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Abstract: This literature review mainly examines the empirical researches on the Spanish and English 
literacy development and achievement of the English language learners in the transitional bilingual 
education program compared with the students in the English-only programs. Spanish-speaking English 
language learners in transitional bilingual programs are provided with not only introductions in English 
as a second language but also their native language support in their academic study. In addition, 
bilingual instructions of teachers have also been investigated to understand how they influence the 
literacy development of the English language learners, including their Spanish oral proficiency, 
morphological awareness, and writing skills cross-language relations between English and Spanish. 
Spanish language learning and Spanish instructions that Spanish-speaking English language learners 
received did not hinder their English performances.  
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1. Introduction 

There were 3.9 million English language learners (ELLs) who speak Spanish in the United States, 
which accounted for 7.9% of all public school students in 2019. ELLs are linguistically and culturally 
varied, and with diverse academic levels and language proficiency, while 44% of the ELLs are in pre-
kindergarten to Grade 3 [1].  As the currently most popular bilingual program utilized in the United States, 
transitional bilingual education (TBE) programs “provide students with English as a second language 
instruction and academic support in the students’ native language, with native language instruction 
gradually decreasing and eventually eliminated as ELLs acquire more and more English” [2].  Among the 
bilingual programs, TBE programs are acknowledged as the most common type of bilingual education 
program that has been funded in the United States and the most used in the United States [3]. 

Literacy is a developmental process, and bilingual students’ literacy acquisition is individual and 
various in their first and second languages [4].  Literacy acquisition in the second language can be 
facilitated in the environment where the native language is used. Although there have been studies focus 
on English literacy development of Spanish-speaking children in other types of bilingual education 
programs [5], there are not many studies investigate Spanish and English literacy development of Spanish-
speaking children, especially in TBE programs.   

The Hispanic ELLs account for 90% of all the ELLs in the United States [6].  Among these ELLs, 
over two million Spanish-speaking children account for the largest proportion of those who have 
difficulty in speaking English [7].  The literacy development of Spanish-speaking ELLs is worth the 
investigation.  

2. Research Questions 

This literature review examined the Spanish and English literacy development and achievement of 
Spanish-speaking children in the TBE programs which are currently popular in the United States. This 
literature review addressed the following aspects: 

(1) The English literacy development of ELLs in TBE program.   

(2) The Spanish literacy development of ELLs in TBE program.  
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3. Literature and Theoretical Framework 

This literature review used the cross-linguistic transfer as the theoretical framework. Cross-language 
transfer is to explain literacy and language development of language minority children. Children’s 
development of second language skills is dependent on their proficiency of first language skills [8]. Cross-
linguistic transfer is the fact that skills and knowledge in one language can be approached and applied in 
another language [9]. Those who are biliterate are more probably to gain metalinguistic insights into 
language and linguistics structures. Language transfer requires sufficient exposure to the second language 
and their motivation of learning the language.  

Children can establish two separate language systems, and the two linguistic systems can interact to 
the emerging bilinguals. Cross-linguistic transfer happens from the proficient language to the non-
proficient language because these bilingual children usually demonstrate imbalanced development in the 
two languages. Bilingual children can apply knowledge of phonology and grammar in the dominant 
language to the nondominant language. Cross-linguistic transfer can be considered as a natural outcome 
commonly occurred in bilingual language learning [10].  The following researches demonstrated that the 
ELLs can apply their Spanish phonological awareness skills to English literacy development.  

Researchers examined Spanish-speaking preschoolers in dual language program who will transmit to 
English-only classrooms in the first grade. They had examined 248 dual language speakers of Spanish 
and English for five years from preschool to the third grade. Their English and Spanish were measured 
every year and results showed that first language (Spanish) and second language (English) oral skills 
contributed to second language (English) word reading. Results also showed that first language (Spanish) 
skills predicted second language (English) oral and reading achievement [11].  

Another research also supported the cross-linguistic transfer [12].  They examined seventy children 
including English speakers and Spanish and English bilinguals receiving English instruction and having 
similar IQ in Michigan, and investigated whether Spanish phonological awareness and phonological 
reading skills could contribute to the bilinguals’ English literacy development. Results from the tests 
showed that Spanish oral and written language proficiency of ELLs directly and positively influenced 
their English literacy proficiency. English phonological awareness was significantly associated with their 
English reading abilities to the monolinguals and bilinguals. Findings showed that phonological 
awareness in English and Spanish of bilinguals demonstrated significant support to English word reading. 
Similarities between Spanish and English could contribute to the literacy development of bilinguals.  

