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ABSTRACT
This study evaluated the impact of an 18-week small-group literacy inter
vention for third-grade bilingual learners following teacher professional 
development and coaching. Teachers worked with Tier 2 students in groups 
of four to six, emphasizing foundational reading skills, multimodal instruc
tion, and vocabulary development. Using propensity score matching (n = 
121; 22 treatment) and hierarchical linear modeling, the study examined 
effects on the Measures of Academic Progress, Fountas and Pinnell, and 
STAAR assessments. Findings indicate positive effects supporting continued 
implementation of small-group literacy instruction and provide recommen
dations for future professional development and research on bilingual lear
ner interventions. 
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Bilingual learners1 (BLs) represent a growing contingent of students in the United States (Hussar et al., 
2020). In the fall of 2021, 10.6% of public-school students in grades K-12 were classified as BLs, 
representing 5.3 million students (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2023). In Texas, 
where this study took place, there were 1.2 million BLs during the 2022–2023 school year, which 
constituted 22% of the student population (Texas Education Agency [TEA], 2024).

Under civil rights law, public schools are obligated to ensure BLs equal access to education (U.S. 
Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights 2025). In this context, it is imperative that schools 
adapt their practices to the academic and linguistic needs of these students who are expected to master 
content of different subject areas at the same time as they are acquiring English as an additional 
language. Rather than adopting one-size-fits-all approaches for teaching BLs, there is consensus about 
the need to implement interventions and instructional strategies that target specific areas of need with 
the ultimate goal of improving the literacy skills and second language acquisition of BLs (Huebner, 
2009).

For this purpose, the United States Department of Education, through the Institute of Education 
Sciences and What Works Clearinghouse, published in 2014 a practice guide under the title of 
Teaching Academic Content and Literacy to English Learners in Elementary and Middle School. This 
guide provides a series of four recommendations related to the instruction of BLs with a focus on the 
linguistic and literacy skills that students need to master to be successful in school, in particular 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing for academic purposes (Baker et al., 2014). The present study 
focuses on the fourth of these recommendations: “Recommendation 4: Provide small-group 
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instructional intervention to students struggling in areas of literacy and English language develop
ment” (p. 59). As the guide asserts, the goal “is to provide teachers with guidelines for (and examples 
of) systematically – and at times explicitly – building students’ English language and literacy, skills” 
(p. 3). The emphasis on small-group interventions was already present in previous editions of the 
guide, which stressed the importance of direct, explicit, and interactive literacy instruction (Gersten 
et al., 2007). The use of small-group interventions for BLs has been suggested as a key component in 
the curriculum of teacher education programs (Richards-Tutor et al., 2016). Small-group interven
tions have shown to provide positive results in Spanish oral language, print knowledge, phonological 
awareness, and phonics (Landry et al., 2019). They have also been used in general education class
rooms with bilingual learners, where teachers have used parallel instruction (Hopkins et al., 2019). 
Small-group is usually considered a Tier 2 intervention, more intensive than Tier 1 whole-class 
instruction and more likely to result in better reading and language outcomes (Foorman et al., 2017).

The aim of this study was to ascertain the effectiveness of small-group instruction to enhance the 
literacy outcomes of BLs. Our research questions were formulated as follows:

(1) Does teacher professional development in small guided-reading group instruction, supported 
by coaching, improve student academic performance?

(2) Is this improvement measurable through the MAP (Measures of Academic Progress), Fountas 
and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System, and STAAR (State of Texas Assessments of 
Academic Readiness) assessments?

Next, we will present a concise review of relevant academic literature and the theoretical framework 
used for this study

Literature review

Small-group instruction has shown to be an effective intervention even in the short term. In a study 
with 36 students in pre-kindergarten through Grade 1, Phillips (2014) found substantial potential for 
the intervention, which resulted in positive results on syntax assessments and listening- 
comprehension measures after three weeks of small-group targeted syntax interventions. In Phillips 
(2014), bilingual learners received instruction in groups of four or six for 30 minutes per day, four days 
per week.

