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 CHAPTER 7

  Music with English Language Learners

S ome of the most rewarding years of my life were at Alpha 
Learning Center as an Educational Therapist. At the time, I had 

already fallen in love with middle schoolers, knowing this was the 
last stop for them and the last chance to give them hope before 
entering high school. Imagine an eighth grader, whose mom is in 
prison, so she is raised by her grand-
father. The stories of this and other 
disadvantaged students touched me. I 
was driven by a purpose. 

I met Mr. Garcia in the fall of 2006. 
He was the caregiver of his eighth-
grade granddaughter Daniela, whose 
mom was in jail. Daniela had English 
as her second language, and she too, 
like Shane, had high cognitive scores 
coupled very low reading marks. I 
suspected dyslexia and believed 
Enhanced Lateralization would help.

Daniela had English as 
her second language, 

and she too, like Shane, 
had high cognitive 
scores coupled very 
low reading marks. I 
suspected dyslexia 

and believed Enhanced 
Lateralization would help.



A Message of Hope, How Music Enhances Reading for Dyslexic Students

34

After six weeks of tutoring on a daily basis, her scores increased 
three grade levels. Music and multisensory interaction for dys-
lexics is that powerful! Mr. Garcia was in tears. He told me no pre-
vious after-school programs had helped his granddaughter the way 
this one had. “This is a miracle! Are you a doctor?” he asked. What 
a profound response!

Seven years later I became one, in 
part because of statements like these. 

Another experience was when I 
provided Educational Therapy from 
an apartment paid for by a church in 
Pomona. Tutoring went on throughout 
the small rental. Two students I recall 
tutoring were brothers. They were English Language Learners and 
a year apart from each other; one a sixth grader and the other a sev-
enth grader. They were very competitive and working with them 
together was very effective. Both boys experienced a few years’ 
growth in reading after six weeks (thirty hours).

It is not a surprise that students with English as their second 
language would have dyslexia, following the statistics that 1 in 
5 having some level of dyslexia. I was denied a grant, written to 
help the dyslexic students, by the National Educational Association 
(NEA), saying they wanted me to include statistics for the English 
Learner population. But I was addressing the needs of our dys-
lexic population. If I were to submit the same grant today, with 
English Learner results perhaps I’d receive the funding needed to 
pay interns.

The basic truth is that dyslexia affects our Spanish-speaking 
second-language-learners as well.

“This is a miracle! 
Are you a doctor?” 
he asked. What a 

profound response!
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Although there was an attempt to achieve diversity in the ethnic 
representation of the study participants, this attempt failed, and the 
lack of balance and representation prevented the examination of 
ethnicity as an independent variable.

Krashen (2007) believes the best teaching methods supply 
comprehensible input in low anxiety situations. These methods 
do not force learning the second language, but allow students to 
learn when they are ready, recognizing that growth comes from 
supplying the right input in a timely manner (Krashen, 2007). 
Schuilwerve (2011) conducted quantitative research to under-
stand K-12 teachers’ attitudes to ELL in the mainstream classroom 
stating that, “increase(d) amounts of comprehensible input leads 
to increased amounts of language acquisition; language growth 
is an important element of the classroom environment for ELL 
students” (p. 13). Griffi n (2008, citing Youngs) says, “Due to the 
great infl ux of ELL in the United States, an increasing number of 
mainstream teachers face this population in their classrooms; the 
academic success of ELL could depend on teacher attitudes and 
perceptions” (p. 29). 

Bilash Watkin (1996) believes that communication compe-
tence may be enhanced by music integration with second lan-
guage learners. “Children appear to use their musical intelligence 
in learning and are naturally responsive to it” (Bilsah Watkin, 
1996, p. 3). 
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Podolak (2011) researched how the brain processes words and 
the interconnectedness between sound and sight when trying to 
understand language. She shared that while dyslexia is believed to 
be more of a visual problem, dyslexics are also struggling to con-
nect auditory sounds that build syllables, words, and eventually 
sentences (Podolak, 2011). She found that only 50% of dyslexics 
would match a voice to the corresponding avatar regardless of lan-
guage (Podolak, 2011). 

Harris (1979) suggests that dichotic listening (two inputs at 
once to opposite sides of the brain), which requires instrumentation, 
has theoretical justification and needs further study and develop-
ment. He emphasized the importance of early reading, saying the 
right hemisphere form of perception is important, while left hemi-
sphere verbal and reasoning abilities are required, once recognition 
skills in reading are well established (Harris, 1979). Other tests 
used to demonstrate this were the electroencephalograph (EEG), 
with many limitations, which amplifies and records tiny electrical 
currents of the brain (Harris, 1979). 
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