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Abstract 

 

Bilingual Reading Assessment: Identification of English Language 

Learners at Risk for Reading Disorders  

 

Allegra Joy Finelli-Thomsen, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor: Elizabeth Pe a 

 

 Children who are English Language Learners (ELLs) are often falsely identified 

with reading disorders.  Similarly, some ELLs with true reading disorders are overlooked 

because it is assumed that they are still acquiring the necessary reading skills in English.  

This review of current bilingual assessment literature focuses on the use of early 

screening tasks to identify potential reading disorders among ELLs.  These assessment 

tasks cover phonological, letter naming, rapid naming, sequencing and reading skill sets.  

This review synthesizes current research findings to determine which tasks are the most 

appropriate for assessing future reading disorders among children from linguistically 

diverse backgrounds. Results were mixed.  Further research is needed to determine the 

best methods for reading assessment of ELLs. 
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 1 

 Reading disability, or RD, has historically been defined in several different ways.  

For example, early accounts of reading disabilities were thought to be a result of brain 

injury, illness or low intelligence and were not recognized as related to learning.  Later, 

as researchers began to see cases of children of normal intelligence with reading 

difficulty, RD was labeled as “congenital word blindness”.  Whether these children were 

or were not born with brain injuries or neurological conditions that caused reading 

deficits, researchers believed that these children could learn to read with adequate 

phonics instruction.  As our understanding of RD has increased many specific disorders 

have been identified.   Dyslexia is perhaps the most well-known type of RD; however, 

hyperlexia, specific comprehension deficit, and mixed reading problems are also included 

in this category. Currently, the term RD is used to describe individuals who have a 

difficult time acquiring reading skills.   In general, students identified as having RD 

demonstrate a minimum of average intelligence and may or may not have other language 

problems (Catts & Kamhi, 2005).   

  Even though reading achievement is emphasized in school curriculums, many 

students continue to struggle with reading into adulthood.  According to the National 

Assessment of Adult Literacy (NAAL), nearly 30 million adults in the U.S. had achieved 

below basic reading skills in 2003.  Of this group, 44% were English Language Learners 

(ELLs) upon entering school; over half of these ELLs never completed high school 

(NAAL, 2003).  According to the U.S. Department of Education (USDOE), there are 

currently five million children in the U.S. who are categorized with Limited English 

Proficiency (LEP).  Children learning English in school have a more difficult time 
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acquiring the reading skills necessary to succeed academically.  The National Center for 

Educational Statistics (NCAE) reported that in 2011, 70% of ELLs in fourth grade scored 

below basic reading level; only 30% of English speaking students fell below basic 

reading level (USDOE, 2011).   

Reading is a key component to excelling in school, especially for ELLs 

(Durgunoglu, Nagy, Hancin-Bhatt, 1993).  Children who do not begin elementary school 

with a good foundation in reading will very likely fall far behind their peers.  Children 

who are poor readers will continue to fail to develop reading skills, whereas good readers 

will continue to thrive.  This trend, otherwise known as the “Matthew effect,” shows that 

detecting RD early on may help prevent future academic problems (Catts & Kamhi, 

2005).   

In order to help students obtain the specialized services they may need, it is 

important to use screening and assessment tools that can accurately identify reading 

problems.  Children with LEP often tend to be under-identified or over-identified for 

services.  When they are over-identified they are often placed in special education 

classes, rather than receiving the specialized interventions that they need (Barrera, 2003; 

Geva, 2000; Klinger, Artiles, & Barletta, 2006).  However, assessing the reading abilities 

of bilingual children has several challenges.  First, there may not be an association 

between oral language proficiency and reading ability as it is often thought.  In fact, 

children who are diagnosed as dyslexic do not always have disordered oral language 

(Geva, 2000).  Therefore, knowing that a child is struggling to acquire oral proficiency is 

not enough to predict future reading problems.  Also, children who are learning to read in 
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a second language will have different patterns of acquisition compared to children who 

are learning to read in one language.  ELLs will develop components of their L2 such as 

vocabulary, morphology, and syntax, but these components may emerge at varying rates. 

For example, when discussing an ELL’s second language proficiency, professionals use 

the terms basic interpersonal communication skills (BICS) and cognitive academic 

language proficiency (CALP).  When children learn a second language in school, they 

tend to acquire BICS faster than CALP.  This means that while they may have acquired 

vocabulary and grammatical structures necessary for conversations with peers, higher 

level language used in the classroom may still be developing (Kohnert, 2007).  In the 

early stages of learning a second language, some children might begin school as very 

poor readers but may make rapid progress throughout their first year.  Thus, during early 

L2 learning stages, it is difficult to differentiate between typical and impaired children 

(Linklater, O’Connor, & Palardy, 2009). This lack of precision in identifying disordered 

ELLs can lead to either over identification or under identification of impairment.  

