
Within the 22 research studies we analyzed, 
two-way immersion was the predominant model of 
bilingual instruction, featured in all 22 cases, either 
alone or alongside other program types. Spanish was 
the most common partner language with English, 
present in 21 out of 22 studies, despite the existence 
of DLI programs nationwide using various languages 
such as French, Mandarin, Korean, and Japanese. 
This focus on Spanish-English two-way immersion 
programs may not reflect the full diversity of bilin-
gual instruction in the United States.

Recent published research is 
heavily centered on two-way 
DLI programs with Spanish as 
the partner language.

Among the reviewed research studies using data 
from states or districts, a significant proportion 
were conducted in the western United States. The 
settings for studies reviewed included four in 
California, two each in Colorado and Oregon, one 
in Utah, and one spanning various southwestern 
states. North Carolina was also prominent, with 
four studies. This regional concentration, partic-
ularly in the West with its unique student demo-
graphics, could affect the generalizability of the 
findings to other parts of the country.

A significant proportion of 
recent published research 
is based on programs in the 
western United States.

While current research suggests benefits of DLI programs,  
more rigorous research is needed.
Out of the 22 research studies that the R15CC team 
reviewed on the impacts of DLI programs, only 6 employed 
experimental or quasi-experimental methods. The What 
Works Clearinghouse recently assessed 45 DLI studies, but 
only 2 met their standards for rigorous quasi-experimental 

research. Although numerous studies suggest benefits of 
DLI participation, such as improved English proficiency and 
academic achievement, more experimental and rigorous 
research studies are necessary to confirm whether these 
benefits are directly caused by the DLI programs.

In January 2024, researchers from the Region 15 Comprehensive Center (R15CC) at WestEd 
reviewed recent literature on dual language immersion (DLI) programs, identifying common 
methods, settings, and program implementation practices. The findings, summarized in this 
brief, can inform efforts related to state and local DLI programs.
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How can state and local  
leaders use the findings  
of this literature review?

•	 Informed decision-making: Leaders can consider 
the potential benefits of DLI programs, such 
as improved English proficiency and academic 
performance, while also understanding that 
current research is still very exploratory.

•	 Critical evaluation of existing programs: 
Leaders can advocate for or participate in 
opportunities to critically evaluate existing DLI 
programs in their own settings.

•	 Guiding program implementation: 
Understanding the need for more rigorous evidence, 
leaders can ensure that new DLI programs are 
designed in ways that facilitate future examina-
tions of effectiveness, possibly by incorporating 
data collection and evaluation components.

•	 Supporting educator training: With findings 
from descriptive studies suggesting benefits of 
DLI programs, leaders might invest in professional 
development to prepare educators to effectively 
teach in DLI settings.

What work is needed to  
better understand the  
impact of DLI programs?

Research on DLI programs is growing, yet much 
remains unknown about their effectiveness for 
English Learner students. Current studies often 
show positive outcomes but are mostly descriptive 
or correlational and focused on the western United 
States, especially on Spanish-English two-way 
immersion. More diverse and rigorous studies, along 
with detailed documentation of program features 
and student demographics, are needed to fully 
assess DLI programs’ benefits.

What was the analysis?
The R15CC research team conducted a literature scan that involved reviewing 
27 of the most recent U.S. resources on dual language programs for grades 
K–12, including 22 research studies, as well as syntheses and implementation 
guidebooks. The research team organized the information by themes and paid 
extra attention to those studies with experimental research designs. 

The content of this brief was developed under a grant from the Department of Education through the Office of Program and Grantee Support 
Services (PGSS) within the Office of Elementary and Secondary Education (OESE) by the Region 15 Comprehensive Center at WestEd under 
Award #S283B190053. This contains resources that are provided for the reader’s convenience. These materials may contain the views and 
recommendations of various subject matter experts as well as hypertext links, contact addresses, and websites to information created and 
maintained by other public and private organizations. The U.S. Department of Education does not control or guarantee the accuracy, relevance, 
timeliness, or completeness of any outside information included in these materials. The views expressed herein do not necessarily represent 
the positions or policies of the U.S. Department of Education. No official endorsement by the U.S. Department of Education of any product, 
commodity, service, enterprise, curriculum, or program of instruction mentioned in this document is intended or should be inferred.

The R15CC plans to release additional briefs 
detailing summaries of specific DLI program 
elements that are mentioned within the 
reviewed studies, such as vision, curriculum, 
assessment, and staff development.
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