therefore) that signal relationships between ideas; nomi-
nalizations, noun phrases, and referents that support succinct-
ness when packaging ideas; and familiarity with common text 
organization structures (cause-and-effect; claim-evidence) (see 
the Core Analytical Language Skills or CALS construct, Uccelli 
et al. 2015).

Numerous studies demonstrate the strong contribution of these 
academic register skills to reading comprehension in middle 
grade students, including current English learners (Phillips 
Galloway & Hsin, in preparation; Phillips Galloway and 
Uccelli 2019). In one such study, students classified as English 
learners, although initially starting with lower English aca-
demic register skill levels than peers not designated as English 
learners, were found to exhibit a strong growth trajectory that 
mirrored that of their native English-speaking peers (Phillips 
Galloway and Uccelli  2019). Over a two-year span from sixth 
to seventh grade, growth rates in reading comprehension were 
positively associated with initial levels of academic register 
knowledge in all students, including English learners, suggest-
ing the potential for students to dynamically capitalize on their 
burgeoning English academic register skills to understand the 
language of print (Phillips Galloway and Uccelli 2019). Among 
a rather different group of bilingual students—those who are bi-
modally bilingual users of American Sign Language (ASL) and 
English print—similar associations have been found, for exam-
ple, that students' ASL vocabulary knowledge and their ASL 
syntactic knowledge are predictive of their English reading com-
prehension and English syntactic understanding (Hoffmeister 
et al. 2022).

These findings are suggestive of the importance of encouraging 
students to master academic registers (see Phillips Galloway 

et al. 2022; although whether this is best accomplished through 
direct instruction or as a byproduct of other instructional em-
phases remains unsettled) as a component of educators' goals 
for students' learning from texts. Other studies have examined 
the cross-linguistic nature of academic register-reading com-
prehension relationships for students with exposure to aca-
demic language in their home language, finding that Spanish 
academic register skills among students educated bilingually in 
both Spanish and English uniquely and significantly contrib-
uted to English reading comprehension, beyond the contribu-
tions of English academic register skills, word reading, English 
proficiency, and sociodemographic factors (Aguilar et al. 2020; 
Phillips Galloway, Uccelli, et  al.  2020). In sum, multilingual 
students with greater levels of academic register knowledge—
regardless of language, and at various levels of English profi-
ciency—tend to be better at comprehending English texts. To 
encourage these strengths, however, instruction may need to 
be keyed precisely to students' familiarity with the academic 
language—in Spanish and in English—common in school 
texts, and that instruction may need to be designed to cultivate 
that knowledge further as well (see, e.g., Proctor et  al.  2020; 
Silverman et al. 2021).

2.1.1   |   Vocabulary and Semantic Knowledge

For multilingual learners, vocabulary is a gateway to unlock-
ing meaning in texts. As English learners gain English profi-
ciency and their knowledge spans more than a single linguistic 
system, they can begin to draw on multiple lexicons, transfer 
knowledge across languages, and leverage unique insights into 
word meaning and structure—especially in academic contexts. 
In the academic register, vocabulary is of multiple types, includ-
ing: discipline-specific proper nouns (e.g., President Johnson; 
World War II), conceptually dense nominalizations that allow 
for the discussion of abstract processes (e.g., democratic repub-
lic; derivatives; hypothesis), and verbs that cue thinking pro-
cesses common across disciplines (e.g., estimate; reason out; 
predict) (Baumann and Graves 2010; Schleppegrell 2004). And 
although academic vocabulary is learned much in the same 
way as other new words, the acquisition of vocabulary in the 
academic register is especially dependent on rich exposure over 
time—a richness that owes to the fact that students may be more 
likely to encounter these words in (academic) texts rather than 
in colloquial conversation. In many cases, knowledge of aca-
demic vocabulary entails understanding conceptual relation-
ships and usage patterns that differ both by discipline and across 
languages, and it can be supported by a focus on content-area 
instruction, peer discussion, and opportunities for multimodal 
learning (Truckenmiller et al. 2019) as well as through targeted 
review (Lawrence et al. 2025).

For multilingual learners, studies have long documented 
cross-linguistic relations between vocabulary skills and read-
ing comprehension outcomes for English learners and the 
broader category of multilingual learners (e.g., Proctor et  al. 
2005, Proctor et  al.  2006, 2012), although such links are not 
always found (Genesee et  al.  2006). One hypothesis that has 
circulated in the field is that transfer is more likely when read-
ers encounter words that have common etymologies across 
languages, sharing word meanings as well as orthographic 
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6 of 19 Reading Research Quarterly, 2026

and phonological features (Proctor and Mo  2009). For exam-
ple, Spanish-English cognates, which are especially common 
in school texts due to the prevalence of Latinate-origin words, 
have been shown to support Spanish home language stu-
dents' English reading comprehension in grade 4 onwards in 
both qualitative and quantitative studies (Crosson et al. 2025; 
Jiménez et  al.  1996; Kieffer and Lesaux  2012). This may ex-
plain why cross-linguistic transfer effects of vocabulary knowl-
edge, and especially cognate awareness, are more commonly 
observed when students are reading academic texts rather 
than those containing more general vocabulary (Ordóñez 
et al. 2002).

Together, these studies highlight how multilingual readers can 
draw on vocabulary (and associated morphology) knowledge as 
they read in English. This finding arguably owes to the depth 
and breadth of linguistic knowledge that the curriculum con-
veys. The analytical use of this morphological knowledge—as 
opposed to simply knowing forms and meanings of mor-
phemes—in the complex language of academic texts is taken up 
further in the section below on metalinguistic skills.