Children are either falsely identified as disordered before they have fully acquired 

English, or it is assumed that they are still acquiring English and are not given services 

that they may actually need to remediate a language or reading disorder (Everatt, Smythe, 

Adams, & Ocampo, 2000). 
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Typical Assessment of RD for Monolinguals 

 The majority of reading assessment measures for monolingual children focus on 

identifying phonological deficits, as this is the core issue among dyslexic children (Catts 

& Kamhi, 2005).  A full diagnosis of Dyslexia is a complex process that includes formal 

evaluations, observations and the input of professionals who are specifically trained to 

identify reading problems (Shaywitz, Morris, & Shaywitz, 2008).  Informal or non-

standardized tasks can also be useful in identifying patterns of reading problems.  While 

the diagnosis of RD involves observing many different skills, there are several tests that 

are commonly used to identify phonological deficits typically found in Dyslexia and 

other RDs.  Although there are many abilities involved in reading, some assessment tasks 

are more effective than others.  Tests that include decoding, word recognition and 

phonemic awareness are particularly relevant because these are three skills that are 

required for reading acquisition (Durgunoglu et al., 1993).  Several researchers have 

investigated the efficacy of tests that evaluate phonological skills.  Phonological skills 

have been found to be important in facilitating reading acquisition in early elementary 

school grades, and include several components (Durkin, 2000; Marshall, Snowling & 

Bailey, 2001; Nation & Hulme, 1996).  For example, a study conducted by Swan and 

Goswami (1997) indicated that testing children on their awareness of word onsets and 

rhymes was effective and an integral part of RD assessments.  Rapid naming is another 

measure that is frequently used in RD assessment.  Research has shown that for 

monolingual students, rapidly accessing phonological information in order to name 

objects in succession is more difficult for Dyslexic individuals (Marshall et al., 2001).  
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Other researchers and professionals have used tests that include word and non-word 

recognition, reading fluency, short term memory for digits or syllables, and word 

segmentation to evaluate monolingual children’s reading ability.     
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Research Question 

The present study examines the most effective ways of assessing reading 

disabilities among ELLs who are in the early stages of developing their reading skills. 

The following research question has been posed to guide the meta-analysis:  Which 

reading assessment tasks can differentiate between children with second language 

acquisition difficulty and children at risk for reading disability?   

Hypothesis 

Given the complexity of RD and acquisition of reading in a second language, the 

research will most likely yield mixed results.  Tasks that have been shown to identify RD 

in monolinguals such as phonological awareness and reading fluency tasks are expected 

to be the best predictors for bilingual children as well.  Alternatively, effective 

assessment measures for bilinguals may be different than for monolinguals depending on 

the linguistic structure of the child’s two languages.  Phonological tasks may be less 

relevant for some languages, especially non-alphabetic languages.  For example, some 

logographic languages such as Chinese rely less on phonological awareness to teach 

decoding skills.  Instead, visual recognition of Chinese characters or syllables, which can 

contain several morphemes within one unit, is a more typical method of reading 

instruction (Chung & Ho, 2010).  It is possible that a task that is a strong predictor of RD 

in one language might be a weak predictor in another language.  This would explain why 

it is important to be aware of the phonological and structural properties of a bilingual 

child’s languages before selecting testing materials.  While some tasks commonly used 

with monolinguals might be appropriate, each case must be evaluated on an individual 
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basis.  This meta-analysis focuses on determining appropriate reading assessment tasks 

for ELLs in order to detect potential reading problems early and avoid misdiagnosis.   
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Literature Review: Method 

Exclusionary Criteria 

 The research on literacy and children from diverse linguistic backgrounds covers 

a variety of topics.  Considering that many of the earlier studies date back to the 1980’s, 

and that many of the perspectives on literacy assessments have changed significantly 

since that time, only the most current research studies were included in this analysis.  

Studies published before 2000 were used only for the purposes of building background 

knowledge and a theoretical framework, but not for the meta-analysis.  Examining studies 

published within the last decade is important in order to understand the current 

perspective, and to identify any present need for further research.  In addition, studies 

were required to focus on children in grades pre-kindergarten through 4
th
 grade.  

Although some studies examined reading assessment among older children and young 

adults, these were excluded in order to focus on early detection of reading difficulty for 

prevention of future academic decline.  Lastly, one research article was divided up into 

two studies: one comparing a monolingual English group to a monolingual Hungarian 

group, and a study of a Tagalog-English bilingual group.  Although this report’s focus is 

on ELLs, both studies were helpful in identifying the appropriateness of reading 

measures in a language other than English, and were included in the final analysis.  
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Search Procedures 

 An academic journal search was completed using the ERIC, MEDLINE and 

PsycINFO databases.  The primary search terms included: Dyslexia, reading disorder, 

English Language Learner, English as a Second Language (ESL), and bilingual.  The 

terms “assessment” and “identification” were also used; however these yielded few 

results and were thus excluded from the search.  Only articles from peer-reviewed 

journals were included.  Other articles were excluded from the study based on the criteria 

listed in the previous section.       

