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Abstract 

 
This longitudinal, quantitative study examined the English oral and 
literacy development of U.S.-born English language learners 
(ELLs) who had attended a two-way immersion (TWI) or 
developmental bilingual (DBE) program since Kindergarten, as 
measured by a five-point rating scale and the Language 
Assessment Scale Reading/Writing.  Descriptive statistical 
analysis showed native-like academic oral proficiency developed 
within two (comprehension) to four (production) years. Basic 
literacy skills reached fluency by the end of third grade, though 
30% of the students were still limited in writing.  T-tests indicated 
significant differences between TWI students and DBE students’ 
literacy skills.  The findings of the study point to the importance of 
considering plateau effects in second language production skills. 

 

Introduction 

 
Recent proposals in California, Arizona, Massachusetts, and Colorado to replace 

bilingual education with one-year English-only structured immersion programs for 
English language learners (ELLs) have reinforced a long-standing debate on the 
expected rate of second language proficiency development of English language learners 
(ELLs).  However, in absence of longitudinal studies that examine second language 
proficiency development there is a gap in our understanding of what students (can) learn 
in one year (as reflected in these one-year policy proposals) and ultimate attainment in a 
second language.  Even less is understood about such second language development 
within the context of bilingual programs for minority language speakers.  This study 
aimed to address this gap by examining the development of English oral proficiency and 
literacy skills of native Spanish speakers in maintenance bilingual programs from a 
longitudinal perspective.  After providing a summary of the “how long” debate and the 
outcomes of different bilingual program types, the article presents the study, its 
outcomes, and implications.   
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The “How Long” Question 

 
The question how long it takes learners to become proficiency in a second 

language (L2) has long occupied the field of English as a second language and bilingual 
education.  Since the early 1980s, researchers have tried to establish the length of time 
needed to acquire academic second language proficiency.  This line of research builds 
on Cummins’ distinction between social and academic English proficiency (Cummins, 
1980, 2000) and finds that it may take ELLs between four and seven years to reach 
grade-level norms on formal language/reading tests (Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1981; 
Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 2000; Klesmer, 1994).  These studies are concerned with ultimate 
academic achievement in English and do not include program-related variables, such as 
program type or length of program attendance.  One can therefore not infer that these 
findings support the need for specialized programs (i.e., bilingual education or English 
as a Second Language programs) for English language learners that last seven years or 
more.  They do, however, emphasize the need for continued support for ELLs to learn to 
negotiate learning through their second language (Cummins, 2000).  

 
To what extent such support must come through a specialized program or in a 

standard curriculum classroom is open for debate (e.g., Platt, Harper, & Mendoza, 
2003).  How long should ELLs remain in a specialized program? In contrast to the 
previous research, this alternate “how long” question deals with the identification of 
minimum criteria to determine ELL students’ readiness for reclassification as fluent 
English proficient and hence fulltime placement in a standard curriculum classroom (De 
Avila, 1990; De George, 1988; Gandara & Merino, 1993; Linquanti, 2001; Rossell & 
Baker, 1988).  The policy proposals cited above assume that after one year “children will 
understand enough English so that they will be better off in a grade level mainstream 
classroom than in a remedial classroom” (Rossell, 2000, p. 17).  However, it takes ELLs 
longer than one year to meet even minimal criteria for placement in a standard 
curriculum classroom, regardless of program type (e.g., Fillmore, 1998; Goldberg, 1997; 
Krashen, 2000; Ramirez, 1992).  Moreover, a remedial approach to the schooling of 
ELLs has long been criticized as inappropriate if the goal is to provide ELLs with equal 
access to comprehensive education (Brisk, 1998).  Rossell’s comment is therefore less 
an argument to quickly place ELLs in standard curriculum classrooms than it is a 
reminder that program goals, design, and implementation must reflect high expectations 
for ELLs. 

 
These two perspectives on the “how long” question have raised important issues 

regarding English proficiency.  However, few studies have considered the development 
of second language skills between a minimum of one year and ultimate attainment as it 
occurs over time in different programmatic contexts.  The purpose of this study was to 
longitudinally examine these patterns for ELLs.  

 

L2 Proficiency Development in Bilingual Programs 

 
With few exceptions (Ramirez, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 2002), ELL program 

evaluation studies have typically compared English as a Second Language and bilingual 
program outcomes after 2-3 years of program implementation (e.g., Greene, 1998; 
Rossell & Baker, 1996; Willig, 1985).  Besides methodological flaws (e.g., August & 
Hakuta, 1997; Willig & Ramirez, 1993), these studies have been unable to provide 
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insights regarding trends in second language development over time in various ELL 
program types.  There continues to be a need for longitudinal research that follows the 
same students for an extended period of time (August & Hakuta, 1997; Thomas & 
Collier, 1997).  