2.1.2   |   Syntactic Knowledge

For the broader group of multilingual learners, syntactic knowl-
edge, or the ability to combine words into sentences and link 
ideas within and across them, is shaped by experiences with 
more than one linguistic system. For decades, the field operated 
under the assumption that young bilinguals' two languages—
including knowledge of features of language above the word 
level—developed separately. Recently, though, studies challenge 
this view, pointing instead to the possibility that multilingual 
readers draw on shared representations across languages—and 
as emergent multilingual readers, English learners, too, can 
develop shared syntactic representations (see, e.g., Hartsuiker 
and Bernolet  2017; Yu and Odlin  2015). These connections 
impact how multilingual learners combine words within sen-
tences (syntax) and connect propositions within and between 
these sentences to achieve cohesion when reading (often re-
lying on connectives like however, but, as a result in English). 
Understanding connectives, in particular, is essential to grasp-
ing cause-and-effect relationships, understanding contrasting 
ideas, and identifying evidence-based claims in text (e.g., Cain 
and Nash  2011; Crosson and Lesaux  2013)—all mainstays of 
deep reading comprehension.

In fact, studies reveal evidence for both the possibility that child 
and adult multilinguals access their respective stores of syn-
tactic knowledge using language non-selective mechanisms 
(Dijkstra and van Heuven  2002) and have syntactic represen-
tations that are shared (or at least connected) across languages 
(Hsin 2014; Serratrice 2022; Vasilyeva et al. 2010). For example, 
Vasilyeva et al.  (2010) showed how exposing young bilinguals 
to passive syntactic structures in Spanish led to the increased 
use of these same structures by the children in English. This 
so-called ‘structural priming’ effect—when the syntax of a first 
language is imposed on the lexicon of a second—represents one 
type of phenomenon that bilinguals may experience when read-
ing in languages that have sufficient similarities in how they are 
structured.

Studies also offer the insight that bilingual children are sensitive 
to the relative frequency of structures in a home or first language 
when producing their second language (Unsworth 2025). This 
shared set of syntactic representations appears to be impacted 
by children's respective levels of proficiency and syntactic skill 
in both languages (e.g., Siu and Ho 2015). Yet, additional studies 
are still needed to tease apart the other factors—such as the tim-
ing of exposure to an additional language, typological distance 
between different first and additional language pairs, and the 
influence of instruction—that may impact the degree to which 
children use first-language syntactic knowledge to inform read-
ing in a second language (Unsworth 2025).

2.2   |   Metalinguistic Skills

Metalinguistic skills refer to higher-order thinking skills that 
involve consciously reflecting on and manipulating the struc-
tural and functional aspects of language. This allows readers 
to analyze and reason about language, as well as to monitor 
and regulate their comprehension. In early reading develop-
ment, metalinguistic skills underpin word recognition, but for 
older readers, especially those engaging with complex texts, 
such skills enable the flexible strategic deployment of linguistic 
knowledge used to infer the meaning of unfamiliar vocabulary, 
to unpack dense syntax, and to construct meaning across ex-
tended sections of print.

Multilingual learners can rely on metalinguistic awareness as a 
skill earlier and more viscerally developed because, very early 
in childhood, they become sensitive to and develop a concept 
of different languages (e.g., knowing that “gato” is a Spanish 
word meaning the same thing as the English “cat”; Paradis 
et al. 2011). They also benefit from the opportunity to deepen 
knowledge of contrasts (and similarities) between their lan-
guages at every level, from phonetics up to semantics and prag-
matics—contrasts that have analogies across registers, textual 
genres, etc. (and can also help catalyze reading development; 
Sierens et al. 2019, 2021). The multifaceted ways in which being 
multilingual can help an individual think about language are a 
potential source of reading-relevant strengths seen often among 
multilingual learners.

2.2.1   |   Word Recognition: A Metalinguistic Skill Still 
Relevant for Older Readers

Word reading is the ability to take words written on a page and 
convert them into their spoken counterparts, drawing on five 
subskills: phonological awareness, the alphabetic principle, 
phonics knowledge, decoding skills, and recognition of words 
on sight (Duke and Cartwright  2021). In emergent readers, 
these metalinguistic skills are classified as foundational and so 
may receive little instructional attention in the upper grades. 
However, for English learners in the middle grades and beyond, 
many of whom enter U.S. schools at different points in their ed-
ucational trajectories (e.g., as newcomers, as students with lim-
ited or interrupted formal education), these skills often remain 
instructionally relevant (Donegan and Wanzek 2021). Moreover, 
for more skilled readers who have mastered basic English de-
coding, especially when encountering unfamiliar academic 
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vocabulary, word reading continues to operate as a metalin-
guistic process: it requires consciously analyzing the structure 
of unfamiliar words and drawing on morphological and etymo-
logical cues to infer meaning, as discussed below (Olson 2013). 
As Ehri argues in her theory of orthographic mapping (2014), 
skilled word readers connect a word's phonological, semantic, 
and orthographic representations—a metalinguistic process 
that enables automatic word reading.

For word recognition, more than in any other main compo-
nent of reading, the specific languages a multilingual learner 
speaks matter, as argued by psycholinguistic grain-size theory 
(Ziegler and Goswami 2005). Some subskills, like phonological 
awareness, appear to develop in a mutually supportive fashion 
regardless of the pair (or group) of languages the learner speaks 
(see, e.g., Branum-Martin et al. 2015). Such findings indicate a 
unified or at least overlapping capacity for consciously recogniz-
ing the sounds of an oral language system across one's multiple 
languages—sounds at the level of words, phonemes (phonemic 
awareness), syllables, and parts of syllables (Ehri et  al.  2001). 
These findings are consistent with the syntactically focused dis-
cussion above, showing the extent to which knowledge corre-
sponding to a student's multiple languages can rely on shared 
subpersonal representations.

In virtue of their multilingual experience, the repertoire of 
speech sounds to which multilingual learners have exposure is 
typically larger than that available to monolingual learners (al-
though there will always be some overlap in segments; see, e.g., 
Ladefoged 2001). Having this larger overall repertoire, or having 
two complementary repertoires, can be helpful for the develop-
ment of phonological awareness even for phonologically/typo-
logically distant languages (Branum-Martin et  al.  2015). For 
example, Tong and McBride-Chang  (2010) reported evidence 
of mutually reinforcing phonological awareness skills among 
young English-Cantonese learners, despite dramatic differences 
between these two languages (see also Verhoeven 2007). Studies 
of readers learning pairs of languages with more in common 
within their phonetic and phonological systems have likewise 
shown that phonological awareness in one language coin-
cides with improvement in the other (e.g., Anthony et al. 2009; 
Bialystok et al. 2003, 2005; Raynolds et al. 2017).