Bilingual Reading Assessment: Synthesis of the Studies 

 The original journal search yielded approximately 50-75 articles related to reading 

assessment and screening.  Based information provided in article abstracts, approximately 

40-65studies were excluded from the literature review either because they did not focus 

on bilinguals or did not meet the criteria listed previously.  Although not all of the studies 

were appropriate for the literature review, 13 studies that were not part of the literature 

review were included for building background information.  A total of seven studies from 

six different academic journals remained for the final analysis.  Everatt, Smythe, 

Ocampo, and Gyarmathy’s (2004) article included two separate studies by administering 

the same tasks to two groups of participants from different linguistic backgrounds.  For 

the purposes of this meta-analysis, these studies were analyzed separately.  All studies 

focused on assessment of bilingual children’s reading and pre-reading abilities using 

tasks within the categories of phonological, letter naming, rapid naming, sequencing and 
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reading skills.  Refer to Table 1 for a list of the individual tasks that were included in the 

studies.     

Participants 

 The studies contained a total of 1419 children, ranging from Kindergarten through 

age 9.  Of the total number of children, 619 (about 43%) were considered bilingual or 

English Language Learners.  Three of the seven studies compared the performance of 

ELLs to at least one monolingual group.  Even though monolingual children were 

studied, the focus of this review is on performance of ELLs.  Therefore, only the ELL’s 

performance of will be analyzed. Two studies, conducted by Everatt et al. (2000) and 

Linklater et al. (2009), compared ELLs to a monolingual group.  Everatt et al. (2000) 

used Sylheti-English participants and Linklater et al. (2009) chose Spanish-English 

speaking bilinguals as the focus of research.  Part one of the two part study, conducted by 

Everatt et al. (2004), compared a monolingual Hungarian group to a monolingual English 

group to gain more information about the effects of linguistic properties of a non-English 

language. The remaining four studies, conducted by Chung and Ho (2010), Everatt et al. 

(2004), Lindsey, Manis and Bailey (2003), and Lee (2008), compared students of 

different reading abilities whose native languages were Cantonese, Tagalog, Spanish and 

Malay, respectively.  All but two studies were conducted in countries outside of the 

United States.  Chung and Ho (2010) and Lee’s (2003) studies were conducted in 

countries where English is not the primary spoken language.  Only two studies explicitly 

stated that their participants came from low SES backgrounds.  Most studies also 

included children who were previously identified as having reading difficulties; five out 
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of the seven studies contained children who were performing below their expected grade 

level in reading.  Chung and Ho’s (2010) study included students who were specifically 

labeled as being Dyslexic according to the criteria within Hong Kong’s educational 

system.       

Study tasks 

 The seven studies used assessment tasks that could be categorized as 

phonological, alphabet knowledge, rapid naming, sequencing or repetition, and reading 

tasks.  The use of tasks within these five categories was highly variable among the 

studies.  Two studies covered all areas of reading assessment, while others only included 

as few as three measures.  Although there was no specific core set of tests, most tests 

included at least one phonological measure, one rapid naming measure and one reading 

measure.  Phonological tasks consisted of identification or manipulation of phonemes 

within words.  Alphabet knowledge tasks involved naming letters; other alphabet-related 

tasks were included, such as reciting the alphabet or spelling.  Tasks of rapid naming 

primarily involved using familiar objects, letters or digits to elicit quick word retrieval.  

Tasks such as repeating lists of digits or words composed the sequencing tasks category.  

Lastly, reading tasks involved a variety of levels from individual word/non-word reading 

to reading passages in order to answer comprehension questions.  Most studies also 

utilized IQ measures, such as the Raven’s Colored Progressive Matrices (Raven, 1962), 

to rule out the presence of any other intellectual disabilities that might affect reading 

performance.  Most of the studies used tasks that were specifically created for their 

research and could be categorized as phonological, rapid access/naming, short term 
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memory or reading tasks.  Some tasks were modeled after assessment tools from other 

research studies.  Only two studies used tasks from pre-established standardized tests.  

These measures included the Woodcock Language Proficiency Battery – Revised, 

Spanish Form (WLPB-R; Woodcock & Muñoz-Sandoval, 1995) and several subtests 

from the Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP; Wagner, Torgesen, 

& Rashotte, 1998).  One study used tasks adopted from the Dynamic Indicators of Basic 

Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS), which are used by teachers in the classroom for 

benchmark testing.  The DIBELS is a criterion referenced measure that assesses reading 

skills in elementary school.  The test includes several components such as phonemic 

awareness, vocabulary, accuracy and fluency, alphabetic principle and reading 

comprehension. The DIBELS involves teaching the skills and administering assessments 

to give the child deliberate, focused instruction (University of Oregon Center on 

Teaching and Learning, n.d.).  All but two of the studies administered tasks in both 

English and the participant’s native language.  Everatt et al.’s (2000) study of Sylheti-

English bilinguals only administered tests in English given that Sylheti is a Bengali 

dialect that has no written form, therefore reading tasks were not applicable to this 

population.  The following are detailed descriptions of the types of tasks used by 

researchers in the five categories of phonology, alphabet knowledge, rapid naming, 

sequencing or repetition, and reading.    

 Phonological Tasks. 