 
The program evaluations’ exclusive emphasis on comparing bilingual versus 

English-only approaches has also prevented a more nuanced discussion about the 
effectiveness of different bilingual education models.  Generally speaking, a distinction 
can be made between maintenance bilingual programs and transitional bilingual 
programs.  Maintenance bilingual models are considered more consistent with an 
educational approach that maximizes the social, cognitive, and academic benefits of 
bilingualism documented in the literature (Christian, 1994; Cloud, Genesee, & Hamayan, 
2000; Cummins, 2000; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 1997; Valdés, 1997).  
Maintenance bilingual programs typically use both languages (at least 50% for the 
minority language) for the duration of the program (minimally K-5).  There are two types 
of maintenance bilingual programs: developmental (or late-exit) bilingual programs for 
minority students (DBE) and two-way immersion (TWI) programs that target majority and 
minority students (Brisk, 1998; Ovando & Collier, 1998).  In contrast to maintenance 
bilingual programs, transitional (early-exit) bilingual education (TBE) programs are short-
term programs (2-3 years), in which the native language is temporarily used as a bridge 
to learning English.  They have been criticized for being assimilationist and subtractive 
(Ovando & Collier, 1998; Spener, 1988). 

  
While the positive effects of attending a good bilingual program have been well 

documented (for overviews see for example Collier, 1992; Crawford, 1997; Cummins, 
1996; Lindholm-Leary, 2001), little is known about the effectiveness of different bilingual 
program types.  Studies that compared TWI and TBE programs (Cazabon, Nicoladis, & 
Lambert, 1998; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 2002) or DBE and TBE 
programs (Medina & Escamilla, 1992; Thomas & Collier, 2002) have consistently 
reported that MBE students outperform their TBE peers on measures of native language 
oral language and/or reading.  This outcome is predictable and fully consistent with the 
goals of each program type.  Regarding English proficiency development, some studies 
found no differences between MBE and TBE programs (Ramirez, 1992; Medina & 
Escamilla, 1992) or presented mixed results.  For instance, Lindholm-Leary (2001) who 
examined cross-sectional data for English oral language development for TBE and TWI 
program students, reported different outcomes depending on the instrument used.  TBE 
students outperformed TWI students on one oral assessment scale, but had a lower 
passing rate than TWI students on a different oral language assessment.  Thomas & 
Collier (2002) provide the strongest data regarding the strength of TWI. They examined 
different bilingual program types in one district, the Houston Independent School District 
(HISD).  The HISD bilingual programs included substantial native language instruction 
for the first three years (PK-2) with an increase in English in third grade.  Differences 
among bilingual program types emerged in 4th grade when students in the TBE program 
shifted to an all English-medium classroom and students in the DBE and TWI programs 
maintained 50% of their instruction in Spanish.  The only difference between the DBE 
and TWI program as described by the HISD guidelines was the presence of dominant 
English speakers in the TWI program.  Thomas & Collier found that students in the TWI 
program consistently outperformed comparable groups of students attending the 
transitional bilingual education program on the Stanford English reading, math, and 
language.  In short, while the superiority of maintenance bilingual education programs 
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for native language development and maintenance is clear, mixed results are reported 
for achievement in the second language, English.   

 
The increased popularity of TWI programs across the nation (Christian, Howard, 

& Loeb, 2000) has caused an interest in comparisons between TWI and transitional or 
developmental bilingual programs.  The inclusion of majority language speakers, 
systematic opportunities for native and non-native speaker interaction to build language 
and cross-cultural skills, and high program status create contexts for academic and 
language learning (Christian, 1994; Lindholm-Leary, 2001; Thomas & Collier, 1997) 
more difficult to obtain for DBE or TBE programs. The quasi-longitudinal data in Thomas 
& Collier (2002) indicated higher performance for TBE students than for the students in 
the DBE programs.  Although the study did not directly compare DBE and TWI 
programs, combining the latter finding with the ones cited above (TWI students 
outperformed TBE students) leads to the speculation that the outcomes for TWI and 
DBE programs may indeed be different (see also Collier, 1992).  

 
These findings confirm the importance of considering the effectiveness of 

different bilingual models in developing English language proficiency skills longitudinally 
over time (August & Hakuta, 1997; Lindholm-Leary, 2001).  Whereas the superiority of 
native language proficiency appears similar across maintenance bilingual education 
programs for language minority students, the variation across models emerges 
particularly when considering English achievement patterns.  The purpose of this study 
was to examine the development of second language proficiency by English language 
learners in the context of bilingual education programs.  The study is unique for two 
reasons.  First, it takes a longitudinal view to the “how long” question by following 
students from Kindergarten through fifth grade.  Second, it focuses on two maintenance 
bilingual programs, a two-way immersion and a developmental bilingual education 
program.  The first two research questions examined at which point ELLs reach native-
like English oral proficiency and literacy, respectively.  The third question explored 
whether there were any differences between the two programs. 

 

Methodology 

 
The study took place in medium-sized school district in the Northeastern United 

States.  The district enrolls close to 8,000 students.  At the time of the study, it had three 
types of programs for ELLs: two-way immersion, developmental bilingual education, and 
an English as a Second Language program.  The district was chosen because of its 
long-standing experience with ELLs (the first bilingual classroom was established in the 
late 1960s), its consistency in program philosophy and implementation, and access to a 
TWI and a DBE program within the district.   Specifically, the study was concerned with 
three research questions: 

 
When do ELLs in maintenance bilingual programs reach fluency in English oral 

comprehension and production? 
 