Although understudied among current English learners—a 
running theme across our commentary—young multilingual 
learners in various linguistic communities have been found 
to outperform their monolingual peers on some phonological 
awareness tasks (e.g., Chen et al. 2004; Kuo and Anderson 2010). 
Interestingly, that effect may fade out after a few years of school-
ing, once literacy skills have had a chance to develop and to 
shape phonological understanding through a writing system 
(see Kuo and Anderson  2010). Kuo and Anderson  (2010) pro-
posed a “structural sensitivity hypothesis” to explain these early 
multilingual advantages: exposure to phonological segments in 
more varied contexts produces more advanced abstract phono-
logical representations, which in turn supports reading (see also 
Hsin 2014, in the morphosyntactic domain).

In both elementary and secondary contexts, multilingual learn-
ers may be better positioned to acquire reading-relevant skills 
such as phonics, decoding, and recognition of words at sight 

that are more closely tied to the written modality of text (e.g., 
Gottardo et  al.  2020, 2021; Ramirez et  al.  2010). Importantly, 
older multilingual readers, especially those who have already 
become literate in a transparent orthography (like Spanish), 
can often accelerate phonics learning in English because they 
bring existing metalinguistic knowledge of sound-symbol cor-
respondence. Stronger phonological awareness in their first or 
their additional language(s) will tend to demonstrate stronger 
word recognition (e.g., Prevoo et al. 2016; Ramirez et al. 2010; 
Tong and McBride-Chang 2010), consistent with theories of lin-
guistic interrelatedness/interdependence at multiple levels of 
representation. This implies that for multilingual readers, word 
recognition is a foundational skill, providing an essential access 
point to the meaning and a metalinguistic resource in use as 
they actively comprehend complex texts.

2.2.2   |   Morphology Knowledge

Although often discussed separately, word recognition and 
morphological awareness are complementary metalinguistic 
skills that interact dynamically in older readers (e.g., Goodwin 
et al. 2013; Zhang et al. 2020). Phonological awareness and de-
coding enable readers to access the spoken form of an unfamil-
iar word, while morphological and etymological analysis allow 
them to unpack its meaning and see its relationship to other 
words in the text. For multilingual learners, these processes 
are often reinforced across languages, creating a dual path-
way in which word recognition feeds vocabulary growth, and 
vocabulary knowledge, in turn, supports more efficient word 
recognition.

Morphological awareness, defined as the ability to detect and 
consciously reflect on the smallest units of meaning compris-
ing words (i.e., morphemes; Carlisle  1995), is a higher-order 
analytical skill that is distinct from simply knowing morpholog-
ical forms (see, e.g., Zhang et  al.  2020). It is broadly transfer-
able across languages and especially critical for learning to read 
in phonologically opaque orthographies like English, where 
word reading often relies on morphosyllables rather than pho-
nemes, unlike more phonologically transparent orthographies 
like German or Spanish (Ziegler and Goswami 2005). Because 
English morphology is highly irregular (i.e., underlying mor-
phemes with a common meaning are phonologically realized in 
different ways, such as the past tense “-ed” ending being pro-
nounced as [t], [d], or [әd]), English morphological awareness 
may develop more slowly than in languages that have more reg-
ular morphophonological structures (Duncan et al. 2009).

English learners may be at an advantage here. Early experience 
with more transparent orthographies can heighten sensitivity 
to English morphological structures—particularly for Spanish-
English bilinguals, whose languages overlap in morphemic 
forms and combination patterns (e.g., information/información) 
(Crosson et  al.  2025; Kuo and Anderson  2010). In contrast, 
Mandarin-English bilinguals have been found to transfer com-
pound formation logic (e.g., sea + bed = seabed), leading to a 
measurable benefit in English word reading (Chung et al. 2019; 
Pasquarella et al. 2011)—while phonological awareness contrib-
utes less to their English reading abilities. Yet this pattern is re-
versed in English monolinguals, whose reading is more strongly 
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predicted by their knowledge of sound-symbol correspondence, 
while their less developed conceptual understanding of how 
words are formed through compounding contributes minimally 
to that reading (Hsu et al. 2019; McBride-Chang et al. 2005).

The relationship of morphological knowledge to deep reading 
comprehension is multifaceted. Morphological awareness in 
both Spanish-English and Mandarin-English bilinguals con-
tributes directly and indirectly to English word reading through 
morphological analysis (inferring meaning) and morphologi-
cal decoding (reading polymorphemic words) (Choi et al. 2018; 
Dickinson et  al.  2004; Sun et  al.  2022). These skills also sup-
port comprehension by expanding academic vocabulary and 
strengthening listening comprehension (Spencer et  al.  2017; 
Zhang and Lin  2021). And despite the wide range of studies 
conducted across disciplines on both word recognition and mor-
phology skills among multilingual learners, here it is especially 
clear that the plurality of U.S. English learners—elementary 
students with Spanish as a home language, currently designated 
as English learners—are underrepresented in this research. We 
will return to this point after discussing sociocognitive skills, 
the third area of multilingual strengths that are too little consid-
ered in literacy instruction.

2.3   |   Sociocognitive Skills

The final oft-overlooked supportive factor for English learners' 
literacy learning is a suite of metacognitive skills that are the ap-
parent result of learning and managing more than one language 
in a sociocultural context. These so-called sociocognitive skills 
involve deploying background knowledge, including language, 
context, and social/cultural information, to construct meaning 
from text (e.g., Gee 2001; Langer 1987). They also include the 
ability to make inferences, draw conclusions, and relate text to 
one's own experiences and perspectives, all of which are central 
to deep reading comprehension. Because these skills operate 
across academic and social domains, they have sometimes been 
called domain-general (e.g., LaRusso et al. 2016). Sociocognitive 
skills can be deployed individually, as when reading silently, or 
collectively, as learners work to co-construct text understand-
ing together. In practice, they encompass reading-relevant pro-
cesses like activating pertinent background knowledge (e.g., 
Hattan et al. 2024), making inferences from and with text (e.g., 
McNamara  2020), tracking and critiquing actors' and authors' 
perspectives (e.g., Diazgranados et  al.  2016), and monitoring 
ongoing reading comprehension (e.g., Oakhill and Cain 2012). 
Under supportive instructional conditions, each of these can be 
a locus of English learners' reading strengths, especially in the 
upper elementary grades and beyond.