Other studies have looked at the results of long-term Tier 2 interventions. To evaluate the efficacy 
of small-group instruction among bilingual learners in kindergarten, Nelson et al. (2011) designed 
a randomized trial (n = 210) focused on word vocabulary and decoding interventions. In the study, 
students were provided with small-group instruction for 20 minutes per day, five days per week, from 
October to April. The results showed large effects on learning for the treatment group, both regarding 
root word vocabulary (d = 1.04) and word reading (d = 0.69) compared to the comparison group. In 
a different long-term randomized (n = 94) intervention study,Vaughn et al. (2006) examined the 
efficacy of small group (three to five students) instruction for 50 minutes a day, 5 days a week, from 
October to May. The analysis of the results showed significant differences in favor of the students in 
the intervention group with an effect size of 0.33 to 0.81 “on the Spanish measures of letter naming 
fluency, phonological awareness, letter-sound identification, verbal analogies, word reading and word 
reading fluency, and spelling” (p. 479), with similar results in on the equivalent English measures with 
effect size of 0.35 to 0.42.

One of the central barriers to effective BL instruction is the confusion and exclusion BLs experience 
in the classroom as well as teachers frequently underestimating the value of peers in the inclusion and 
education of BLs (Helfrich & Bosh, 2011). In the absence of intentional attempts to serve the linguistic 
and cultural needs of the BL, teachers risk alienating these students. This was underscored by Meyer 
(2000) when he pointed out to the challenges BLs face in classrooms where instruction is solely in 
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English and where students face cognitive, cultural, and linguistic barriers that can impede their 
academic success:

The English learner sits in class, not completely understanding or fluently speaking English and possessing 
limited experience with cultural practices and expectations of school. What is it like for this student to go to 
school in English only? When the learner’s language is not the school’s language, how does he or she feel when 
confronted with academic lessons, school texts, and classroom learning activities that are partially or totally 
incomprehensible? (p. 228)

These questions highlight the difficulties BLs experience when instruction does not accommodate 
their linguistic needs. Without support, such as bilingual instruction or scaffolding strategies, these 
students may struggle to engage with the curriculum and develop academic proficiency.

Theoretical framework

Following the work of Vygotsky (1978), this study assumed that learning is a socially constructed 
process where knowledge is constructed through interactions with others in meaningful social 
contexts. In the case of BLs, these students benefit from collaborative learning with peers, teachers, 
and family members who use multiple languages to facilitate comprehension and meaning-making 
(García & Wei, 2014). In this context, language becomes a key mediational tool for learning (Vygotsky, 
1986). In dual-language programs, students use their first language (L1) and second language (L2) to 
construct understanding. Using their full linguistic repertoires (García, 2009). and with the support of 
teachers who act as facilitators (González-Carriedo et al., 2016), students aim for the zone of proximal 
development, where learning occurs with the support or a more knowledgeable other (Vygotsky, 
1978). This other can be a teacher, a peer or any adult providing assistance in or outside of the 
classroom. Teachers use a variety of instructional strategies to provide scaffolding, such as allowing 
and encouraging a translanguaging approach where students are free to combine languages (García, 
2009) or using visual aids and other techniques to provide contextualized instruction (Wood et al., 
1976). In the use of scaffolding techniques, teachers can decide to incorporate cultural elements that 
tap into the students’ linguistic backgrounds, traditions, and lived experiences, making direct con
nections with the curriculum to foster deeper engagement with the concepts taught in class (Paris & 
Alim, 2017). It is important, then, to provide meaningful and contextualized learning where BLs have 
an opportunity to develop literacy and content knowledge more effectively through the use of 
authentic, real-world tasks, such as storytelling, project-based learning, and community-based activ
ities (Cummins, 2000). The fundamental aspect of instruction, consequently, is to promote language 
learning through dialogue, discussion, and negotiation of meaning with others (Bakhtin, 1981). For 
this, peer collaboration, cooperative learning, and bilingual discussion groups where students practice 
and develop both L1 and L2 in authentic communicative settings become central components of the 
instruction (Mercer, 2000).