When do ELLs in maintenance bilingual programs reach fluency in English reading 

and writing? 
 
Are there differences between the TWI and the DBE program regarding English oral 

proficiency and English literacy skills? 
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To answer these questions, a longitudinal, quantitative study was designed and 
implemented. 
 
 
Sample 

For the purpose of this study, a sample of U.S.-born native Spanish-speaking 
ELLs who entered the DBE or TWI program in Kindergarten and who remained in these 
programs through 3rd, 4th, or 5th grade without interruptions (e.g., moving away and 
returning) was selected to remove the role of length of residence and country of birth as 
confounding variables.  Hence, students who entered at later grade levels (Grade 1 and 
up) were excluded from the sample.  Also, students with special needs and those 
students for whom more than two consecutive data points were missing were taken out 
of the sample.  The TWI program is located in a school with a higher percentage of 
students on free/reduced lunch.  The two samples are similar in terms of entering 
students’ country of birth and gender (Table 1).  
 
 
Table 1  
Sample 

 

 TWI  DBE 

K-3 Cohort 55 51 

K-4 Cohort 45 37 

K-5 Cohort 26 19 

Number of non-U.S. Born Students in sample 6 7 

Gender Male: 37% 

Female: 63% 

Male: 37% 

Female: 63% 

School Percentage of students on free/reduced lunch 38% 27% 

Number of Special education students (excluded from 

analysis) 

11 9 
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The data were grouped into three longitudinal cohorts: a K-3 cohort, a K-4 cohort, 
and a K-5 cohort (Table 1; and below).  The K-3 cohort includes scores of all students 
who entered in grade three and who stayed in the program through Grade 3 (i.e., it 
includes data from students who stayed longer in the program).  There is therefore 
overlap between the K-3 and the K-4/5 cohorts.  The K-4 cohort includes only the scores 
of students who entered in Kindergarten and who stayed through grade 4.  It excludes 
students only attending K-3 but includes students who stayed through 5th grade.  



Finally, the K-5 cohort includes only students who attended the program for their 
elementary school career and does not include data from students who attended only K-
3 or K-4.  Collapsing the cohorts increases the number per cohort.  This step is justified 
because of the stability of program philosophy and implementation, and the stability of 
the teachers involved.   
 
Instrumentation 

Oral language proficiency.  The [State] English Language Assessment- Oral 
[S]ELA-O is an English oral proficiency assessment instrument that was developed 
specifically for the state in which the district is located.  It is a teacher-administered 
assessment that requires that teachers observe and rate students individually on a scale 
of 0 to 5 in oral comprehension and production.  While the comprehension component 
consists of only one scale, the production component consists of the four subscales of 
grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, and fluency.  When it was developed in 1993-1995, 
inter-rater reliability for the [S]ELA-O was reported as between .74 and .77 for the 
comprehension component and between .71 and .85 for the production component.  
These levels of reliability are considered quite good for a teacher-administered 
assessment.  All teachers in the district are trained to properly administer the [S]ELA-O.  
Teachers receive a day and a half of training their first year of administering the 
assessment; the following year they receive another half-day of follow-up training.  The 
interpretation of the five levels is generally as follows.  Students at Levels 0, 1 and 2 are 
in the process of mastering social language.  Students at Level 3 are socially able to 
function in English and are beginning to function academically in English.  Levels 4 and 
5 indicate native-like academic English proficiency.  The [S]ELA-O is administered in the 
Spring of each year to students in the bilingual program from Kindergarten through 
Grade 5 to all students who have been in the classroom for at least two months at the 
time of assessment. 

 
Reading and writing proficiency.  For the purpose of assessing English literacy 

skills, a widely used formal language tests, the Language Assessment Scale 
Reading/Writing (LAS; Duncan and DeAvila, 1988) was used. The  LAS R/W is a 
standardized proficiency assessment that measures English reading and writing skills.  It 
assesses vocabulary, fluency, reading comprehension, mechanics, and usage.  Raw 
scores can be converted into a proficiency level (non-reader/writer, limited reader/writer, 
and fluent reader/writer).  The LAS R/W uses different forms for different grade levels, 
e.g., Form 1 is used for Grades 2-3 and Form 2 is used for Grades 4-6.  The test is 
widely used to document progress as well as to determine a student’s readiness to exit 
specialized services.  The LAS-R/W is administered in Grade 2 through 5 as a whole-
class assessment.  The district provides teachers with a scoring manual that includes 
detailed instructions and guidelines about the scoring of student responses.   