Their findings were supported by a meta-analysis that examined within-language and cross-language 
relationship between oral language proficiency of bilingual children with immigrant backgrounds and 
their school achievement [13]. Findings showed that oral language proficiency of bilingual students had 
significant within-language relationship with their school outcomes. Findings also showed that first-
language oral proficiency had positive cross-language relations with the early literacy outcomes of 
second language. The orthography is transparent between Spanish and English languages, which enables 
better phonological awareness of bilinguals of the two languages [14].   

Except for phonological awareness, morphological awareness skills can also transfer between the two 
languages. A quantitative research in two elementary schools in the United States compared the Spanish 
morphological awareness development and vocabulary acquisition between English-speaking children 
in general education program and Spanish-speaking children in dual language program in the fourth 
grade [15]. Results also showed that cross-language transfer happened among Spanish-and English-
speaking children. Findings indicated that bilingual education could positively influence the 
morphological awareness of ELLs by taking advantage of cross-language transfer and sensitivity to 
structure language.  

Writing skills can also transfer between languages, especially between languages with similar writing 
systems, such as English and Spanish [16]. Besides, a quasi-experiment on 200 elementary school students 
compared writing performance of emergent bilinguals in Spanish and English bilingual programs [17]. 
The acquisition of one language can support a second language learning to the writing outcomes. Cross-
linguistic transfer happened between Spanish and English in terms of phonological awareness, 
morphological awareness, vocabulary acquisition, and writing skills.  
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4. The  English and Spanish Literacy Development of ELLs 

4.1 English Literacy Development of ELLs  

The following studies examined the English literacy development of Spanish-speaking ELLs in TBE 
program compared with that of ELLs in other programs. A longitudinal study with random sampling 
examined the English literacy and language achievement of Spanish-speaking ELLs from kindergarten 
to the third grade in an urban area in Southwest of the United States [18]. Results from ELLs’ English 
proficiency in terms of vocabulary, listening and reading comprehension and language, and their Spanish 
proficiency showed that there was no significant difference of achievement between TBE and TBE 
enhanced programs.  

Another three-year longitudinal study examined the English reading performance of 214 Spanish-
speaking ELLs in the first grade in Oregon [19]. Three schools used Spanish and English instructions from 
kindergarten to third grade while nine schools chose only English instructions. They compared ELLs’ 
English oral reading fluency and reading performance of ELLs in the two programs. Findings showed 
that ELLs who received Spanish and English paired instructions have equal or even better reading 
achievement than those received English-only instruction. Bilingual approach is more beneficial to 
reading fluency of ELLs compared with the reading comprehension. ELLs in bilingual program also 
made greater progress in oral reading fluency than their counterparts in the English-only program.  

A mixed-methods research which lasted for three years from kindergarten to second grade examined 
ELLs of the second-grade and compared their English literacy in TBE and English-only program in 
California [20]. The results from oral and reading English and their home language proficiency tests, class 
observations, interviews of teachers, parent questionnaires showed that ELLs’ knowledge of home 
language promoted their English literacy development. ELLs had equal achievement in English reading 
comprehension as English-only speakers and even outperformed them in word-decoding skills, but 
scored lower in vocabulary than native English speakers. Meanwhile, Spanish-speaking children had 
average Spanish reading comprehension, lower Spanish vocabulary achievement.  

These researches examined the English literacy of Spanish-speaking ELLs in TBE program compared 
with that of ELLs in TBE enhanced programs and English-only programs. Results showed that the 
English reading performance and oral reading fluency of ELLs in TBE are no worse than those in other 
programs.  

4.2 Spanish Literacy Development of ELLs 

Spanish has been used in most of the bilingual programs because there are a lot of Hispanic students 
and bilingual teachers are available [21]. Literacy in Spanish language paved the foundation for English 
speaking and reading in TBE programs. Although English proficiency has been the focus of the TBE 
program, there are still studies examined the Spanish literacy proficiency of ELLs.  

A longitudinal study examined Latino children’s Spanish and English literacy development and 
achievement [22]. The research investigated Latino students in bilingual, Spanish, and English programs. 
The data collected from second grade to fifth grade showed that instruction language considerably 
influenced Spanish reading of students in the four grades; however, students in Spanish-only and 
bilingual programs had equal performances in Spanish reading while they exceeded their counterparts in 
English-only program. Students in the bilingual program performed equally in English reading as those 
in English-only program, which indicated that English literacy development was not hindered by Spanish 
instructions. Students in the bilingual program reaped the benefits of bilingualism and biliteracy, their 
Spanish reading proficiency decreased though.  