 Similar to monolingual research, phonological processing and manipulation has 

also been the primary focus of research for ELLs.  The term “phonological” encompasses 
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several different skills including syllable identification, syllable manipulation, 

phonological naming, phonological memory, phoneme identification and awareness of 

onset/rime, among others (Durkin, 2000; Lee, 2007).  In order to accurately identify 

ELLs who may be at risk for reading disorders, studies have investigated several different 

aspects of phonology.  Although the research is limited, a few studies have found specific 

phonological tests that are effective in early bilingual reading screenings. 

 All studies in this review included at least one phonological measure.  Six out of 

the  seven studies included an initial sound awareness task; two of those tasks were given 

in both English and the participant’s first language.  Tasks of initial sound awareness 

usually involved choosing a picture that began with the target initial phoneme, or finding 

the picture that did not begin with the target sound out of four choices.  Lindsey et al. 

(2003) used the Sound Matching subtest from the CTOPP (Wagner et al., 1998), which 

required the children to find the picture that started with the same sound as the orally 

presented stimulus word.  All but one study used a rhyme awareness task as part of the 

phonological screening component.  The construction of these items was similar to initial 

sound tasks, and required identification or matching of pictures that had the same word 

ending sounds.  Only three of the total studies used an elision task.  This task involves 

saying a word and then repeating that word without a specific sound (usually the initial 

sound).  There were a few tasks used that were unique to a specific study.  For example, 

Linklater et al. (2009) used a phoneme segmentation test in which the children had to 

separate words into each individual phoneme.  Everatt et al. (2000) used a phonological 
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task that required children to determine if a pair of words was the same or different 

without any visual cues (i.e. with the examiner’s mouth covered). 

 Alphabet Knowledge/Spelling Tasks. 

 The ability to name letters is considered an essential pre-reading skill that can 

help facilitate the acquisition of decoding.  In school, children learn the names of the 

letters of the alphabet and the sounds they are associated with.  Children practice drawing 

the upper and lower case forms of each letter in preparation for writing.  Some studies of 

early reading abilities have included letter naming as an assessment task, but there is 

limited research on its ability to differentiate between clinical and non-clinical 

populations.  However, a monolingual study by Scanlon and Vellutino (1996) 

demonstrated that letter naming was strongly correlated with reading performance in the 

early elementary school years.  Although monolingual reading screening procedures may 

not always include tests of letter knowledge or spelling, these types of tasks might be 

helpful in identifying potential early decoding problems.  Teachers can easily observe 

these skills in children who are struggling with reading as well.  The use of alphabet-

related tasks with bilingual children for the purpose of identifying RD has not been 

explored in depth.  Few bilingual studies have investigated the relevancy of this type of 

tasks for assessment of ELLs.    

 Five of the seven studies in this meta-analysis did not choose to use letter 

identification or alphabet related tasks.  Only two studies included a typical letter naming 

task in which the participants were asked to name the target letter and give the sound 

associated with it.  One study used a letter naming task for both of the languages tested.  
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Lee’s (2008) study specifically focused on letters that are typically more difficult for 

children with Dyslexia to differentiate such as p, b, d and q.  Other tasks that were 

somewhat related to alphabet knowledge, such as spelling and “Visual-Orthographic” 

tasks, were also used (Chung and Ho, 2010; Lee, 2008).  Both of these tasks are 

associated with later developed skills but are still considered related to visual recognition 

of word forms.  The spelling tasks included in the studies involved written or oral 

spelling of target words of increasing difficulty.   The Visual-Orthographic tests in Chung 

and Ho’s (2010) study were administered to determine if the children could identify 

correct English spelling or Cantonese character combinations.  The children were 

presented with three words/characters: two with invalid combinations and one true 

word/character.  The English version of this task used words that were homophonic and 

similar in consonant and vowel structure, such as “slow, slou and dlow” (202).  The 

participants had to identify the correct word or character.  Children with Dyslexia or 

other decoding-related difficulties may have problems with the visual components of 

letter identification and processing, which is why some researchers chose to include such 

tasks in the testing battery.     

 Rapid Naming Tasks. 

 As discussed previously, testing a child’s ability to rapidly access words 

accurately is a commonly used measure in monolingual assessments.  Research has 

shown that children with RD may have more difficulty with naming.  Children with 

Dyslexia specifically also have slower naming speeds, although this is not true for other 

types of RD (Swan & Goswami, 1997).  For example, a study conducted by Faust, 
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Dimitrovsky and Shacht (2003) found that monolingual children with Dyslexia had more 

naming errors and “tip of the tongue” or “don’t know” responses as compared to their 

typically developing peers.  The authors hypothesize that naming difficulty among 

children with RD stems from access to phonological representation of the word rather 

than access to the general lexical concept of the word.  Rapid naming tasks are often 

included in the core set of reading measures for monolinguals.  Bilingual children may be 

able to use these measures as well, provided that the child is as familiar with the target 

items.  Bilingual reading research has hypothesized that rapid naming tasks may be useful 

in assessments of ELLs reading skills, as different types of items (i.e. digits, non-words, 

true words) can be used to elicit accuracy and speed of phonological retrieval (Chung & 

Ho, 2010; Lee, 2008; Lindsey et al., 2003).    