In particular, our study focused on the use of small groups to support co-construction of knowl
edge, a strategy that is not free of potential problems as it can be difficult to create successful small peer 
groups due to the potential stigmatization, the exacerbation of differences of those included in the 
small group, and the generation of dysfunctional interactions among those in the group (Blumenfeld 
et al., 1996).

Consequently, the present study takes a socio-constructivist approach to learning. We start 
with the assumption that small-group instruction allows for knowledge to be shared and 
meaning to be negotiated and co-constructed in socially mediated, collaborative learning 
environments (Vygotsky, 1978, 1986). Under this perspective, the social function that occurs 
in schools is a key component in the learning process because it is through the interactions of 
the learners with their social environment that they construct knowledge. Socially mediated 
group discourses and activities, therefore, provide the ideal milieu through which students 
internalize and co-construct knowledge (Hull & Saxon, 2009). True learning occurs when 
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students are actively involved in the classroom (Aronowitz, 1996) and collectively share their 
interpretations of reality. This model of learning rejects the transmission approach to teaching 
and learning and departs from what Freire (1970/2000) termed as the banking method, the 
idea that teachers deposit knowledge into the students. Instead, socio-constructivist approaches 
involve students who react and respond to others with more expertise by working together 
and constructing their own understanding (García et al., 2011).

One way of attaining high levels of student engagement is using small groups, which allow 
teachers to implement several strategies aimed at enhancing specific skills (Hull et al., 2016). 
However, the implementation of any strategy specifically aimed at improving the academic 
performance of BLs needs to be preceded by a series of professional development activities for 
teachers. Here, we use the term professional development to refer to “processes and practices that 
improve the job-related knowledge, skills, and attitudes of school employees” (Wilde, 2010, p. 5). 
Professional development has a direct effect on teachers’ sense of self-efficacy to teach BLs. In 
a study conducted byGándara et al. (2005), it was found that “greater preparation for teaching 
English learners equaled greater teacher confidence in their skills for working with these students 
successfully” (p. 12). Yet, for professional development to be effective, it needs to include 
opportunities stemming from personalized coaching focusing on hands-on practice and teaching 
techniques directly applicable in the classroom (Calderón et al., 2011).

Methodology

Participants

Third-grade teachers (j = 18; 10 treatment) and their students (n = 587; 22 treatment) were recruited from 
24 schools across a large school district in the Southern United States. Student participants (n = 587, 50.1% 
female) identified predominantly as Hispanic (62.7%) with Asian (10.9%) being the second largest group. 
In this group, 10.9% were classified as needing special education; 62.6% were economically disadvantaged 
(classified through free and reduced lunch status); 44.5% were bilingual learners; 37.4% participated in 
a bilingual program; 9.9% participated in an ESL program; and 53.8% spoke a language other than English 
at home.

Sampling procedures

Third-grade teachers from 24 primary schools in the district were provided printed materials 
describing the study along with personal invitations following discussions with principals at 
each of the schools. In order to preserve the integrity of the treatment by preventing teacher 
conversations from contaminating comparison group teacher instruction, half (j = 12) of the 
primary schools were identified as treatment in which teachers would be recruited to parti
cipate in professional development and were expected to implement the instructional inter
ventions, and the other half of the primary schools (j = 12) were identified as schools from 
which comparison teachers would be recruited. Consequently, recruitment materials supplied 
to teachers were different depending upon whether the school was a treatment or comparison 
school. Teacher participation occurred through self-selection following recruitment from 
a member of the research team housed within the school district. All teachers provided 
informed consent in accordance with an approved protocol from the lead author’s institu
tional review board.

In general, third-grade teachers in the district have class sizes of 20–28 students, and approximately 
five students in any teacher’s classroom are “tier 2” students. Under the Response to Intervention (RTI) 
framework, these are students that are not making adequate progress in the regular classroom and require 
intensive instruction, specifically in English language acquisition, reading, and mathematics. These 
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students were identified as study participants for the dependent variable outcomes. Under the approved 
IRB protocol, the district supplied de-identified data on student participants to carry out an analysis.