 
Research Site 
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The TWI program aims to develop bilingualism and biliteracy, grade-level 
academic performance by 5th grade in Spanish and English, and cross-cultural 
competence.  It enrolls 50% native English speakers and 50% native Spanish speakers. 
There are two teachers at each grade level, a Spanish and English classroom.  The TWI 
program adheres to a one teacher-one language policy at each grade level, except for 
Kindergarten where the English teacher also teaches in Spanish to reinforce Spanish for 
all students. Initial literacy development occurs in the native language for both language 
groups.  Formal English literacy instruction for ELLs does not start until second grade 



through the English as a Second Language class and in third grade through the 
classroom teacher.  Until second grade, the focus is on oral language development in 
English. In Kindergarten the native Spanish speakers receive all instruction in Spanish 
except for specials (music, art, and physical education).  In grades 1 and 2 they spend 
about 70% of the time is spent in L1 (literacy and math) and 30% in English (social 
studies/science).  As of third grade, all students receive 50% of their instruction in their 
native language and 50% in their second language.  

 
The district’s self-contained DBE program is also designed for native Spanish 

speakers with limited English proficiency and who are dominant in their native language.  
The ultimate goal of the program is to prepare its students to succeed in a standard 
curriculum classroom.  The DBE program is a K-5 model in which students are not 
expected to exit until 4th or 5th grade (though some do).  The distribution of the two 
languages in the program for students entering in Kindergarten is described in the 
district’s program handbook approximately as follows:  K-1 (L1: 85%, L2: 15%), Grade 2 
(L1: 75%, L2: 25%), Grade 3 (L1: 60%-50%; L2: 40%-50%), Grades 4 and 5 (L1: 30%; 
L2: 70%).  Initial literacy development starts in L1, Spanish.  DBE teachers start formal 
English literacy towards the middle of second grade and increase the time spent in 
English Language Arts in third grade.  Until second grade, the English as a Second 
Language component focuses on oral language development.  The school in which the 
program is located has worked hard to create an inclusive, bilingual environment for all 
its students.  Students are integrated for special areas (music, art, physical education) 
with standard curriculum students.  Moreover, to avoid extended student segregation, 
the program started to integrate DBE and standard curriculum students for content area 
instruction (science, social studies).  This project started in 1998 with 4th graders, 
continued in 1999 with 4th and 5th grade, and was further extended in 2000 to include 
third grade as well.  

 
Both programs are designed as quality bilingual programs and are expected to 

follow the state and district guidelines for grade-level curriculum content in all subject 
areas.  The two schools are also comparable in terms of access to bilingual special 
education services, Spanish Title I services, and a fulltime English as a Second 
Language teacher.  In both programs, all teachers have bilingual or English as a Second 
Language certification and have comparable years of teaching experience across the 
grade levels.  Main differences between the two programs include systematic access to 
and interaction with native English speakers for the TWI students in the content areas 
and the use of dual language models (one teacher) at all grade levels for DBE students.  
Additionally, the TWI program is clearly perceived as an enrichment program.  The DBE 
program’s status is more ambiguous as it is trying to distance itself from a transitional 
bilingual education philosophy, which dominated in the 1980s. 

 
Program placement.  The bilingual program student assignment process is part 

of a controlled choice program in the district.  The TWI and the DBE program take 
students from the same “pool” of Spanish-speaking ELLs.  Students are eligible for the 
TWI or the DBE program if they have been recommended for bilingual services.  Such 
placement is determined by the score on the oral Language Assessment Scale in 
English and Spanish. Spanish-speaking students are eligible for enrollment in a bilingual 
program if they are Spanish dominant, i.e., their score is Level 3 or higher (out of a scale 
from 1 to 5, 5 being fluent native speaker) and they are limited proficient in English (their 
English score is below Level 4).  After services have been determined and parents agree 
with a bilingual program placement, the parents indicate their preference of program 
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type (TWI or DBE).  Due to the controlled choice process, they have placement 
guarantee for their child in the school/program attended by a sibling.  Once the 
Kindergarten slots are filled through the sibling guarantee process, the remaining slots 
are assigned by lottery.  In other words, both programs take in the same group of 
Spanish-speaking ELLs who have been assigned based on the same criteria.  There is 
therefore no reason to assume significant differences in the two student populations 
entering each program in terms of their Spanish language proficiency. 

 
Procedure 

Data for this study were drawn from district-level data, which are annually 
collected to meet state reporting requirements.  In the Spring of each year, the Office of 
Bilingual Education indicates a two-week timeframe to teachers during which they must 
administer the [S]ELA-O and the LAS,  thus ensuring that these assessments are done 
at approximately the same time in all programs throughout the district.  Each teacher 
submits individual student scores on a specific form to the Office of Bilingual Education.  
For the purpose of this study, copies of the teachers’ reporting forms were obtained from 
the district for a period of six years (1995-2001) as well as information on each student’s 
date of program entry and program type.  This information was entered into a database.  
The database contained individual assessment data for each student for each year s/he 
remained in the program between 1995 and 2001 for the [S]ELA-O (K-5) and for the LAS 
R/W (Grades 2-5).   