 Out of the seven present studies, a total of five studies used at least one type of 

rapid naming task.  All studies used a similar format to administer this task.  A set of four 

to five target items were depicted on a sheet of paper in rows; each item was repeated 

randomly within each row.  Students were asked to name the items on the page from left 

to right as quickly and accurately as possible.  Scoring these tasks generally included 

both speed (i.e. how much time it took for the participant to name all pictures) and 

naming accuracy.  Most of the researchers used objects for the rapid naming task.  

Lindsey et al. (2003) and used both object and digit naming to elicit rapid phonological 

access.  Chung and Ho (2010) used digits and letters for rapid naming tasks in Cantonese 

and English respectively, whereas Lee (2008) used only a rapid letter naming task.     

 



 17 

 Sequencing and Repetition Tasks. 

 Repeating sequences of digits, letters or words is another component of reading 

disorder testing that may be able to differentiate between children with typical and 

atypical reading abilities. Research suggests that monolingual children with Dyslexia, and 

possibly other forms of RD, may have short term memory problems when attempting to 

process and retrieve phonological information (Ramus & Szenkovits, 2008; van der Lely 

& Marshall, 2010).  Sequencing tasks might start with a short list of items for the child to 

repeat, and may gradually increase in length.  Although sequencing tasks are commonly 

used in monolingual reading assessment, studies vary widely in terms of their use of 

stimuli (i.e. words, non-words, digits, or letters).  Other types of repetition tasks may 

involve sentences rather than sequences of individual items; however, these tasks are also 

used to gain information about a child’s morphological patterns as well as short term 

memory skills.  Short term memory tasks such as sequencing and repetition may be 

helpful in determining potential short term memory deficits among bilingual children.  

Such tasks are discussed in much of the bilingual research.    

 Five out of the seven total studies included a repetition or sequencing task.  Digit 

sequencing was the most commonly used measure.  One test included a reverse digit 

sequencing task in which the children repeated the presented number sequence 

backwards.  Studies that used word sequences generally used real words; however, one 

study included single syllable non-word sequences.  Everatt et al.’s (2000) study also 

used recitation and manipulation of familiar sequences in addition to novel sequences.  

For example, participants were tested on their ability to correctly recite the months of the 
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year in order.  The participants also had to manipulate a known sequence by counting 

backwards in three’s, starting with 100.  Although this task involved sequencing, the 

level of difficulty was significantly higher than other sequencing tasks given that 

manipulation was included in this task.  In addition to verbal sequencing tasks, the 

children in Everatt et al.’s (2000) study used rhythmic sequencing.  The children had to 

repeat patterns of taps and pauses presented by the clinician tapping her fingers on the 

table.  Everatt et al.’s (2000) study further assessed short term memory and retrieval with 

a visual memory task.  Lastly, the researchers introduced a motor sequencing task in 

which the children had to memorize patterns of three different hand motions and 

reproduce these patterns.  The participants were shown a novel shape and then asked to 

recall that shape out of four possible options.   Lindsey et al.’s (2003) study included the 

Memory for Sentences subtest of the CTOPP (Wagner et al., 1998) to measure short term 

memory and morphological skills.  Chung and Ho’s (2010) study also included a 

morphological task, but did not use the sentence repetition format.  Instead, 

morphological knowledge was measured through a task that required the participants to 

invent novel words or phrases using the correct morphological units.  For example, the 

examiner would say, “A tree that grows apples is called an ‘apple tree’.  What do we call 

a tree that grows ‘donuts’?” with the expected response being “donut tree” (p. 201).  

 Reading Tasks. 

 In order to fully assess reading abilities, it is important to note errors that a child 

makes when reading.  Examining decoding skills in single words or sentences is an 

integral part of reading assessment.  The use of non-word/pseudo-word reading tasks can 
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also help clinicians better understand a child’s decoding skills, or if the child is having 

difficulty with phonological retrieval.  Reading comprehension, assessed through verbal 

or written questions, can also indicate how well the child is reading and processing the 

information.  Although passage reading is a high level task, it is the end goal of 

elementary school reading instruction.  Bilingual reading assessment typically includes 

reading tasks; however, studies differ in their use of types of reading tasks and the 

languages in which they are assessed.   

 All seven studies used at least one type of reading task, either to qualify children 

as having reading difficulties or as part of the full test battery.  Reading lists of single 

syllable non-words or invented words was most commonly used in the bilingual research.  

Lindsey et al.’s (2003) study used the Word Attack portion of the WLPB-R (Woodcock & 

Muñoz-Sandoval, 1995).  Three studies included true word or passage reading tasks.  

Passage reading was generally used for reading comprehension assessment.  Children 

were given age-appropriate passages to read at the end of testing to determine their level 

of reading ability.  In terms of tasks that are related to reading, Lindsey et al.’s (2003) 

study included a print concepts subtest in Spanish in which the examiners asked the 

participants about different components of a book and how to use a book.   