Measures and covariates

Measures of Academic Progress
Measures of Academic Progress (MAP) is a norm-referenced tool that measures student growth 
over time. MAP (created by Northwest Evaluation Association) is a computer-adaptive test, 
meaning a computer algorithm selects the items supplied, from a large pool of items with varying 
difficulties and discrimination parameters, to create a unique test for each student. The difficulty 
of each question is determined by how well the student answered the previous question. It 
measures students’ reading and language skills. Students are assigned to MAP tests based on 
grade level. Along with other data, MAP assessments provide valuable information on reading 
levels (low to high within grade level) for each child. MAP test scores allow teachers to customize 
instruction to fit each student’s literacy need. The marginal reliability estimates (Samejima, 2016) 
for total MAP scores range from 0.92 to 0.96.

Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System
The Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System (Fountas & Pinnell, 2010) provides teachers 
with tools to observe and quantify specific reading behaviors, such as decoding, fluency, vocabulary, 
and comprehension skills. Each assessment determines students’ independent reading levels. Students 
receive a letter grade based on the composite of these skills. The test-retest reliability estimate for the 
present sample is 0.79.

The State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR)
STAAR is a standardized test that is used in Texas public primary and secondary schools to 
assess the students’ achievement and knowledge learned in specific grade levels. STAAR is 
based on the state curriculum standards, the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS), in 
core subjects including reading and writing. Reading readiness standards are emphasized and 
tested on STAAR. It specifically measures comprehensions skills, reading strategies, fluency, 
and vocabulary development (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], n.d.). The scale 
scores were utilized as a distal outcome for this study purposes.

Covariates
Pretest scores for MAP and Fountas and Pinnell were supplied along with end-of-year scores for all 
student participants on STAAR. Pretest scores associated with the dependent variables were used to 
improve the precision of estimates in the HLM analyses (Bloom et al., 2007).

In addition, the district supplied demographic covariates on all student participants, including sex, 
ethnic origin, bilingual status, and ESL status. These covariates were used for construction of 
propensity scores to match treatment and comparison group participants.

Research design

The study design is a nonequivalent comparison group design containing an untreated control 
group with pretest and posttest samples of the dependent variables in both groups (Shadish 
et al., 2002). In this design, students were nested within teachers, resulting in a multi-level 
structure in which teacher exposure to the independent variable of professional development 
and subsequent coaching on small group instructional strategies were expected to result in 
greater student language acquisition proximally, and distally in enhanced academic perfor
mance. Pretests were administered at the beginning of the academic year as a covariate to 
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improve the precision of parameter estimates (Bloom et al., 2007) and posttests administered 
at the conclusion of the academic year as the dependent variable outcomes of interest.

Intervention

Teachers in the treatment group enrolled in a five-week graduate-level face-to-face course (40 contact 
hours of instruction) provided by the lead author’s institution and taught by a professor of child 
literacy. The course centered on the study of the development of literacy in young BLs through oral 
language, listening, comprehension, alphabetic knowledge, and print awareness. In addition, teachers 
were exposed to small group instructional practices that supported English language learning where 
teachers facilitated and encouraged informal student interaction, as these informal interactions are 
theoretically essential to facilitating progress with BLs in both language and literacy development. 
Small group interactions were created within several multimodal activities, including visual art, music, 
and drama (digital collaging, visual response talks), listening comprehension strategies, active com
prehension activities (read-alouds, shared reading, reading workshops), literacy writing activities 
appropriate for second language acquisition, vocabulary development, and diverse learners in book 
clubs. Treatment group teachers were also supplied with a variety of academic resources to support the 
course (Henn-Reinke & Yang, 2017; Herrell & Jordan, 2016; Pahl & Rowsell, 2012; Souto-Manning & 
Martell, 2016). At the conclusion, the course required teachers to create five lesson plans meeting 
reading standards as specified by the Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) and the English 
Language Proficiency Standards (ELPS) utilizing instructional strategies and small group activities.