 
Based on these data, the following analyses were carried out for each research 

question.  The first question focuses on the point at which English language learners 
who entered their program in Kindergarten reach native-like oral proficiency in English.  
To answer this question, mean scores were calculated for each cohort at each grade 
level for comprehension and production as well as the percentage of students at each of 
the oral assessment’s five proficiency levels (0-5).  T-test analysis was used to 
determine whether scores differed significantly from grade to grade for each cohort.  To 
answer the second research question, when do ELLs reach fluency in reading and 
writing, the distribution of student standardized scores over the three literacy levels 
indicated in the LAS manual (non-reader/writer, limited reader/writer, and fluent 
reader/writer) was determined.  T-test analysis was carried out to examine whether 
students’ scores changed significantly from second to third and from fourth to fifth grade.  
Finally, the third research question regarding programmatic differences was examined 
using t-test analysis for oral comprehension and production scores and for standardized 
reading and writing scores.  TWI and DBE cohorts were compared for each grade. 

 

Results 

 
At what point do TWI and DBE students reach native-like oral L2 fluency? The 

first research question considered the point at which ELLs reached fluency in oral 
English in the two bilingual programs. The results for comprehension and production are 
presented below. For each program, students’ mean scores are presented first, followed 
by their distribution over the five levels distinguished by the [S]ELA-O (Level 0-5). 

 
L2 Oral language: Comprehension 

TWI Program Students 
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The mean scores for the oral language proficiency for the three cohorts show 
steady growth in oral language comprehension.  A mean score of 4.0 or higher 
(indicating mastery of native-like academic English proficiency) is approached by the 
end of first grade, exceeded by the end of second grade (Table 2), and continues to 
increase through 5th grade.  Growth from Kindergarten to first (p<.01) and from first to 
second grade is significant for each cohort (p<.05).  In the K-5 cohort, scores from 4th to 
5th grade also differed significantly (p<.01).   
 
 
Table 2  
[S]ELA-O L2 Oral Proficiency Mean Scores TWI Program 
 

TWI PROGRAM 

Comprehension 

 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

TWI-K-3 2.4 3.8 4.2 4.1   

TWI-K-4 2.3 3.9 4.2 4.2 4.3  

TWI-K-5 2.2 3.8 4.3 4.2 4.3 5 

Production 

 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

TWI-K-3 1.9 3.2 3.7 3.7   

TWI-K-4 1.7 3.2 3.7 3 4.3  

TWI-K-5 1.7 2.8 3.5 3.8 3.9 4.9 

 
When considering the distribution of students over the [S]ELA-O’s five proficiency 

levels (Level 0-5), it appears that the three cohorts show similar behaviors (Figures 1a-
c). By the end of first grade, two-thirds to three-quarters of the TWI students are rated as 
native-like at a Level 4 or 5 in comprehension.  Over 85% of the students have reached 
these levels by the end of second grade (K-3: 86%, K-4: 88%, K-5: 88%).  By 4th grade, 
almost all students are rated at these levels for the K-4 and K-5 cohorts (96% and 93%, 
respectively).    
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Figure 1a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension K-3 TWI Cohort 
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Figure 1b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension K-4 TWI Cohort 
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Figure 1c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension  K-5 TWI Cohort 
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DBE Program Students 

The DBE students’ oral language development indicates beginning academic 
English skills in comprehension by the end of Kindergarten.  By the end of first grade, 
their average score is 4.0 or higher (Table 3).  For each cohort, growth from grade to 
grade is significant (p<.01).  An exception is the K-5 cohort, where growth from first to 
second grade is significant at the .05 level and scores from 4th to 5th grade are not 
significantly different. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Table 3  
[S]ELA-O L2 Oral Proficiency Mean Scores MBE Program 
 
 

MBE PROGRAM 

Comprehension 
 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

MBE-K-3 3.3 4.1 4.6 4.2   

MBE-K-4 3.4 4 4.6 3.9 4.8  

MBE-K-5 3.4 3.8 4.6 4 4.8 4.8 

Production 
 K Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 Grade 4 Grade 5 

MBE-K-3 2 3.3 3.7 3.6   

MBE-K-4 2.1 3.2 3.7 3.3 4  

NABE Journal of Research and Practice, 2:1 Winter 2004 
 
 
 

88
 



MBE-K-5 2.2 3.2 3.8 3.4 3.8 4.1 

 
Less than 20% of the students in the DBE program are rated as beginning 

English learners in comprehension at the end of Kindergarten (Figures 4a-c).  About one 
quarter of the DBE students is at Level 3 and 70% of the students have reached native-
like fluency by the end of first grade.  As of second grade, almost all students are at 
Levels 4 and 5 for L2 oral language comprehension.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 2a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension MBE K-3 Cohort 
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Figure 2b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Comprehension MBE K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 2c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiencyl: Comprehension MBE K-5 Cohort 
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L2 Oral language: Production 

TWI Program Students 

It takes the TWI students until the end of 3rd grade to approach native-like 
proficiency in oral production (mean score of 4.0 and higher), although emergent 
academic proficiency (reflected by a mean score of 3.0 and higher) is reached or 
exceeded by second grade (Table 2).  Significance was reached for growth from 
Kindergarten to first grade (p<0.01) and from first to second grade (p<.05) for each 
cohort.  Only the K-5 cohort showed further significant differences in scores for each 
subsequent grade level through fifth grade (p<0.01).   

