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Peer-Assisted Learning 
Strategies for ELLs

English language 
learners (ELLs) 
constitute one of the fastest growing 
student populations in the United 
States. Nearly one in five students in 
public schools are ELLs, and the num-
bers continue to increase (Chu & 
Flores, 2011). Currently, about 70 
percent of ELLs are Spanish speaking 
(Klingner, Boardman, Eppolito & 
Almanza Schonewise, 2012). ELLs 
also represent one of the lowest aca-
demically achieving student groups. In 
New York State, 1 percent of ELLs in 
eighth grade perform at or above profi-
cient on the English Language Arts 
(ELA) Common Core exam (NAEP, 
2013). This is alarming as it means 99 
percent of ELLs failed to read at a level 
to fully and deeply comprehend infor-
mational and narrative text at their 
grade level. 

With the implementation of the 
Common Core State Standards 

(CCSS), expectations for adolescent 
literacy achievement have increased 
(Reed & Vaughn, 2012). The expec-
tations now include knowledge and 
skills necessary for college and career 
readiness (Reed & Vaughn). Some 
ELLs with reading difficulties are 
unable to gain proficiency in the con-
tent knowledge they require to suc-
cessfully earn a high school diploma 
(Klingner, Boardman, Eppolito, & 
Almanza Schonewise, 2012). In New 
York State, only 31.4 percent of 
English language learners graduated 
from high school in 2014. 

Earning a high school diploma is vital 
to successful participation in today’s 
global economy. Yet, English language 
learners with reading difficulties are 
unable to compete in today’s work-
force, as they are required to apply lev-
els of academic literacy well beyond 
the basic level (Klingner, Boardman, 
Eppolito, & Almanza Schonewise, 
2012). In order to obtain better paying 
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jobs, ELLs require a higher level of 
reading proficiency. Unfortunately, too 
many ELLs fail to graduate from high 
school because of substandard reading 
performance. 

Substandard academic achievement 
may also contribute to the dispropor-
tionate representation of ELLs in spe-
cial education. English language 
learners who struggle with reading have 
an increased likelihood of being 
referred for special education place-
ment (McCardle, Mele-McCarthy, 
Cutting, Leos, & D’Emilio, 2005). 
This is problematic as research indi-
cates ELLs who are inappropriately 
placed in special education regress even 
further academically (Huang, Clarke, 
Milczarski, & Raby, 2011). Despite the 
mandate of the Individuals with 
Disabilities Education Act (2004) to 
minimize cultural bias in special educa-
tion, disproportionality still exists (Liu, 
Ortiz, Wilkinson, Robertson, & 
Kushner, 2008). 

The raised expectations and high-
stakes assessments have also resulted in 
an increase in expectations for teachers’ 
instructional practices. Teachers are 

are also facing an increasingly diverse 
student population. Many teachers, 
however, still find it challenging to 
address students’ literacy needs partic-
ularly in the content areas (Reed & 
Vaughn, 2012). 

Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies 

English language learners in middle 
school require instruction that simulta-
neously supports acquiring content 
area knowledge while supporting lan-
guage acquisition and reading compre-
hension (Klingner, Boardman, 
Eppolito, & Almanza Schonewise, 
2012). Approaches to teaching ELLs 
should target multiple components of 
reading (Cirino, Romain, Barth, Tolar, 
Fletcher, & Vaughn, 2013). Reading 
intervention for this student population 
should serve a dual purpose and 
address literacy skills while simultane-
ously increasing content-area knowl-
edge. The causes of reading difficulties 
in adolescent students are numerous. 
Therefore, multicomponent programs 
that integrate instruction in fluency and 
comprehension are recommended 
(Cirino, Romain, Barth, et al., 2013). 