At the start of the academic year teachers met to review student assessment data and selected the 
BLs for their small group. They developed a coaching schedule for the 18 weeks implementing 
interventions. During this time, a facilitator observed teachers once per week during a 30-minute 
lesson sequence following the Leverage Leadership 2.0 coaching model and observation form 
(Bambrick-Santoyo, 2018). Following observation, debriefing meetings were held between the coach 
and teacher to provide feedback. The coaching model emphasized teachers seeing the intervention 
being modeled, naming the components of the intervention, and practicing implemention of the 
intervention prior to using it in small groups with students. During the middle of the school year, 
teachers met with their peers to discuss their experiences implementing small group instruction, and 
the moderator focused on how well teachers were able to facilitate student-to-student interaction, and 
techniques teachers employed to engage all small group participants in these non-formal interactions.

Statistical data analysis

Propensity score matching
Propensity scores (Rosenbaum & Rubin, 1983) were used to match comparison and treatment 
participants on covariates collected at baseline. The covariates utilized to construct propensity 
scores for students (Sex, Hispanic, Bilingual, ESL, and Teacher) were used to construct 
propensity scores with a logistic model for matching (Powell et al., 2020) with optimal 
matching (Austin, 2014). Treatment group participants (n = 22) were matched with a larger 

Table 1. Group comparisons on covariates before propensity score matching.

Treatment Group Comparison Group

(n = 22) (n = 99)

Variables Mean SD Mean SD t bias d

Sex .27 .46 .56 .50 −2.58 −0.29 −.60
Hispanic .68 .48 .90 .30 −2.04 −0.22 −.55
Bilingual Program .41 .50 .81 .39 −3.54 −0.40 −.89
ESL Program .50 .51 .11 .32 3.39 0.31 .91
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set of comparison students (n = 99). A caliper width of 0.10, which is 0.20 standard deviation 
of the propensity score logit was used as recommended by Austin (2011). This procedure was 
conducted using nearest neighbor matching in SPSS v26. This resulted in n = 38 participants 
remaining following matching, with n = 19 in each group. Table 1 demonstrates the bias 
present in the full sample prior to propensity score matching with Table 2 demonstrating 
the bias after propensity score matching. Table 3 indicates the extent to which bias reduction 
was produced following propensity score matching, demonstrating balance on all observed 
covariates.

Data analysis
Two-level hierarchical linear modeling (HLM) was conducted to assess changes in outcomes of 
students (n = 38) nested within teachers (j = 15). In each model, students are represented at Level 1 
with Group (treatment versus control) estimated as a predictor of intercepts at Level 2 (teacher level). 
Additionally, pre-intervention covariates were included in the model to account for preexisting 
differences on the outcomes of interest (e.g., beginning of the year MAP scores were included as 
a covariate for end of the year MAP scores). However, STAAR scores are an exception as this exam is 
only taken once a year. All analyses were conducted in HLM 8 (Raudenbush et al., 2004) utilizing full 
information maximum likelihood estimation (FIML) with the model presented below (with 
OUTCOME referring to the outcome variable, i referring to individuals, j referring to the teachers 
that provided the intervention, β0j and β1j as individual level predictors, γ00 and γ 01 as teacher level 
predictors, and all error terms being estimated):

Level-1: OUTCOMEij = β0j + β1j*(COVARIATEij) + rij

Level-2: β0j = γ00 + γ 01 *(GROUPj) + u0j 
β1j ¼ γ10 þ u1j

Mixed Model: OUTCOMEij = γ00 + γ 01 *(GROUPj) + u0j

Intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) were used to determine variance due to clustering and to 
determine if multilevel models were appropriate for analyses. Additionally, Hedge’s g was calculated to 
determine mean differences between the groups.

Table 2. Group comparisons on covariates after propensity score matching.

Treatment Group Comparison Group

(n = 19) (n = 19)

Variables Mean SD Mean SD t bias d

Sex .32 .46 .26 .45 −.35 0.06 .13
Hispanic .63 .49 .74 .45 .68 −0.11 −.23
Bilingual Program .47 .51 .53 .51 .31 −0.06 −.11
ESL Program .42 .51 .32 .48 .66 0.10 .20

Table 3. Percent reduction in bias after propensity score matching.

