
Project ELLA (English Language/Literacy Acquisition) 

 Large-scale, longitudinal, randomized research project 

 Primary goal: Compare Spanish-speaking ELLs’ language and 

literacy acquisition in typical and enhanced models of structured-

English immersion (SEI) and transitional bilingual education (TBE) 

from K to Grade 3 

 Included 822 kindergarten ELLs; 390 remained in Grade 3; average 

annual attrition rate of 13.1% 

Context 

 Large urban school district in Southeast Texas 

 64% Hispanic, 80.1% economically disadvantaged, 31% limited-

English proficient, 24.7% district mobility rate 

Present Study 

 Utilized archived data collected during Project ELLA 

 Selection criteria: ELLs in the SEI conditions who had complete 

data for 9 measurement occasions (n=123) 

 

 

This study investigated the developmental trajectory of reading 

fluency and the effects of oral language proficiency (OLP) and 

instructional setting on fluency development for 123 English-language 

learners (ELLs) in Grades 1-3.  We used archived data from a large-

scale, randomized research project, which evaluated Project ELLA, a 

multi-tiered intervention targeting English oral language, vocabulary, 

and literacy development in Spanish-speaking ELLs (K-Grade 3).  

Multilevel growth models were fit to repeated-measures oral reading 

fluency (ORF; DIBELS) scores.  Results indicated that OLP was a 

statistically significant predictor of initial ORF but not of ORF growth.  

Additionally, intervention students accelerated ORF growth compared 

to control students. 

Abstract 

Purpose 

Participants 

 Schools 

• 18 schools: 8 intervention, 10 control 

• Random assignment to intervention or control condition 

 Students 

• n=123, nINTERVENTION=53, nCONTROL=70 

• All classified as limited-English proficient in K 

• Home Language Survey indicated Spanish as L1 

Intervention Condition 

 Implemented from K to Grade 3 

 Progression of L2 emphases: Oral language (K-1st)  basic reading 

skills (1st-2nd)  content-area reading skills (3rd) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Level I: Professional development for teachers (6 hrs. monthly) & 

paraprofessionals (4 hrs. monthly) 

• Topics: intervention lesson plans, ESL strategies and methods, 

self-assessment/reflection on practice, professional portfolios 

 Level II: 3-tiered instructional intervention 

• Tier 1: Regular language arts, math, science, social studies 

instruction as typically provided in the district 

• Tier 2: Structured daily ESL intervention for 75 min. in K and 90 

min. in Grades 1-3 (See Figure 2) 

• Tier 3: Small-group, supplemental instruction for lowest 

performing students (See Figure 3) 

Control Condition 

 ESL instruction as typically provided in the district 

• Regular language arts, math, science, social studies instruction 

as typically provided in the district  

• ESL in 45-min. block with no support from research team 

• Wide variation in ESL instruction across schools 

• Typical lesson included a focus, instruction, guided practice, 

and independent practice 

Instrumentation 

 IDEA Oral Language Proficiency Test-English (Ballard, Tighe, & 

Dalton, 1991) (raw scores: # items answered correctly) 

 Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (Good & Kaminski, 

2002) oral reading fluency subtests (# words read correctly in 1 

min.)  

Method: Participants & Data Collection 

Model Estimation & Fit 

 Series of two-level models hypothesized 

• Level 1: 8 within-individual, repeated-measures of ORF; 984 

observations 

• Level 2: student-level predictors of initial OLP and intervention 

group (0=control group, 1=intervention group) 

 Models estimated using HLM 6.08 Software (Raudenbush, Bryk, & 

Congdon, 2004) and FIML estimation 

 Model fit evaluated using deviance-based likelihood ratio tests 

Model Descriptions 

 Preliminary: Unconditional means model 

 Unconditional linear and quadratic growth models 

 Conditional quadratic growth model w/grand-mean-centered OLP 

as a predictor of intercept and linear growth 

 Conditional quadratic growth model w/ grand-mean-centered OLP 

as a predictor of intercept and Intervention as a predictor of 

intercept and linear growth 

Method: Data Analysis Results 

Effect of ELLA Intervention 

On average, controlling for initial OLP, control students read 48.61 

wcpm (t(120)=15.02, p<.001) on the initial ORF measure, whereas 

intervention group students read 29.78 wcpm (β02=-18.82, t(120)=-

3.94, p<.001). 