Research designs 

 All of the studies in this review were experimental and had 27-249 subjects (i.e. 

no case studies or single subject designs).  Two of the total seven studies used a short-

term longitudinal design in which the children were tested several times over the course 

of two years.  Schools and classrooms were generally initially chosen on the basis of the 
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presence of children with the desired bilingual and reading ability criteria.  Once these 

schools and classrooms were identified, most researchers selected children at random to 

participate in the study.  All studies compared children with low reading ability or 

diagnosed RD to children with typical reading skills.  All studies excluded children with 

other intellectual or learning disabilities to rule out other factors that could contribute to 

poor reading skills.  Three studies included at least one additional monolingual group to 

compare to the bilingual groups.   
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Outcome Measures 

 The studies in this review found correlations between several types of reading 

assessment tasks and reading skill level.  Overall, results between the studies were mixed.  

While some studies found tasks used in monolingual assessment to be appropriate for the 

bilingual children, not all could be applied to the languages studied.  Table 2 shows a 

summary of study results.      

 Synthesis of Findings by Task Category 

 Phonological Tasks. 

 In general, tasks which assessed phonological skills were useful in differentiating 

between reading impaired and non-impaired bilinguals in English and alphabetic 

languages such as Spanish.  However, three studies only found strong positive 

correlations in one rather than both languages.  For example, initial sound awareness 

tasks were strongly correlated with reading performance in English among monolinguals, 

but were only correlated with the child’s native language among bilinguals in three 

studies.  Everatt et al.’s (2000) results showed a wide variety of initial sound awareness 

skills in Spanish, the bilingual participant’s native language, regardless of reading ability 

status.  The relationship between rhyming tasks and reading ability was not as strongly 

correlated as initial sound awareness.  One study of Spanish-English bilinguals found 

only very small effect sizes for both bilinguals and monolinguals, while the study of 

Sylheti-English bilinguals found much stronger correlation.  Two studies determined 

rhyming to be a useful assessment measure for bilingual children, but only in either 

English or the child’s L1.  Elision tasks were only utilized in three studies, and were 
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positively correlated with reading outcomes in two studies.  The third study that utilized 

elision did not find statistically significant results.  These studies determined that elision 

was only appropriate for tasks in English or Malay.  Results of other tasks related to 

phonological awareness were not significantly correlated to reading performance except 

for the phoneme segmentation task found in Linklater et al.’s (2009) study of Spanish-

English bilinguals.  In this study, phoneme segmentation outcomes were correlated with 

future reading performance in both languages.     

 Alphabet Knowledge/Spelling Tasks. 

 Of the tests that used letter naming, two studies found that letter naming was 

correlated with reading outcomes.  Lindsey et al.’s (2003) study found Spanish and 

English letter naming to be correlated with reading performance.  Although Lee’s (2008) 

study included a letter naming task, the spelling task was more positively associated with 

reading level.  The Cantonese  and English versions of Chung and Ho’s (2010) visual 

orthographic task of identifying incorrect character/letter combinations was found to 

differentiate between Dyslexic children and their typically developing peers.   Given that 

only three studies used tasks assessing both alphabet knowledge and spelling, additional 

research is warranted.   

 Rapid Naming Tasks. 

 Six of the seven studies employed rapid naming tasks. Two out of the six found a 

significant correlation between this task and reading performance.  These two studies 

concluded that rapid naming might be a useful screening task for Tagalog-English 

bilinguals and Chinese-English bilinguals.  These studies used different targets for rapid 
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naming.  For example, Chung and Ho (2010) chose to use digit naming in Cantonese and 

letter naming in English due to the familiarity of those items in each language.  Everatt et 

al.’s (2004) Tagalog-English study chose an object rapid naming.  By comparison, two of 

the studies that used rapid naming found mixed or weakly correlated results.  The 

children’s performance on rapid naming did not always correlate with all reading 

outcome measures, and some results were highly variable among the bilingual groups.  

While rapid naming might be a useful task for bilingual populations, it is important to 

ensure that the child is familiar with the items that are used.  If the child has not acquired 

the vocabulary for the items, his or her naming times will likely be slower, which could 

falsely identify impairment.     

 Sequencing and Repetition Tasks. 

 Results of sequencing tasks were also mixed.  A total of five studies used these 

tasks in the testing battery.  One study found both digit and monosyllabic word sequences 

to be correlated with reading performance for both ELLs and monolingual students.  

Another study did not find significant results with digit sequencing, but saw a difference 

in performance of clinical and typical populations for reverse repetition of digit 

sequences.  The same study also found that repetition of sequences of non-words was 

successful in differentiating between impaired and non-impaired bilinguals, but word 

sequencing tasks only differentiated between these groups for monolingual children.  

Lindsey et al.’s (2003) sentence repetition task was significantly correlated with reading 

outcomes in Spanish only.  Other sequencing tasks such as reciting the months of the year 

were not shown to be correlated with reading difficulty.  Although the rhythm sequencing 
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tasks showed significant differences between impaired and non-impaired groups in 

Everatt et al.’s (2000) study, motor sequencing was not useful in identifying impairment.  

Chung and Ho’s (2010) morphological sentence repetition task was positively correlated 

with reading outcomes in both Cantonese and English.  Although results were not 

consistent across studies, there was some evidence that tasks targeting short term memory 

can be appropriate for bilingual children during reading assessment.   