Variables bi bm | bi - bm | Δ

Sex −0.29 0.06 0.23 120
Hispanic −0.22 −0.11 0.11 50
Bilingual Program −0.40 −0.06 0.36 85
ESL Program 0.31 0.10 0.21 68
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Results

Descriptive statistics for all outcome measures are presented in Table 4. Results for all models 
including ICCs are presented in Table 5. ICCs ranged from .001 to .087 with only MAP vocabulary 
and Fountas and Pinnell demonstrating the necessary variance for conducting multilevel modeling. 
However, due to the theoretical appropriateness of conducting HLM analyses with clustered data, 
multilevel analyses were conducted for all outcomes. Additionally, effect size differences of all out
comes can be seen in Figure 1.

Table 4. Descriptive Statistics after propensity score matching.

Treatment Group Comparison Group

(n = 19) (n = 19)

Variables Mean SD Mean SD

MAP T1 171.39 14.00 173.88 14.17
Foundational Skills T1 170.72 14.84 172.76 13.50
Comprehension T1 170.61 15.57 175.41 17.88
Vocabulary T1 172.97 14.10 174.12 14.23

MAP T2 184.84 12.54 182.94 18.79
Foundational Skills T2 184.11 13.36 183.94 20.32
Comprehension T2 185.84 12.22 182.67 19.55
Vocabulary T2 184.89 14.66 182.39 18.22

Fountas and Pinnell T1 11.06 2.84 11.06 2.46
Fountas and Pinnell T2 14.74 2.47 12.79 3.61
STAAR Reading 16.89 6.61 16.26 5.85

Percent Count Percent Count

Student Female 31.6% 6 26.3% 5
Hispanic 63.2% 12 73.7% 14
Bilingual Program 47.4% 9 52.6% 10
ESL Program 57.9% 8 31.6% 6

Table 5. Treatment and control means, standard deviations, baseline equivalence, intraclass correlations, and treatment model effect 
sizes.

TMT (n = 19) CTL (n = 19)

Mean (SD) Mean (SD) Baseline Equivalence (g) ICC Effect size (g) p

MAP 184.84 (4.55) 182.95 (3.65) −.18 .001 .46 .686
Foundational Skills 184.10 (5.47) 183.95 (3.92) −.14 .001 .03 .978
Comprehension 185.84 (4.27) 182.67 (3.45) −.29 .001 .82 .471
Vocabulary 184.89 (5.38) 182.65 (3.89) −.08 .083 .48 .684

Fountas and Pinnell 14.72 (0.89) 12.78 (0.63) 0 .087 2.52 .049
STAAR Reading 17.47 (2.18) 17.84 (1.54) N/A .001 −.20 .870

Note. Reported means are covariate adjusted. Standard deviations are calculated based off cluster standard deviations and the 
corresponding ICC. Hedge’s g effect sizes were not adjusted for ICCs as the ICCs are non-significant; ICC = Intraclass Correlations.

Figure 1. Effect size differences for all outcomes in Hedge’s g.
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Measures of Academic Progress

As shown in Table 5, four separate models were conducted examining MAP (overall, foundational 
skills, comprehension, and vocabulary). No model was statistically significant; however, comprehen
sion (γ 01 = 3.17, t (13) = .742, p = .471, g = .82), vocabulary (γ 01 = 2.24, t (13) = .416, p = .684, g = .48), 
and overall (γ 01 = 1.88, t (13) = .371, p = .717, g = .46) displayed medium to large effect size differences. 
Foundational skills (γ 01 = 0.15, t (13) = .028, p = .978, g = .03) demonstrated almost no difference 
between the intervention and control group. Additionally, introducing the intervention into the model 
decreased the unexplained level-2 variance (teacher level variance) for all aspects of MAP: overall 
(30.33% reduced), foundational skills (1.11% reduced), comprehension (27.10% reduced), and voca
bulary (73.39% reduced).