A longitudinal and experimental research on thirty-one Spanish-dominant preschoolers and examined 
their Spanish and English language and literacy development in the TBE program [23]. These participants 
were randomly assigned to experiment group with Spanish and English instruction, and control group 
with English instruction. They examined the relationship between instructional language and five 
dependent variables, receptive and expressive language of Spanish and English, phonological awareness 
of English and Spanish, receptive vocabulary, early English reading achievement, and early English 
literacy achievement. Findings showed native-language support in the TBE program could enhance 
English and Spanish literacy skills of Spanish-speaking children, and facilitate receptive and expressive 
development of Spanish vocabulary. Findings also demonstrated that Spanish support did not impede 
English development of young bilingual learners.  
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Spanish-skills development of ELLs were examined in the two programs, TBE and two-way dual 
language. This study was conducted in an elementary school in the United States and recruited Spanish-
speaking children with low social and economic status in the first and second grades [24]. They tested 
ELLs’ Spanish literacy proficiency including alphabet, listening, reading, writing, and verbal expression 
twice a year. Findings showed that dual language approach could facilitate verbal expression skills of the 
second graders in their native language (Spanish), which indicated that the amount of instruction time 
could influence literacy development. Native-language support in the TBE program could enhance 
English and Spanish literacy skills of Spanish-speaking children, and facilitate receptive and expressive 
development of Spanish vocabulary. Findings also demonstrated that Spanish support did not impede 
English development of young bilingual learners.  

A longitudinal experiment with randomly sampling and examined English literacy and language 
achievement of Spanish-dominant ELLs in Southeast Texas [25]. Results from oral and reading 
performances of the ELLs in the kindergarten and first grade showed that bilingual students had 
significant improvement in Spanish and English oral and reading development. However, their Spanish 
oral development outperformed their English oral proficiency while English reading proficiency 
outscored their Spanish reading development. Findings also showed that their Spanish development 
outperformed their English development in terms of Spanish oral proficiency and English reading 
comprehension.   

4.3 Instructions and Literacy Development of ELLs  

There have been also studies examined the quality of instructions in the TBE program and their 
influences on the English and Spanish achievement of Spanish-speaking ELLs. ELLs should be provided 
with more time and instruction supports to enable them achieve English proficiency so as to prepare them 
for academic success [26].  

The biliteracy development of children receiving bilingual instructions in a bilingual program and 
those receiving English instructions in an English program from preschool to second grade have been 
compared to investigate whether instruction language influences their language and literacy achievement, 
and whether there is relationship between their English literacy and their Spanish proficiency [27]. These 
children were Spanish-speaking children with low social and economic status. Results showed that 
children from Spanish homes with low social and economic status demonstrated quite low English and 
Spanish proficiency. Their parent education significantly influenced their children’s English proficiency 
rather than the Spanish speaking proficiency. Findings also showed that most participants who received 
bilingual instructions across these four grades showed similar English achievement compared with those 
in the English-only program. They also found that literacy skills and academic language may transfer 
from Spanish to English to help the ELLs to acquire biliteracy. They also concluded that Spanish 
language proficiency of the ELLs was relative to their English proficiency. Thus, ELLs can take 
advantage of bilingual instructions.  

In addition, ELLs have been found to have poorer performances in early literacy than their non-ELLs 
even though ELLs’ English oral and reading improve over time [28]. To address the poor performance of 
ELLs who are Spanish-dominant, they conducted a meta-analysis about three approaches to instruction 
language in English reading, and examined which one was the most effective to improve reading 
proficiency of ELLs in elementary schools. Results from thirteen studies showed that the quality of 
instructions in these programs was more influential than the language used in the instructions. Findings 
also demonstrated that no differences have been found in reading outcomes of ELLs in TBE, English-
only and dual language programs. They also found that there were some practical and effective strategies 
to improve ELLs’ English reading, such as cooperative learning, one-to-one tutoring, and small group 
study.  

Similarly, a longitudinal study and used randomly assigned the Spanish-speaking first graders with 
low performance in reading fluency to two groups in Texas [29]. The study examined the influence of 
English language intervention to these Spanish-speaking children in the first grade. Findings showed that 
pretests and posttests on word and sentence reading, vocabulary, listening comprehension and wording 
meaning showed that no significant differences had been found in the English reading performance of 
these participants. Findings indicated that teachers spent different amount of time on reading instruction, 
which did not influence the reading outcomes.  

There are also studies emphasize the importance of quality of instruction instead of the language of 
instruction. A longitudinal and field-based research and examined how educators improve academic oral 
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English proficiency of 800 Spanish-speaking ELLs with low social and economic status, and how the 
two programs, TBE and structured English immersion (SEI) programs facilitate their oral English 
development in Texas [30].  Twenty-eight schools were randomly selected to implement two programs for 
these ELLs. Tests results from their vocabulary and listening comprehension collected from the 
beginning and end of kindergarten as well as end of first grade showed that these programs can 
significantly benefit oral English development of ELLs. Findings also showed that learning in Spanish 
did not impede their English learning, and effective instructions were beneficial to ELLs’ English 
development. They found that ELLs in TBE program had poorer oral English achievement than those in 
SEI program by the end of first grade. The study implied that quality of instruction was important in the 
acceleration of their oral English proficiency. 