2.3.1   |   Background Knowledge

Background knowledge takes many forms (academic, lin-
guistic, experiential) and exerts a powerful influence on 
reading comprehension (e.g., Afflerbach et  al.  2008; Cervetti 
and Wright 2020; Hattan and Lupo 2020). It can help weaker 
readers compensate for less developed skills (e.g., McNamara 
et al. 1996; McCarthy and McNamara 2021), especially when 
reading expository texts (e.g., McNamara et  al.  2011). But 

background knowledge is not restricted only to academic con-
tent (Alexander et  al.  1991; Hattan et  al.  2024). For English 
learners, a particularly relevant dimension is cultural back-
ground knowledge and funds of knowledge (Duke et al. 2021; 
Gabriel and López  2024; Moll  2019; Moll  1992). An English 
learner's prior knowledge, especially of language, is likely to 
differ from that of their peers and from the authors of school 
texts. Although some experiences may be shared with peers 
and teachers and reflected in texts, English learners also bring 
unique lived realities, such as having read about a topic in a 
home language or drawing on life experiences not reflected 
in the curriculum. Reading comprehension involves integrat-
ing what the reader knows with what is presented in a text 
(Kintsch 1998). In other words, melding knowledge gained in 
the reader's communities of practice with knowledge generated 
in the author's (Phillips Galloway, Uccelli, et  al.  2020). As a 
result, English learner readers' interpretations may be shaped 
by the degree of overlap between their linguistic/experiential 
knowledge and that of the text author, who typically has ex-
tensive experience reading and writing in English within ac-
ademic communities (Phillips Galloway, Uccelli, et al. 2020).

Although not much experimental research has been conducted 
on this topic (see, e.g., Cartledge et al. 2016), it has intuitive ap-
peal (e.g., Ladson-Billings  1995), and what studies have been 
published suggest that recruiting multilingual learners' cul-
turally specific background knowledge may support improved 
outcomes in such domains as academic vocabulary, reading 
engagement, and reading motivation (Gallagher et  al. 2023; 
Jiménez  1997). Importantly, this dimension of sociocogni-
tive skill connects directly to another area where multilingual 
learners, and English learners in particular, often demonstrate 
advantages: perspective taking, a form of accumulated back-
ground knowledge of how others think.

2.3.2   |   Theory of Mind and Social Perspective Taking

Although background knowledge shapes how readers connect 
to text, the ability to recognize and navigate others' mental 
states influences how they interpret and respond to perspec-
tives embedded in texts. From a young age, multilingual 
children learn that not all people understand their languages 
(e.g., Genesee et al. 1996), fostering an awareness that others 
can have beliefs distinct from their own—a key component 
of theory of mind (see, e.g., Yu et  al.  2021). The precocious 
development of theory of mind in multilingual learners is not 
fully understood and may be due to several factors such as en-
hanced inhibitory control needed to operate in a monolingual 
language mode (e.g., Huang et al. 2023) and heightened social 
sensitivity from navigating conversations with interlocutors 
who may only speak one of their languages. But the phenom-
enon itself is widely accepted (in contrast to findings on a bi-
lingual advantage in executive functions generally: e.g., Paap 
et  al.  2016). Theory of mind is vital for text comprehension, 
especially of narratives, where agents' points of view, what 
they know, and what they believe (whether accurately or in-
accurately) are often key drivers of the plot (e.g., Tompkins 
et al. 2024; Wang et al. 2024). Multilingual learners' strengths 
in this area have been linked to their comprehension abilities 
in both oral and written modalities through upper elementary 
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school, even if they are still in the process of acquiring their 
second language (Taboada Barber et al. 2022).

With academic experience, theory of mind can expand into so-
cial perspective taking—the ability to acknowledge, articulate, 
and situate another's perspective within its social context (Kim, 
LaRusso, et  al.  2018; Selman  2003). Research with older mul-
tilingual learners, through middle school, has shown that the 
academically tuned construct of social perspective taking (Kim, 
LaRusso, et al. 2018; Selman 2003) is also a strength of students 
who speak more than one language. Social perspective taking 
relies on theory of mind but expands its academic relevance by 
suggesting multiple levels at which another's perspective can be 
represented: by acknowledging it, by articulating it, and by po-
sitioning it in light of the social role of the person who holds it 
(Kim, LaRusso, et al. 2018). Some of the research on social per-
spective taking in multilingual learners has focused on students 
reclassified as English proficient; this work indicates that mul-
tilingual learners who have gained English proficiency during 
their schooling call upon multiple perspectives in their aca-
demic writing more often than their monolingual peers (Hsin 
and Snow  2017). Other work on this construct has found that 
supportive curricular contexts can impact the ability of current 
English learners to engage in social perspective taking within 
various writing tasks (Hsin 2014; Hsin et al. 2024; Kim, Hsin, 
and Snow 2018).

Potentially, background knowledge and perspective taking form 
a complementary set of cognitive strengths that support deep 
reading comprehension. Background knowledge anchors text 
understanding in familiar concepts and experiences (McCarthy 
and McNamara 2021), while perspective taking allows readers 
to navigate and reconcile multiple viewpoints, whether those 
of authors, characters, or peers. For multilingual learners, cul-
turally informed schemas offer a strong interpretive base, but 
perspective taking ensures flexibility when engaging with texts 
written from unfamiliar cultural and social standpoints. When 

instruction draws on both, it can recruit resources that can fa-
cilitate access to the knowledge and perspectives contained 
in texts.