Fountas and Pinnell

Introducing the intervention effect into the model reduced the unexplained level-2 variance by 
99.06%. Moreover, the intervention produced a statistically significant difference and a large effect 
size, γ 01 = 1.95, t (13) = 2.167, p = .049, g = 2.52. Specifically, on average, participants in the interven
tion group saw an increase of two Fountas and Pinnell levels greater than the control group (Table 5).

State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness

The intervention created a 7.99% reduction in unexplained variance; however, it did not produce 
a significant change in STAAR reading scores, γ 01 = −0.37, t (13) = −.202, p = .843, g = −.20. Moreover, 
participants in the intervention did worse on the STAAR reading exam than participants in the control 
group (Table 5).

Discussion

The present study represents a field trial of small, guided reading group instruction that resulted as 
a consequence of intensive professional development followed by in-classroom coaching for 18 weeks. 
The causal pathway for such an intervention is complex since there are fidelity concerns related to the 
extent to which professional development leads to extant changes in teacher instructional practices, 
and whether those instructional practices then result in positive academic outcomes for students. 
Given this two-step approach to improve student performance, there are multiple instances in which 
failure to implement the intervention as desired, or where a lack of implementation efficacy would 
result in attenuation of effects on the outcomes of interest. Despite these potential pitfalls that might 
attenuate the outcomes, we generally found positive effects, one of which was statistically significant, 
even though the statistical power to detect significant effects was quite small (1 - β ¼ 0:37). 
Consequently, we preferred to interpret effect sizes of the intervention’s causal impact on outcomes.

Using propensity score matching to construct statistically matched treatment and comparison 
groups for statistical analyses is rapidly gaining attention as a means for inferring causal effects of 
interventions in educational field trial research when random assignment is not feasible or possible 
(Powell et al., 2020). While causal implications from the present study are not as strong as they might 
be for a randomized trial where all confounding covariates are controlled for (at least in theory), we 
controlled for several observable covariates as evidenced by reduction in bias in constructing groups. 
Accordingly, we were able to infer weak causal support for the intervention in producing the effects, 
most notably the extraordinarily large outcome effect of more than 2.5 standard deviations on the 
Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment, suggesting that students exposed to small, guided 
reading group instruction from trained teachers engaged in comprehension conversations that went 
beyond retelling when compared to the matched counterfactual group. At the same time, we also 
observed medium to large effects on the comprehension and vocabulary subscales on the Measures of 
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Academic Progress. The modest effect on STAAR is to be expected (Keiffer et al., 2009), as BLs often 
do not benefit from accommodations on large-scale assessments, possibly bringing into question the 
validity of their scores.

The focal point of this study was an intervention composed of two elements. The teacher profes
sional development course focused on language and literacy development for BLs in the context of 
small group instruction. This included strategies for the development of vocabulary, peer interactions, 
collaborative activities, and multi-modal instruction with an emphasis on second language acquisition. 
The second intervention was a coaching model based on weekly 30-minute meetings followed by 
classroom observations and debriefing meetings. These sessions lasted 18 weeks. The improvements in 
the reading skills of decoding, fluency, vocabulary and comprehension shown on the Fountas and 
Pinnell Benchmark Assessment and the progress on comprehension and vocabulary indicated by the 
scores on the Measures of Academic Progress support the continued use of the structured professional 
development sessions and instructional coaching. These results indicate that the professional devel
opment received by the teachers had a causal relationship with the improvement of specific reading 
skills that their third-grade students experienced. This is in alignment with findings from studies 
showing that professional development positively impacts the sense of self-efficacy to teach bilingual 
learners (Gándara et al., 2005), especially when it is accompanied by personalized coaching (Calderón 
et al., 2011). In turn, teacher-self-efficacy has an impact on how students learn from their teachers. 
Teachers with higher levels of self-efficacy tend to have higher expectations from their students 
(Bandura, 1981). In other words, when teachers display higher levels of self-efficacy the overall 
environment of the class is more confident, which positively impacts student outcomes (Guo et al., 
2010; Skaalvik & Skaalvik, 2010).