On average, intervention students’ linear growth in ORF outpaced 

control students’ growth by 0.53 wcpm per month (t(121)=3.65, 

p=.001).  Intervention students increased ORF by 4.06 wcpm per 

month, whereas control students increased ORF by 3.53 wcpm per 

month (t(121)=16.20, p<.001). 

Discussion 

 ELLs’ L2 ORF growth was curvilinear, steeper in early grades with 

slight deceleration over time. This trajectory is consistent with 

findings from previous studies of native-English speakers (Baker et 

al., 2008; Fuchs et al., 1993; Kim et al., 2010; Speece & Ritchey, 

2005) and ELLs (Al Otaiba et al., 2009; Dominguez de Ramirez & 

Shapiro, 2006). 

 Initial L2 OLP predicted initial L2 ORF, indicating that OLP may be 

an important precursor skill for L2 reading fluency (Geva & Zadeh, 

2006; Yesil-Dagli, 2011).  ELLs with stronger L2 OLP are more 

proficient L2 readers (Geva, 2006; Saunders & O'Brien, 2006). 

 Students in ELLA intervention began with lower ORF levels 

compared to control students; however ELLA students showed 

increased linear growth, such that they had caught up with control 

students by the end of Grade 3.  This confirms and extends 

previous findings that ELLA was effective for developing L2 literacy 

(Quiros et al, 2011; Tong et al., 2008a, 2008b, 2010, 2011). 

Acknowledgments 
Data for this study were obtained from the data archives of Project ELLA, a completed project 

funded by grant from the U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences 

(R305P030032). 
 

We would like to thank the project coordinators, school administrators, classroom teachers, 

paraprofessionals, students, and parents who were involved with Project ELLA. 
 

Contact: Elizabeth (Polly) Treviño, M.Ed. ptrevino@tamu.edu 

 Dr. Rafael Lara-Alecio, Project ELLA PI    a-lara@tamu.edu 

 Dr. Beverly J. Irby, Project ELLA PI edu_bid@shsu.edu   

The purposes of the study were to:  

a) characterize the developmental trajectory of second language 

(L2) oral reading fluency (ORF) for Spanish-speaking English-

language learners through first, second, and third grades;  

b) determine the effect of initial oral language proficiency (OLP) 

on the development of L2 ORF; and 

c) determine the effect of Project ELLA, a four-year structured 

intervention in English language and literacy, on the 

development of L2 ORF in ELLs. 

Figure 1.  Design figure.  BOY=Beginning of the (school) year, MOY=Middle of the (school) 

year, EOY=End of the (school) year, X=ELLA intervention, IPT=IDEA Oral Language 

Proficiency Test-English, ORF=DIBELS oral reading fluency assessment 
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Method: Design 

Intervention Curricula 

Figure 2.  Overview of Tier 2 intervention curricula 

by grade level. 

Figure 3.  Overview of Tier 

3 intervention curricula by 

grade level. 

Results 

ORF Growth Trajectory 

 The quadratic growth model provided improved fit compared to 

the linear model (χ2(1)=45.4, p<.001); therefore, ELLs’ ORF growth 

trajectory in Grades 1-3 was curvilinear.   

 Average initial status in ORF (MOY, Grade 1) was 40.50 wcpm 

(t(122)=14.84, p<.001). 

 Average linear growth was 3.76 wcpm per month (t(122)=17.87, 

p<.001). 

 The small, negative quadratic parameter (β20=-.05, t(981)=-6.84, 

p<.001) indicated slight deceleration in growth over time. 

Effect of Initial OLP 

 OLP was a statistically significant predictor of ORF initial status 

(β01=.51, t(121)=3.19, p=.002) but did not predict ORF growth 

(β11=-.005, t(121)=-1.10, p=.27). 

 ELLs with a mean IPT score read 40.5 wcpm on the initial ORF 

assessment; ±1 correct answer on the IPT yielded ±.51 wcpm on 

initial ORF. Effect of Initial OLP 

Figure 4. Fitted trajectories for ELLs’ English oral reading fluency growth by OLP.  The 

shaded background indicates risk status according to DIBELS ORF benchmark goals for 3 

assessment periods per year ("DIBELS Benchmark Goals", n.d.).  WCPM=words read 

correctly in 1 min. 

Effect of ELLA Intervention 

Figure 5. Fitted trajectories for ELLs’ English oral reading fluency growth by group.  The 

shaded background indicates risk status according to DIBELS ORF benchmark goals for 3 

assessment periods per year ("DIBELS Benchmark Goals", n.d.).  WCPM=words read 

correctly in 1 min. 
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