In sum, deep reading instruction that works for English learners 
and helps them thrive as readers should draw on their multi-
faceted strengths such as those just examined—and should not, 
of course, compromise their social–emotional wellbeing or their 
English-proficient classmates' learning opportunities. We take it 
that the undertaught, and understudied, skills reviewed above 
(which we synthesize here into Figure 1 for ease of recall) can 
be further explored in both research and practice, but care needs 
to be taken in conceptualizing and conducting that future re-
search, putting related approaches into practice, and connecting 
to public discussions related to the science of reading and the 
SoR movement. In the next section, we draw out connections 
between our findings and two relevant models of reading, dis-
cussing how future research can evolve to help clarify promising 
ways of supporting English learners' reading skills; then, before 
concluding, we offer examples of instructional approaches that 
embody supports across the domains explored in our review and 
a final exposition of our take on a science of strengths-based ap-
proaches to English learners' literacy development.

3   |   Connecting Lessons to Models of Reading and 
Modes of Research

Although any number of models of reading have some com-
monalities with the lessons of this review, we review two recent 
frameworks that offer complementary ways of situating those 
lessons and potentially helping the field to move forward. We 
also argue, however, that to do so in ways that are worthy of 
researchers' and practitioners' attention, approaches to research 
may need to shift, toward increased involvement from a wider 
range of parties, and toward greater rigor in testing falsifiable 
hypotheses and understanding learning mechanisms (regardless 

FIGURE 1    |    Overview of the domains and skills reviewed as potential strengths of English learners that are relevant to deep reading comprehension.

Domains of Potential Deep-Reading-

Relevant English Learner Strengths

Linguistic Skills

Syntactic Knowledge

Vocabulary and 

Semantic Knowledge

Metalinguistic Skills

Word Recognition

Morphology Knowledge

Sociocognitive Skills

Background Knowledge

Theory of Mind and Social 

Perspective Taking
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of the inclinations or intuitions of any given researcher or com-
munity member).

3.1   |   Modeling Reading as Socioculturally Situated 
and Individually Variable

The domains of focus in this paper are, of course, found in var-
ious models of reading, and the lessons we draw may well in-
form future iterations of those models. Two recently proposed 
models are particularly well aligned with our approach: Gabriel 
and López's  (2024) Asset-Based Integrated View of Reading 
(ABIVR), and Francis et al.  (2018) Complete View of Reading 
(abbreviated as CVRi, where the i reflects an individual-level 
subscript indicator). Both of these models are rooted in other 
models with long traditions of empirical investigation in reading 
research. The ABIVR elaborates the recently proposed Active 
View of Reading (AVR: Duke and Cartwright 2021), itself a dis-
tant successor of the Simple View of Reading (SVR) (Hoover and 
Gough  1990), while CVRi is inspired by the RAND heuristic 
(Snow  2002) that underscored the importance of reader, text, 
and task for the success of reading comprehension.

Gabriel and López  (2024) argue that the AVR should be elab-
orated to account for the experiences and capacities of a wide 
variety of learners, including multilingual learners, and to 
accommodate a genuinely asset-based approach to teaching 
reading. Specifically, their ABIVR model identifies several com-
ponents of the AVR to which learners may bring skills not in-
cluded in Duke and Cartwright's model, including orthographic 
knowledge, metalinguistic, and metadiscursive awareness, and 
cognitive and affective empathy, among others (Gabriel and 
López 2024). Those additional skills have a clear affinity with 
the areas we have focused on for catalysts of deep reading com-
prehension among English learners in this paper. For instance, 
the metalinguistic skills we highlight, such as morphologi-
cal awareness, map cleanly to the ABIVR's expanded skillset. 
Similarly, the sociocognitive domains like theory of mind and 
social perspective taking, while overlooked in typical SoR con-
versations, resonate with the ABIVR's inclusion of empathy. By 
naming these capacities, the ABIVR offers a more complete ac-
count of the tools that multilingual learners can bring to the task 
of reading, and in so doing begins to operationalize an asset-
based orientation—though it does not pay particular attention 
to deep reading comprehension or other more advanced liter-
acy practices, nor does it focus on currently designated English 
learners specifically.

Francis et al. (2018), on the other hand, offer a unique proposal 
that highlights the developmental nature of reading skill, explic-
itly modeling the fact that the contributions of both reader and 
text to reading tend to vary within and across time. For English 
learners who are in the process of acquiring both spoken and 
written skills in English, this sort of variation is only magni-
fied: the many capacities reviewed throughout this piece are not 
expected to emerge uniformly across the population of English 
learners by any means. Instead, the circumstances in which a 
specific child classified as an English learner is growing up will 
condition what strengths that child displays most saliently, at 
what points in time, and how those strengths can be built on—
and built up—during interactions with different texts at school. 

The pursuit of pedagogy that is based on those strengths across 
linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive domains, the 
CVRi would suggest, needs to be carried out with attention to 
their variation within and across individual students and to the 
ways they may be relevant to various texts and text types. This 
dovetails with our call for instructional designs that build on 
learners' existing strengths, while also recognizing variability.

Taken together, these models shift the conversation beyond 
what works best for ‘the typical reader’. The ABIVR begins the 
critical work of naming a broader set of reading-relevant skills, 
including motivation, identity, and sociocultural dimensions 
germane to English learners, and the CVRi highlights variation 
within and between readers over time and across tasks. Our 
proposed buckets offer a heuristic for categorizing and opera-
tionalizing multilingual learners' assets within these models, 
making explicit which capacities matter, how they develop, how 
they vary, and which are most likely to support deep reading 
comprehension. In addition, this paper aims to expand the con-
versation to consider those English learners in upper elementary 
school and beyond, who face qualitatively different literacy de-
mands from those faced by the early readers on whom existing 
models and SoR conversations focus. As we have argued above, 
during the middle grades, comprehension becomes increasingly 
relational, with deep comprehension tasks foregrounding the 
role of linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive skills as 
much as reading fluency or accuracy (see also, e.g., Goldman 
and Snow  2015). Thus, strengths-based and developmentally 
responsive models of reading must explicitly account for the de-
mands of later schooling. This expansion matters not only for 
theory-building, but also for policy and practice: it shifts the 
focus from simply “closing foundational gaps” to cultivating 
the higher-order literacy capacities that will determine whether 
English learners, both before and after they attain English pro-
ficiency, can fully participate in the classroom's intellectual and 
civic activities.