The focus of the professional development was small group instruction. In this regard, the results 
described in the previous section are aligned with previous studies that support the use of small group 
instruction for BLs on account of the social and academic benefits that they yield for students (Kamps 
et al., 2007; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016). This is even more pronounced in the case of BLs, for whom 
the development of second language skills rests on the opportunity to interact with the language. 
Second language acquisition, in educational settings, depends largely on the opportunities afforded to 
students to engage in active, social, and collaborative processes (Lee, 2007). Small group instruction 
provides BLs with close interactions with peers who serve as linguistic role models and with whom 
they engage in what constructivist theorists have termed as dialogic learning (Zhang, 2008). This 
context provides students with an environment that is much less threatening than interactions with 
the whole class, lowering their affective filter (Krashen, 1982) and allowing students to experiment 
with language. Small groups provide teachers with an ideal setting with which to implement scaffold
ing techniques that are vital for language maintenance and development (Baker & Wright, 2017). 
Small groups allow not only the peer interactions but also opportunities for guided or targeted support 
and scaffolding techniques where the teacher focuses on specific skills that may be beyond the 
individual reach of the student. For example, the teacher may want to focus on disciplinary literacy 
skills, the linguistic and symbolic tools shared in a specific academic discipline. This will allow students 
to access the content knowledge of the discipline, negotiating meaning and expressing their under
standings (Ardasheva et al., 2019).

Limitations

As mentioned at the outset of the Discussion, the present study is limited by the lack of fidelity of 
implementation measures at both the teacher and student levels. A great deal of variance in the 
outcomes may be explained by the extent to which teachers utilize small group instructional strategies 
following exposure to professional development, and how coaching serves to bolster the effects of the 
professional development over time. Future work should consider these covariate effects in estimating 
effects. In addition, the present study is limited in causal attribution of the intervention to the effects 
noted due to (a) lack of randomization that would permit more careful control over confounding 
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factors that might explain the observations, and (b) the lack of statistical power due to the small sample 
size. We recommend future studies replicate the present study with larger samples when possible. In 
addition, there are limitations due to generalizability of the present study since it occurs only with 
third-grade teachers/students in a single urban district.

Conclusion

While small group instructional strategies represent a complex intervention to implement, we recom
mend teachers and administrators consider the approach as a central approach to RTI, specifically for 
tier 2 students, as the procedure represents a framework for proactively altering student outcomes in 
early grades within a population of learners that supports intervention proactively, before potential 
failures occur. As we have suggested, small group instruction allows for teachers to modify their 
approach, utilizing the strategies that fit their own unique abilities and the unique needs of their 
students. Because the use of the students’ first language as medium of instruction is not universal, small 
group instruction provides a mechanism that permits students to access language and content support 
in a way that is less threatening, and provides opportunities for them to express their limitations and 
obtain the assistance needed. This allows teachers to customize tasks that fit their students’ needs and 
abilities, accommodating the full range of learning styles and background experiences of the students, all 
while engaging in reflection and dialogic activities with their peers (Schcolnik et al., 2006). These tasks 
may include the implementation of guided reading, a strategy that provides support to students by 
modeling reading strategies and enables students to comprehend increasingly more difficult texts.

Moreover, small groups provide students with opportunities to interact with each other using their full 
range of linguistic repertoires. A common strategy in dual language classrooms is the use of bilingual pairs, 
where the teacher teams up two students with differing linguistic backgrounds (Gómez et al., 2005). These 
bilingual pairs collaborate and create meaning together as they work through different activities, assisting 
each other. Under this small group strategy, students assist each other while they work on class activities, 
allowing the teacher to take a secondary position while students build their own understandings. When this 
happens, the learning process shifts from teachers to students and students become teachers, following 
a Freirean model as students make meaning of the world around them (Aronowitz, 1996). Given the 
diversity of schools today, the scaffolding that small group instruction allows is of paramount importance.
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