 
The analysis of proficiency levels shows more variation in the early grades for English 
oral language production skills (Figure 3a-c).  The majority of K-3 cohort and K-4 cohort 
students have reached Level 3 by the end of first grade.  The K-5 cohort students take 
until third grade, probably because they started at much lower English production levels 
than the other two cohorts. Native-like academic English oral proficiency (Level 4 or 5) is 
reached by 71%-76% of the students in third grade and by almost all students (84% and 
86% for the K-4 and K-5 cohorts, respectively) by the end of 4th grade.   
 
Figure 3a 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production K-3 TWI Cohort 
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Table 3b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production  TWI K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 3c 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production K-5 TWI Cohort 
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DBE Program Students 

The students in the DBE program reach an average score of 3 or higher by the 
end of first grade.  Their mean score is between 3.0 and 4.0 between first grade and 
fourth grade. Native-like proficiency occurs by the end of 4th grade where their scores 
reach a mean of more than 4.0 (see Table 3).  Growth is significant for all cohorts from 
Kindergarten to first grade (p<0.01).  Only for cohorts K-3 and K-4 is growth from first to 
second grade also significant (p<.001).  No other significant differences between grade 
levels were found.  

 
The distribution over the proficiency levels the DBE students’ oral production 

remains just below native-like proficiency because many of them remain at level 3 in 
grades 2 and 3 (Figures 4a-c).  Approximately 50% are at Level 3 by the end of first 
grade and 20%-35% of the students remain at this level through 4th and 5th grade.  
Seventy-two percent of the K-4 cohort and 58% of the K-5 cohort has reached Level 4 or 
higher by 4th grade.  Almost all DBE program students are rated with grade-level 
academic English proficiency by the end of fifth grade (90%).   
 
Figure 4a  
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-3 Cohort 
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Figure 4b 
L2 Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-4 Cohort 
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Figure 4c  
Oral Language Proficiency: Production MBE K-5 Cohort 
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At what point do TWI and DBE students reach fluency in reading and writing? 
The second research question considered at which point ELLs reach fluency in English 
literacy in a TWI and DBE program.  The results for reading and writing as measured by 



the Language Assessment Scales s are presented below for Grades 2-5.  The LAS 
manual indicates three proficiency levels which were used for this analysis: non-reader 
or writer (Level 1), limited reader or writer (Level 2) and fluent reader or writer (Level 3) 
(Duncan & DeAvila, 1988).   

 
L2 literacy: Reading 

TWI Program 

The TWI students do well on the reading portion of the Language Assessment 
Scale (Table 4).  By the end of second grade, TWI students have reached a 
standardized score of 90 or more.  T-test analysis shows that all scores from second to 
third grade represents significant growth for all three cohorts.  Growth from 4th to 5th 
grade for the K-5 cohort is also significant (p<.01).   
 
Table 4  
LAS Reading and Writing: Average Standardized Scores TWI Program 

TWI PROGRAM 

Reading Writing 

 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 

Grade 2 84 83 82 73 71 69 

Grade 3 92 92 94 87 87 88 

Grade 4 -- 90 92 -- 84 83 

Grade 5 -- -- 97 -- -- 87 

 
Analysis of the distribution of students across the three proficiency levels (non-

reader, limited reader, and fluent reader) confirms that TWI students do well in reading.  
Several students have acquired limited reading fluency by the end of second grade 
(without formal English literacy instruction).  For each cohort, a substantial shift towards 
fluency (Level 3) takes place from second to third grade.  Ninety-one percent of the TWI 
students rates as a fluent reader as of the end of third grade and beyond (Figure 5). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 5 
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TWI L2 Reading by Cohort, Proficiency Level, and Grade Level 
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DBE Program Students 

The DBE program students are just below fluency by the end of second grade in 
reading, particularly the K-5 group.  In Grades 3 and 4, these students’ average 
standardized score is higher than 80.  By 5th grade, the DBE students reach an average 
of a score of 95.  The DBE students in each cohort make significant progress at each 
grade level (p<.01) (Table 5). 
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Table 5  



LAS Reading and Writing: Average Standardized Scores MBE Program 
 
 
 

MBE PROGRAM 

Reading Writing 

 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 TWI K-3 TWI K-4 TWI K-5 

Grade 2 79 76 68 63 61 52 

Grade 3 86 85 82 75 73 72 

Grade 4 -- 88 88 -- 73 72 

Grade 5 -- -- 95 -- -- 82 

 
The analysis of the percentage of students scoring at the non-reader, limited 

reader, or fluent reader proficiency levels shows that the majority of students are score 
at a Level 3 (fluent reader) by the end of third grade (Figure 6).  The K-4 cohort still 
shows close to a third of the students as limited readers by the end of 4th grade.  The K-
5 cohort shows 89% of the students at Level 3 by 4th grade and 100% of the students in 
grade 5. 
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MBE L2 Reading by Cohort, Grade, and Proficiency Level 
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L2 literacy: Writing 

TWI Program 

Table 4 also illustrates that, in the absence of formal second language reading or 
writing instruction, TWI students are clearly not non-writers in English by the end of 
second grade nor are they at the bottom of the limited writing proficiency level (the 
average standardized score ranges from 60 to 79 across the three cohorts).  Their 
average standardized score approaches the lower end of the fluent writer interval (which 
starts at 80).  Fluency in writing is reached by the three cohorts by the end of third grade.  
Progress in writing is significant from second to third (all cohorts) and from 4th to 5th 
grade (K-3 and K-4 cohort).  For K-5 cohort, the 4th to 5th growth approaches 
significance (p=.078). 