3.2   |   Science of Reading Research: Updating 
the English Learner Evidence Base

Whether involving expansions of the ABIVR, the CVRi, or some 
other model, we see the findings of this review also as recom-
mending two intertwined prospective updates to the English 
learner evidence base: by exploring who is contributing to work 
on instructional practices for reading, and by insisting on meth-
odological rigor that puts pressure on consensus positions to 
reveal reliable practices and whom they best serve. Too often 
studies of English learners' language and literacy skills are de-
signed without consulting the students, families, and teachers 
most familiar with their strengths (see Melzi et al. 2019). This 
observation is not new; García-Coll and colleagues (Garcia-Coll 
et al. 1996) proposed an integrative model for studying child de-
velopment in non-majority community groups nearly 30 years 
ago. However, despite inspiring over 250 analytical research 
articles (see Perez-Brena et  al.  2018), the everyday meaning-
making practices of multilingual learners—translation, cross-
linguistic analogy, nuanced perspective taking—are treated as 
incidental or taken for granted, supposedly clear enough to ed-
ucators that making and testing falsifiable claims about them is 
unnecessary.
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Our review suggests that missing these practices may well be 
more than an oversight; it could also result in a lost opportu-
nity to refine and expand theoretical models of reading to in-
form research that starts with the presumption that English 
learners, as (emergent) multilingual learners, hold multiple lan-
guages in a single mind and can call upon (or inhibit) these at 
will (e.g., Abutalebi and Green 2016; Bialystok and Martin 2004; 
Dewaele  2001)—focusing in on the linguistic, metalinguistic, 
and sociocognitive skills explored in this review. The cognitive 
and social flexibility arising from that presumption is directly 
relevant to comprehension processes, particularly at advanced 
levels, yet it rarely shapes the questions researchers ask, the 
constructs they measure, or the interventions they design. And 
although recently asset-based instruction for multilingual learn-
ers has been on the rise, that instruction has tended to display a 
more sociocultural orientation (e.g., Ladson-Billings 1995, 2014; 
see López  2017) rather than the cognitive one we have fore-
grounded here. Certainly more research—especially rigorous 
research—is needed on all fronts.

If the field continues to conduct research and development on 
multilingual learners' language and literacy skills from the per-
spective of monolingualism and under unwarranted assump-
tions that common knowledge reflects genuine mechanisms, it 
risks missing opportunities to support these children—and in-
deed to develop models of reading that incorporate all the many 
capacities that readers are capable of deploying (cf. Gabriel and 
López 2024). Three connected questions are relevant here:

1.	 To what extent might reading-relevant multilingual 
learner skills have been missed because current and for-
mer English learners were not involved in thinking about 
the issue? (the skills question)

2.	 How many promising practices are yet undiscovered be-
cause research has not been in close enough communi-
cation with the relevant children and communities? (the 
instruction question)

3.	 How will rigorous, hypothesis- and mechanism-focused 
research identify and help bring to scale the best possible 
approaches to teaching advanced literacy skills to English 
learners? (the methodology question)

On the first question about student skills, qualitative and ex-
ploratory studies could probe the possibility that English learn-
ers' experiences learning to read, especially at more advanced 
levels, include affordances that are not as typical of (or possi-
ble for) monolingual learners (e.g., the extent to which transla-
tion sub silentio is engaged in, the extent to which the author's 
point of view is explicitly considered). This does not mean we 
would expect introspection to reveal especially durable truths 
about reading phenomena, but exploring this approach could 
reveal additional ideas to pursue with cognitive psychological 
or classroom-based research. On the second, about instruction, 
there may well be ways of recruiting multilingual learners' 
strengths—and even those of their peers, also untapped—that 
will only reveal themselves in consultation with the students 
and communities that are the recipients of instruction. For ex-
ample, more exercises involving metalinguistic awareness could 
support English learners' language acquisition and linguis-
tic self-efficacy and could also, in the end, prove beneficial for 

monolingual learners. Until research and development designed 
to affect English learners involves more English learners them-
selves (both current and former), we may not know the answers 
to these questions—pressing though they are in the wake of 
continued low reading achievement nationally among students 
from all groups. And yet, on the third, methodology-focused 
question, the need for rigorous research that reflects critical 
skepticism of appealing claims and approaches is also great (see, 
e.g., Brady et al. 2023). Determining the best ways to conduct 
that research so it can be reasonably expected to apply in a given 
context will require the adoption of appropriately broad notions 
of rigor (especially to foreground mixed-methods research), and 
designing and conducting that research may well be a challenge 
(see, e.g., Joyce and Cartwright 2020). But it is a challenge worth 
taking up to ensure that future research best serves the individ-
ual students who too rarely benefit from instruction that reliably 
meets their needs.

Our paper contributes here by specifying concrete, research-
able domains—linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive—
through which multilingual learners' strengths can be observed, 
measured, and linked to comprehension outcomes in the upper 
grades. We have thus offered a starting point for expanding the 
science of which the science of reading consists, not only to doc-
ument what English learner readers can do but also test how 
their strengths can be cultivated and supplemented through in-
struction. Doing so responsibly, to produce durable conclusions, 
will require studies that pit hypotheses against one another and 
carefully explore mechanisms, regardless of the outcomes that 
the researchers—or indeed any participating community mem-
bers—may expect or hope to find.

4   |   Moving Scientifically Grounded 
Strengths-Based Instruction Into the Classroom

Before closing, we turn to address education practitioners, whose 
charge it is to make the most of what is currently known to sup-
port all students to become readers. Even as theoretical models 
and empirically grounded approaches continue to be refined, 
teachers and researchers working in classroom settings are en-
gaged in linking research evidence to strengths-based, linguisti-
cally informed practice. Therefore, this final substantive section 
reprises the ideas from this review and offers two illustrations of 
their application within the context of two curricular programs, 
each developed within robust researcher-practitioner partner-
ships. The presentation of Word Generation and TRANSLATE 
is intended not to endorse any particular program or approach 
but rather to show how the insights of this review can inform 
coherent, strengths-based designs for literacy instruction. The 
discussion then closes by returning to the topic of what an ex-
panded SoR movement that accommodates older English learn-
ers' strengths and needs might look like.