Language used at home, and instruction language at school influenced English literacy development 
of Spanish-speaking ELLs. The importance of quality of instruction in ELLs’ reading development. ELLs 
who received Spanish and English paired instructions have equal or even better reading achievement 
than those received English-only instruction. ELLs in bilingual program also made greater progress in 
oral reading fluency than their counterparts in the English-only program. ELLs who received Spanish 
and English paired instructions have equal or even better reading achievement than those received 
English-only instruction.  

Spanish-dominant students from six states in the United States were randomly assigned to TBE and 
SEI programs [31]. Students in TBE only received Spanish instructions in the kindergarten and then transit 
to English instructions from the second and third grades while students in SEI program had English 
instructions. Findings from the pretests and posttests of English and Spanish reading showed that students 
of the fourth grade who learned Spanish reading for three years had equal performances as those received 
English-only instructions in terms of Spanish reading. Findings also showed that students in SEI program 
did outperform their counterparts in TBE program in the early grades, but their reading performance was 
no better than those in the TBE program.  

In conclusion, the amount of instruction time could influence literacy development. Dual language 
instruction could be beneficial to English competency and academic achievement through the emphasis 
on home languages of ELLs. Dual language instruction could be beneficial to English competency and 
academic achievement through the emphasis on home languages of ELLs. They concluded that to ELLs, 
importance should be attached to the quality of instructions instead of the language used in the 
instructions. Thus, the time spent on instruction and the quality of instructions should been taken into 
consideration when examining the relationship between instruction and literacy development.  

5. Conclusions 

This literature review examined the English and Spanish literacy development and achievement of 
Spanish-speaking ELLs in the TBE program and the following results have been achieved based on the 
cross-linguistic transfer theoretical framework. Cross-linguistic transfer happened between English and 
Spanish language and literacy learning. Literacy skills and academic language may transfer from Spanish 
to English to help the ELLs to acquire biliteracy. Similarities between Spanish and English could 
contribute to the literacy development of bilinguals.  

First, Spanish-speaking ELLs have equal or even better reading achievement than those received 
English-only instruction in the TBE programs. ELLs in bilingual program also made greater progress in 
oral reading fluency. ELLs’ knowledge of Spanish language promoted their English literacy development. 
ELLs had equal achievement in English reading comprehension as English-only speakers and even 
outperformed them in word-decoding skills, but scored lower in vocabulary than native English speakers. 
English phonological awareness and orthographic knowledge can predict Spanish-speaking ELLs’ 
reading outcomes in first grade so that early intervention can be administered to the ELLs to improve 
their English reading. 

Second, native-language support in the TBE program could enhance English and Spanish literacy 
skills of Spanish-speaking children, and facilitate receptive and expressive development of Spanish 
vocabulary. Dual language approach could facilitate Spanish verbal expression skills of ELLs. English 
and Spanish literacy performances in TBE program and other bilingual programs demonstrated that 
Spanish language learning and Spanish instructions that Spanish-speaking ELLs received did not hinder 
their English performances across different grades in elementary school. There were significant 
differences between Spanish and English writing achievements in the first and second grades, but these 
differences cannot be detected after the third grade.  
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Third, more time spent on literacy instruction could lead to differences in their literacy outcomes, and 
academic performances. For example, one year is insufficient to help ELLs equally performed as their 
counterparts in English-only programs. The English improvement was found to be cumulative and could 
be completed for four or five years.  

Compared with TBE program, paired literacy instruction could be beneficial to the biliteracy 
development of Spanish-speaking ELLs, and their writing performances. It indicated that paired literacy 
instruction could benefit ELLs when it stated earlier and lasted for a long term. Explicit instructions in 
different aspects of literacy, such as word reading, oral reading fluency, vocabulary learning, reading 
comprehension, and writing are beneficial to ELLs.  

In addition, ELLs can take advantage of bilingual instructions. Bilingual instructions can result in 
“equal or better academic outcomes than English-only instructions” [32] with only few exceptions. The 
studies showed that the more bilingual instructions the ELLs receive, the better their academic 
achievement will be. However, studies also revealed the importance of the quality of instruction in the 
TBE program. Quality of instructions in these programs was more influential than the language used in 
the instructions. 

To enhance the effectiveness of TBE programs implemented now in the United States, the teachers 
and administrators need to collaborate with each other and improve not only the time spent on native-
language instructions but also the quality of instructions to improve the ELLs’ English and native 
language proficiency and academic outcomes.  
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