 Reading Tasks. 

 A total of three of the studies used passage reading and reading comprehension as 

a reading outcome measure, therefore correlational data was not collected.  Non-word 

reading measures, used by six of the studies, were found to be positively associated with 

differences in reading ability according to three of the six studies that used non-word 

reading tasks.  These patterns were witnessed for both ELLs and monolingual students.  

Everatt et al. (2004) found the same differences in performance on non-word reading in 

both Tagalog and English in the bilingual group.  These results suggest that using non-

words or pseudo words as targets may be appropriate for reading tasks across different 

languages.    

 Tasks that required children to read lists of words of increasing difficulty were not 

as significantly correlated with outcome measures as compared to non-word tasks.  Only 

one study found statistically significant results, whereas two studies did not find a 

positive correlation. Print concepts were also found by one study to be related to reading 

performance, but this skill was assessed in Spanish only.   
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Other observations 

 Many researchers noted that there was a wide variety of skills among ELLs just 

entering school, especially for phonological skills (Lindsey et al., 2003; Linklater et al., 

2009).  This is to be expected considering that children have varying levels of exposure to 

letters and their sounds in English depending on the home or prekindergarten 

environment.  Also, children who began school with lower scores did not necessarily 

continue to struggle with reading (Lindsey et al., 2003).  This indicates that much like 

other language skills, ELLs may need more time to acquire phonological or early reading 

skills.  Lindsey et al. (2003) also argue that phonological skills are better at predicting 

future reading performance after the child has been in school for a period of time.  

Bilingual children without impairment may still need significant exposure to 

phonological concepts; therefore, it would be more useful to continue to frequently 

monitor progress before identifying children at risk for reading problems.  Also, Chung 

and Ho’s (2010) study showed that phonological skills are not the most important factor 

for learning to read all languages, especially for non-alphabetic languages.  Similarly, 

impaired Hungarian monolingual children from Everatt et al.’s (2004) two part study 

showed higher scores on phonological tests compared to impaired English monolinguals.  

Given that Dyslexia and RD are found among Hungarian children, the researchers 

hypothesize that reading problems may have slightly different characteristics in 

Hungarian.  This exemplifies the fact that the structure of a language may affect the way 

that RD is presented, and that assessments should be altered accordingly.    
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Study Weaknesses  

 There were several weaknesses found in the studies of this meta-analysis, 

therefore results should be interpreted with caution.  First, the total number of ELLs 

included in the studies was small.  Less than half of the participants included in the 

studies were ELLs, which indicates the need for more research with larger numbers of 

participants.  Also, not all studies looked at reading performance in both languages.  In 

order to determine the presence of a true disorder, professionals assessing ELLs need to 

be able to compare patterns in both languages.  Most studies did not attempt to explain 

which tasks might differentiate between true reading difficulty and reading acquisition 

issues due to ELL status.  In addition, English proficiency was highly varied among 

participants for many studies, and little data was collected about levels of proficiency or 

home environment.  Also, some studies did not use children that had been previously 

diagnosed with RD.  Only one study had previously identified children as Dyslexic, and 

no studies used children with Hyperlexia.  Instead, researchers used children with low 

reading performance.  These children may or may not have actually had RD; therefore 

the tasks might not have been accurate in identifying a disorder as opposed to some 

minor reading problems.  Lastly, it should be noted that a correlation between tasks and 

reading outcomes does not necessarily indicate a causal relationship.   
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Clinical Implications 

 In terms of the specific tasks that were best at differentiating between normal and 

impaired reading, the studies were highly variable.  The most consistent success was 

found with phonological measures such as initial sound awareness, rhyming and elision 

tasks.  This is consistent with findings for monolinguals (Chung & Ho, 2010; Everatt et 

al., 2000; Everatt et al., 2004; Lee, 2008; Lindsey et al., 2003; Linklater et al., 2009).  

Clinicians should also not assume that poor phonological awareness will be present in all 

disordered populations.  Examiners will need to look at the child’s home language and 

decide if phonologically based tasks will be appropriate.   Non-word reading tasks were 

also significant, which demonstrates that reading in small units of increasing difficulty 

can be helpful in understanding reading impairment (Everatt et al., 2000; Everatt et al., 

2004; Lee, 2008).  The fact that non-words had better results as compared to true words 

should be investigated further.  Most tests also found differentiation with rapid naming 

tasks, although it is still unclear whether digits, letters, words or pictures would be the 

best way to test rapid phonological access.  If children are not familiar with the items, this 

may give an inaccurate picture of the children’s true abilities.  Clinicians should choose 

the items for rapid naming on an individual basis.  They should base their decision on 

what the child knows in English, or administer this task in the child’s native language if 

possible.  Sequencing and short term memory tasks might also be useful to include in 

screening procedures.  Again, it is unclear which types of targets should be used for 

bilingual children.  Regardless, tasks that require the bilingual child to remember items 

and recall them verbally can be an appropriate reading screening measure.  Alphabet 
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knowledge might be telling of potential problems; however clinicians should be cautious 

when using this measure.  Depending on the child’s level of exposure, a lack of letter 

knowledge (in either language) does not necessarily indicate impairment.     