4.1   |   The Science of (Teaching) Reading: 
Capitalizing on Learners' Strengths

The literature reviewed in the first section of the paper points 
to a set of actionable ideas for designing instruction for ad-
ministratively designated English learners in the upper grades 
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grappling with increasingly complex texts. While general guid-
ance as synthesized in existing practice guides remains essential 
(see Baker et al. (2014), available at https://​ies.​ed.​gov/​ncee/​wwc/​
Pract​iceGu​ide/​19), it must be tailored to the profiles of this pop-
ulation. Core recommendations include providing systematic 
instruction in remaining foundational word reading skills, in-
cluding through a focus on morphology; continuously building 
knowledge of vocabulary and English academic register features 
over time, in all content areas, and through regular structured 
opportunities for speaking, reading, and writing against the 
backdrop of conceptually rich knowledge building instruction; 
and providing additional intervention to those who need it. For 
upper-grade English learners, however, our review suggests 
that these practices may not be enough. Instead, they are likely 
to have the greatest impact when they explicitly draw on what 
these students know—about language within their existing lin-
guistic repertoire, about how language ‘works,’ and about how 
language is used for social interaction in the world. That is, in-
struction should make purposeful use of students' knowledge of 
other languages, their experiences moving between linguistic 
and cultural communities, and their ability to take multiple per-
spectives. This fully acknowledges the unbounded and dynamic 
nature of multilingual skill sets (García and Wei 2015).

Two recently developed curricula illustrate two very different 
ways such an approach can be put into practice, one emphasiz-
ing the development of domain-general skills that are import-
ant for deep reading comprehension and the other focusing on 
recruiting students' multilingual linguistic and metalinguis-
tic resources to develop their literacy skills. Word Generation 
(Snow et  al.  2009; see https://​www.​serpi​nstit​ute.​org/​wordgen) 
engages students in reading informational text representing a 
range of sources, discussing and debating high interest, socially 
relevant topics, and writing about a high-interest topic on which 
multiple perspectives are arguably reasonable (Who should 
be held responsible when teens smoke? Should people be able to 
rent pets?). For English learners in upper elementary and mid-
dle school, this format leverages linguistic, metalinguistic, and 
sociolinguistic competencies: academic vocabulary instruction 
leverages cognate knowledge, and ample opportunities are pres-
ent for transferring persuasive strategies learned in other lan-
guages to speech and writing, while spending considerable time 
with grade-level or stretch text in the context of their general 
education classroom. Although not primarily designed for mul-
tilingual learners, Word Generation has been shown to support 
students' reading development (Jones et al. 2019). Indeed, mul-
tilingual learners show gains in their perspective taking skills, 
and in their knowledge of highly prevalent academic language 
and of targeted vocabulary words (Kim, Hsin, and Snow 2018). 
Other interventions, too, have taken up the call to support the 
language development of multilingual learners by tapping their 
metalinguistic and sociocognitive skills, focusing not on reading 
but on argumentation in writing where those skills are similarly 
valuable (Calderón et  al. 2011; Matuchniak et  al.  2014; Olson 
et al. 2016; O'Hallaron 2014; Schleppegrell and O'Hallaron 2011; 
Silverman et al. 2021). Like Word Generation, these approaches 
have often shown positive effects.

TRANSLATE offers a complementary model, focusing on young 
adult novels with thematic relevance to multilingual learners' 
lives (Phillips Galloway and Uccelli 2019; www.​trans​latet​oread.​

com; for information on TRANSLATE's development see Cole 
et  al.  2012; David and Cole  2021; Jiménez et  al.  2015; White 
et  al.  2024). Its signature activity—collaborative translation—
requires students to work with a peer to translate short segments 
of English text from the unit's focal novel into students' common 
additional language, a practice that connects to the frequent out-
of-school practice of serving as a translator (Dorner et al. 2008; 
Tse 1996). For designated English learners, it builds and ex-
tends students' existing linguistic knowledge and reinforces 
metalinguistic strategy use by prompting students to analyze 
language structures across languages and, as they translate, to 
negotiate the meaning of the texts' language with peers (Cano 
and Ruiz 2020; David 2024; Shepard-Carey and Mathieu 2022). 
In doing so, they also gain more experience interacting with 
text with their English-proficient peers, an important source of 
linguistic and metalinguistic models for their developing pro-
ficiency. This task also requires sociocognitive work to select 
language that accurately communicates the author's message 
for a particular audience. Research indicates that such activi-
ties foster metalinguistic awareness, provide authentic opportu-
nities to use academic register, and strengthen comprehension 
monitoring—skills essential for interpreting complex, grade-
level texts (David and Cole 2021; Goodwin and Jiménez 2016; 
Jiménez et  al.  2015; Phillips Galloway and Uccelli  2024). 
Proctor, Silverman, and colleagues' comprehension, linguistic 
awareness, and vocabulary in English and Spanish (CLAVES) 
program (Proctor et al. 2020) offers a kindred approach to fo-
cusing on the development of these skills, and the program has 
been found to support improvements even in writing rather than 
reading. For example, Silverman et al.  (2021) reported that bi-
lingual students—some current English learners, some reclassi-
fied—improved their use of argument and counterargument in 
their English-language argumentative writing after participat-
ing in CLAVES lessons.