 
Considering the three proficiency levels, it appears that TWI students are evenly 

distributed over the three levels by the end of second grade (Figure 7).  Third grade TWI 
students score in the fluent writer proficiency level (84%, 84%, and 88% respectively for 
the K-3, K-4 and K-5 cohorts).  The increased writing demand on the test can be seen at 
the 4th and 5th grade level where one-third of the students score at Level 2 and 67% (K-
4 cohort) and 65%  (K-5 cohort) score at Level 3.  By 5th grade, 73% the K-5 cohort are 
considered fluent writers. 
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Figure 7 
TWI L2 Writing by Cohort, Proficiency Level, and Grade Level 
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DBE Program 

The DBE program students start at the lower end of the limited writing proficiency 
level in second grade (average standardized score is 60-79).  By 5th grade, they reach 
an average standardize score of more than 80, indicating fluent writing proficiency (see 
Table 5).  Tests of significance show that the mean scores are significant from second to 
third grade (p<.01).  For the K-5 cohort, there is a significant difference between the 4th 
and the 5th grade scores (p<.01).  

 
The distribution of the students across the three proficiency levels shows that a 

substantial number of students (about 50%) remain at Level 2 through third grade 
(Figure 8).  By 4th grade, 27% of the K-4 cohort and none of the K-5 cohort have 
reached fluency.  The DBE K-5 cohort students are rated as fluent writers by the end of 
5th grade (68%).  
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Figure 8 
MBE L2 Writing by Cohort, Grade, and Proficiency Level 
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Are there significant differences between the two programs? The third research 

question focused on whether there were statistically significant differences between the 
two programs.  T-test analysis showed significant differences for oral language 
proficiency.  Only for oral language comprehension at the Kindergarten level were DBE 
students’ scores were significantly higher for each cohort (p<.01).  This finding confirms 
the differences observed in Figures 2a-c and Figures 4a-c where the TWI program had 
many more students scoring at the beginning levels of oral proficiency (almost 60%-70% 
for TWI versus 20% or less for MBE).   

 
The results are different for reading and writing.  For reading, third grade TWI 

reading scores were significantly higher for all three cohorts (p<.01).  For writing, the 
second and third grade scores for the TWI were significantly higher than those of the 
DBE students (all three cohorts), as were the fourth grade writing scores for the K-4 and 
K-5 cohorts.  No statistically significant differences were found for the 5th grade writing 
scores.  

 

Discussion 

 
This quantitative study took a longitudinal view of the English proficiency 

development for cohorts of native Spanish speakers in two maintenance bilingual 
programs, a TWI and a DBE program.  The three cohorts in each program showed 
similar patterns, which strengthens conclusions regarding the second language 
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development patterns and also shows that these bilingual programs have stable 
outcomes regardless of the student population entering the program.  Students in both 
programs demonstrated significant growth from grade to grade in oral language 
development (particularly in the early grades, K-2) and in reading and writing (all 
grades).  In short, participation in a bilingual program does not keep students from 
learning the English language (Cummins, 2000).  

 
The first research question examined when ELLs in these two programs reached 

native-like oral language fluency (as measured by a rating scale which ranged from 
Level 0 to 5).  Data analysis indicated that oral academic language output takes about 
four years to develop for students entering in Kindergarten, confirming the findings from 
the “how long” L2 attainment studies cited earlier.  Second, although most students 
move towards native-like oral academic proficiency, several students remain at the 
intermediate proficiency level (Level 3) and students often remain at this level longer 
(Grades 1-3) before moving to native-like proficiency.  This may point to a possible 
“plateau-effect” in oral language development in which students do not move beyond an 
advanced intermediate fluency in academic English (Scarcella, 2002).  This 
phenomenon has been noted in French immersion program lasting as long as four years 
(Harley and Swain, 1984; cited in Long, 2003).  While this plateau does not appear to 
persist for younger second language learners, it raises important questions regarding 
the impact it might have on student achievement. If teachers fail to stretch ELLs’ 
comprehensible output (Swain, 1995) and allow students to “get by” on basic oral 
fluency, it may ultimately hinder their access to dense, language-mediated curriculum 
and instructional practices (Corson, 2001).  