 Although the research on this topic is not extensive, there are several additional 

key points that can inform clinicians on better ways to conduct informal reading tasks.  

First, frequent screenings are necessary early on in the child’s development of English, as 

demonstrated by Linklater et al.’s (2000) study, because rapid progress can be made 

within the first year of school.  Another way of gradually monitoring progress is by 

adopting the Response to Intervention (RTI) model.  This gives the clinician time to see 

how the child responds to individualized attention as they are acquiring English (Justice, 

2006). Also, clinicians can use information about a child’s reading skills in both 

languages, if the clinician speaks both languages.  In research studies that looked at skills 

in English and the children’s L1, performance in one language generally paralleled the 

other.  In order to determine if a true disorder exists, clinicians should expect to see some 

of the same types of deficits in both languages.  However, Dyslexia and RD can also have 

different characteristics in languages that are not phonologically based, such as Chinese 

languages.  It’s clear that there is a need for more studies showing cross-linguistic 

differences in children with Dyslexia/RD, especially for logographic or non-alphabetic 

languages.    
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Conclusion 

 Overall, it is clear that more studies are needed to determine the best tasks to be 

used in bilingual reading assessment.  There is a lack of information on timing and 

frequency of testing needed for this population.  Research should target when children 

should be screened, and how often they should be screened in order to more accurately 

identify signs of early RD.  Additionally, the researchers all had slightly different ways of 

measuring the same reading skills.  It would be helpful for research to focus on finding 

the most effective types of rapid naming or phonological tasks.  For example, should 

screening tools use digit rapid naming as opposed to object naming?  Lastly, researchers 

should investigate the characteristics of Dyslexia and RD in other, non-alphabetic 

languages such as logographic languages.   
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Table 1 

Tasks Administered: Language and Type 

Studies Initial sound 

awareness 

Rhyme 

awareness 

Elision Letter 

naming 

Rapid naming  Sequencing/Repetition  Non-word 

reading 

Reading  

Chung & Ho 

(2010) 

 

Cantonese English 

Cantonese 

English _ English 

Cantonese 

_ _ English 

Cantonese 

Everatt, Smythe, 

Adams, & 
Ocampo (2000) 

 

English English _ 

 

_ English English English _ 

Everatt, Smythe, 

Ocampo, & 

Gyarmathy (2004) 

 

#1: Tagalog 

English 

#2: 

Hungarian 

(English) 

#1: Tagalog 

English 

#2: 

Hungarian 

(English) 

_ _ #1:Tagalog 

English 

#2:Hungarian 

(English) 

#1:Tagalog 

English 

#2:Hungarian 

(English) 

#1:Tagalog 

English 

#2:Hungarian 

(English) 

_ 

 

Lee (2008) 

 

_ _ Malay 

 

Malay Malay Malay Malay Malay 

Lindsey, Manis, & 

Bailey (2003) 

 

Spanish 

English 

Spanish English Spanish 

English 

Spanish 

English 

Spanish 

English 

English Spanish 

English  

Linklater, 
O’Connor, & 

Palardy (2009) 

 

English English _ _ _ _ English _ 

*Note: This table includes tasks that were used in two or more studies. Other tasks that were unique to individual studies are discussed in the report.
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Table 2 

Summary of results: Tasks related to reading difficulty  

Studies Populations Number of 

Participants 

Age/Grade  Language 

Tested 

Tested 

in L1? 

Tasks significantly correlated to reading difficulty  

Chung & Ho 

(2010) 

 

Cantonese/Englis

h 

84 ELL 7;8-9;9 y.o. Cantonese 

English 

yes Rapid naming (English and Cantonese), Visual-

orthographic (English and Cantonese), Morphological 

(English and Cantonese), Elision/Rhyming (English only) 

Everatt, Smythe, 

Adams, & Ocampo 

(2000) 

 

Sylheti/English 

English 

30 ELL 

28 EO 

7-8 y.o. English  no Rhyme awareness, Non-Word reading (ELL and EO), 

Sequencing (reverse digits and non-words), memory for 

shapes 

Everatt, Smythe, 

Ocampo, & 

Gyarmathy (2004) 
 

Tagalog/English 

English 

Hungarian 

27 ELL 

275 (English) 

208 (Hungarian) 
 

3rd grade Tagalog  

English 

yes Part 1(Monolingual): Non-word reading (English and 

Hungarian); initial sound awareness and sequencing 

(English only) 
Part 2 (bilingual): Non-word reading, rapid naming, and 

sequencing (Tagalog and English); 

Initial sound  and rhyme (Tagalog only) 

 

Lee (2008) 

 

Malay/English* 117 ELL 1st grade Malay  yes Elision, single word (word and non-word reading), spelling 

tasks 

Lindsey, Manis, & 
Bailey (2003) 

 

Spanish/English 249 ELL K-1st grade Spanish  
English  

yes Print concepts, memory for sentences and initial sound 
awareness (Spanish only) 

Letter knowledge, rapid naming (Spanish and English) 
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