Across both curricula, the instructional approaches that matter 
for upper-grade English learners are those that include meaning-
ful and regular engagement with grade-level texts, embed explicit 
language instruction within personally and academically mean-
ingful text work, recruit students' metalinguistic knowledge, and 
provide structured talk to model and reinforce the linguistic and 
logical norms of deep reading comprehension. Such practices di-
rectly address the reality that many designated English learners 
in the upper grades face a “double challenge”: learning advanced 
English while simultaneously engaging with some of the most 
demanding literacy tasks of their school careers. By grounding 
instruction in their linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive 
strengths, we may better support them not only to meet these 
demands but to excel—becoming readers who can analyze, cri-
tique, and synthesize information across languages and contexts. 
What this means for progress toward a more comprehensive SoR 
movement is discussed immediately below.

4.2   |   The SoR Movement: Broadening the Scope

The SoR movement has appropriately elevated evidence-based 
instruction to the center of public discourse, particularly around 
early reading and foundational skills (Duke and Cartwright 2021; 
Gabriel and Dennis 2025). In this review, we have sought to el-
evate research from a wider variety of disciplines—all relevant 

 19362722, 2026, 2, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://ila.onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1002/rrq.70084 by w

endy vaulton - L
esley U

niversity - C
am

bridge - U
SA

 , W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [07/05/2026]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/19
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/19
https://www.serpinstitute.org/wordgen
http://www.translatetoread.com
http://www.translatetoread.com


13 of 19Reading Research Quarterly, 2026

to how a burgeoning reader in the process of acquiring two 
languages also learns the skills needed to read. In so doing, we 
hope to illustrate how a movement informed mainly by research 
conducted with young monolingual readers can expansively 
include multilingual learners in the upper grades, whose chal-
lenges extend beyond decoding to include deep comprehension 
of complex texts. For these readers, the SoR movement has yet to 
fully recognize the linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive 
skills and strengths that, when nurtured, potentially drive their 
success. While the skills highlighted here fall squarely within 
established research domains in multilingualism, language de-
velopment, and reading theory, there is much to do to incorpo-
rate them into SoR-informed instructional approaches.

Naturally, for a popular movement—such as the SoR move-
ment has become—sources from so many disciplines must end 
up distilled into large lessons. But one of those lessons should 
be precisely about the vast variation in young learners' expe-
riences, and that variation can condition what instruction is 
most appropriate for them (see again the CVRi model; Francis 
et al. 2018). The SoR movement itself is an outgrowth in part of 
dyslexia advocacy (Coleman 2024; Hollingsworth 2023), which 
has rightfully long pushed for evidence-based instruction in 
early reading to support children who may struggle persistently 
to map sounds in oral language to print. Today, clear, research-
informed approaches are still needed that will aid the field in 
identifying multilingual youth who require similarly inten-
sive phonics instruction. And while it is widely assumed that 
some phonics is good for everyone and harms no one, clearly 
we must attend to the time allocated. Instructional time, after 
all, is time not spent on building background knowledge or en-
gaging in rich and meaningful deep comprehension of text (not 
to mention promoting arithmetic skills or exercising artistic 
creativity) (Tierney and Pearson 2024). This lack of time allo-
cated to meaning-based skill development is especially problem-
atic when we take a strengths-based approach to instruction. 
Indeed, phonics and the plethora of skills we build in readers 
could (and should) be realized in different ways, and with the 
potential linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive strengths 
that readers bring in mind.

5   |   Conclusion

This article points the way forward on numerous approaches that 
can build on the strengths often found among our multilingual 
learners, as they grow with their monolingual peers into literate 
leaders of the next generation. Our review makes three contri-
butions. First, it synthesizes evidence across a range of fields to 
identify three buckets of skills and competencies—linguistic, 
metalinguistic, and sociocognitive—that English learners might 
utilize to support deep comprehension. While relevant to exist-
ing models of reading comprehension, these three buckets of 
skills are also informative for instruction. Educators have long 
received guidance to build on multilingual learners' strengths 
(e.g., Ladson-Billings 1995; Moll 1988). This article makes vis-
ible a wide range of ways to concretely translate that guidance 
into reading instruction. In addition to well-established ap-
proaches—seeking to use culturally relevant text or calling on 
students to share their experiences as part of building a coher-
ent schema—this review suggests moving toward rigorously 

engaging students' linguistic, metalinguistic, and sociocognitive 
skills. Second, this review calls for a shift in research practice: 
toward models and methodologies that view English learners' 
multilingual repertoires as central, not ancillary, to reading de-
velopment, and also toward a firmer commitment to rigorously 
testing the many claims that circulate through the field with not 
much more than intuition or consensus opinion to support them. 
Indeed, to arrive at an account worthy of widespread adoption, 
we must take the scientific stance of assuming that those claims 
may well be incomplete or incorrect and then working to prove 
ourselves wrong. Third, it argues that starting from a view that 
embraces the benefits of multilingualism is a powerful vehicle 
for bringing English learners to levels of English language and 
literacy skills that will support their educational success and 
long-term opportunities.

In sum, we have argued that the (emergent) multilingualism of 
English learners can afford them a range of cognition-specific 
strengths that are not merely supports for comprehension—they 
are also core resources for navigating texts' complex language 
and engaging critically with the ideas they contain. Shifting 
the focus in the field toward instruction that develops these 
strengths systematically, research that engages the communities 
that possess those strengths and tests rigorously for them, and 
movements that position them as germane to the mainstream 
SoR movement holds promise for ensuring that upper-grade stu-
dents designated as English learners are not simply catching up, 
but learning to lead, in the world of making meaning from text.
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Endnotes

	1	We use the terms “multilingual/multilingualism” to refer to the out-
come of a speaker of a language other than English acquiring English 
in school, rather than “bilingual/bilingualism,” because we do not as-
sume that all English learners speak only one non-English language at 
home. The term should be construed to include bilingual individuals 
but also trilingual individuals, etc.

	2	It should be noted that such comparisons rarely take into account the 
linguistic competence of the English-proficient comparison group (see 
Kieffer and Thompson 2018; Saunders and Marcelletti 2013), leaving 
open questions about both their knowledge of or proficiency in lan-
guages other than English and their skill in managing the multiple 
linguistic registers characteristic of the various communities to which 
they belong.

	3	We thank an anonymous reviewer for encouraging us to bring atten-
tion to several of the points in this paragraph.
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