 
The second research question considered when ELLs in these two programs 

reached the level of “fluent reader” or “fluent writer” on a formal language test, the 
Language Assessment Scale.  The analysis showed students reaching fluency more 
quickly in reading than in writing. Ninety percent of the TWI students reach the test 
ceiling in reading by the end of third grade; 60%-80% of the DBE students do so.  At the 
same time, it takes most students (65%-70% of TWI and 70% of DBE students) until 4th 
or 5th grade to reach fluency in writing.  Second, the data analysis showed that 25% of 
the students were still rated as a limited writer by 5th grade.  Contrary to claims that 
students will acquire sufficient second language proficiency within one year, this result 
makes it clear that it takes more than one year to become proficient in English, 
particularly in writing. While undoubtedly partially due to the test (students lose points if 
they make simple punctuation or spelling mistakes), this finding may also reflect the 
beginnings of a plateau effect similar to the one observed for oral language proficiency.  
The “intermediate” writing level allows many ELLs to survive elementary school as 
elementary teachers typically use many additional strategies to support the learning 
process.  However, chances are that ELLs will become “long-term English learners,” if 
teachers do not effectively address their academic writing needs, i.e., students who 
receive passing grades but fail “when they try to pass high-stakes exit exams or when 
they take standardized test, their scores are low” (Freeman, Freeman and Mercuri, 
2002, p. 5).  

 
The third research question focused on whether there were significant 

differences between TWI and DBE program students. Significant differences were found 
in reading and writing.  These differences emerged early on (Grade 2) in favor of the 
TWI program. A possible exlanation for this finding is that the TWI students are more 
systematically and frequently exposed to academic literacy through their integration 
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content component. Although they are not introduced to formal English literacy until 
second grade (like DBE students), TWI students are engaged in science and social 
studies in English from first grade onwards in the “English” side classroom with native 
English speakers (unlike DBE students).  As a result, ELLs in TWI programs regularly 
spend time in print-rich and literature-rich English language environments.  For DBE 
teachers, it is more difficult to create such environments within one classroom (while 
also maintaining a rich Spanish language environment).  Furthermore, TWI teachers 
must challenge the L1 (English) readers and writers in the integrated classroom.  
Reading and writing activities are naturally integrated into the science/social studies, 
while allowing ELLs to participate orally. ELLs in TWI programs have therefore more 
opportunities to take advantage of access to literacy in their second language and can 
develop their English literacy skills informally early on. 

 
Limitations of the Study 

A weakness of this study is its reliance on a standardized test to measure 
literacy.  These tests do not adequately reflect the increasing academic reading and 
writing demands that ELLs encounter in the classroom.  Moreover, it does not allow for 
the documentation of quantitative and qualitative growth that students make over time.  
While more authentic, the classroom-based rating scale applied by the teachers 
introduces a subjective component, which might have affected results.   

 

Conclusions 

 
This quantative, longitudinal study confirms existing studies on how long it takes 

English language learners to acquire academic English proficiency.  In response to the 
first two research questions, when do ELLs become proficient orally and in 
reading/writing, the study found a minimum of four years for academic English language 
development, at least for productive skills (speaking and writing).  Moreover, the analysis 
indicated a possible “plateau” effect for productive language skills.  This finding has 
important implications for ELL programs.  Long-term persistence of an intermediate 
plateau may eventually prevent ELLs from having full access to academically complex 
learning environments that make more sophisticated demands on their language skills.  
Teachers must therefore learn to pay conscious attention to academic English 
proficiency, especially after initial fluency has been reached.  As Gravelle (1996) points 
out, “Once pupils become more fluent in their use of English the immediate need for 
extra support is less obvious.  It is at this stage that learners are often left to manage as 
best as they can and their achievement is affected” (p. 9).  Bilingual and ESL teachers 
must provide ELLs with models of and practice with a varied, in-depth repertoire of 
linguistic resources to carry out a range of academic language functions (Gibbons, 
2002).  More detailed analyses of written and oral language samples will be necessary 
to develop a better understanding of this plateau effect, ways that teachers can scaffold 
productive academic language skills, as well as the consequences of such an effect 
when ELLs enter secondary school with its high reliance on language and literacy to 
mediate learning (Corson, 2001; Cummins, 2000).   
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The finding that there were significant differences between the TWI and the DBE 
program students’ performance in reading and writing points to the potential of making 
native/non-native speaker integrated (content-based) learning environment an integral 
part of any bilingual program.  While an integrated program design need not be limited to 



TWI programs (De Jong, 1996, 2001), such student integration rarely occurs 
systematically and for academic purposes within the context of developmental or even 
transitional bilingual education programs.  This study suggests that, at least within the 
context of an additive bilingual program design, early (informal) exposure to English 
literacy may accelerate students’ L2 development. 

 
Exploring second language development patterns in different ELL program types 

links second language learning with effective programmatic contexts for ELLs.  The 
issue of L2 expectancies plays a central role in discussions about the length of ELL 
program attendance as well as issues of program effectiveness.  With increased 
inclusion of ELLs in accountability systems, an understanding of when English 
assessments can be interpreted with validity for ELLs who are still developing their 
second language becomes crucial. Finally, longitudinal studies that document second 
language proficiency development can inform bilingual practices, for example, by 
building links between bilingual and standard curriculum programs to support second 
language development.  
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