Gliset Colón, University at Buffalo
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Peer-assisted learning strategies or 
PALS is a program that incorporates 
multiple components using partner 
reading with three different compre-
hension strategies; paragraph shrink-
ing, prediction relay and retelling 
(Fuchs, Fuchs, Mathes, & Simmons, 
1997). Components of PALS can be 
implemented in content-area class-
rooms without the need for formal 
training on the commercial PALS pro-
gram. This is particularly important as 
teachers require approaches that can 
be readily used in the classroom.

Paragraph shrinking is one example, 
and can easily be used with partner 
reading without using the commercial 
PALS program (Archer, Gleason, & 
Vachon, 2003). Paragraph shrinking 
with a partner, allows struggling read-
ers to identify the main idea, a compre-
hension strategy, while engaging in 
repeated oral reading practice, a fluen-
cy strategy. Implementing this modi-
fied version of PALS using content- 
related text may simultaneously sup-
port acquiring content area knowledge 
and reading comprehension. 

 Partner reading, as one component 
within a reading curriculum, is an 
effective strategy for adolescent readers 
(Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2003). 
Partner reading allows middle school 
students who struggle with reading, to 
connect with peers. It encourages stu-
dent engagement, and includes 

comprehension strategies (Archer, 
Gleason, & Vachon). The use of a 
partner who is more fluent in reading 
and English language skills may be a 
viable option for supporting language 
acquisition and reading in content area 
classes. 

Purpose of Study

The purpose of this study was to 
investigate the effectiveness of two 
peer-assisted learning strategies on 
specific reading skills and content 
knowledge of middle school ELLs. 
More specifically, the study examined 
the effects of a partner reading and 
paragraph shrinking strategy on the 
oral reading fluency and science and 
social studies content knowledge of 
ELLs with and without disabilities. 
The current body of research literature 
on PALS with ELLs is limited. This 
study will add to the research base on 
effective literacy interventions for ado-
lescent ELLs with and without 
disabilities. 

It should be noted that while there  
was a heavy focus on fluency via stan-
dardized measures, comprehension of 
content area text was also a focus. 
Comprehension is the ultimate goal of 
reading and the purpose of this 
research project was to incorporate 
both reading fluency and comprehen-
sion as they are part of the five essen-
tial components of reading (phonemic 
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awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabu-
lary, and comprehension). All five ele-
ments are integral to the reading 
process and the primary researcher 
does not claim that fluency is the most 
important, they are all essential for suc-
cessful reading. 
       

Research Questions

1.  Does the use of modified peer-
assisted learning strategies improve 
the oral reading fluency of middle 
school English language learners 
with and without disabilities?

2.  Does the use of modified peer-
assisted learning strategies improve 
science and social studies content 
knowledge (comprehension) of 
middle school English language 
learners with and without 
disabilities?

3.  What is the feasibility of the imple-
mentation of modified peer-assist-
ed learning strategies in a middle 
school classroom?

4.  How socially valid is the use of 
modified peer-assisted learning 
strategies?

Participants and Setting

The study took place in an urban ele-
mentary school in Western New York 
serving students in grades K-8. The 
sample for this study included 35 
ELLs in middle school, 22 students 
were in seventh grade general educa-
tion classrooms and 13 students were 

in an eighth grade bilingual self-con-
tained classroom. The students ranged 
in age from 12 years to 15 years. Of 
these participants, 54 percent were 
female and 46 percent were male. Of 
the 35 ELLs, 16 (46 percent) were 
classified as both ELLs and students 
with disabilities. Finally, 100 percent 
of the participants were Hispanic 
whose native language was Spanish. 
The current study was part of a larger 
study which examined a middle school 
reading intervention for students strug-
gling with reading. 

Procedures

Teacher Training. Prior to the start of 
the intervention, teacher training 
involving the standard administration 
of AIMSweb assessments and for 
classroom implementation of the two 
modified learning strategies occurred. 
Teachers were given a tutorial on the 
use of the Web-based AIMSweb pro-
gram. The teachers then practiced 
together until 100 percent inter-rater 
reliability was obtained. For the class-
room implementation of PALS, an 
outside consultant visited the school 
and modeled the PALS procedures 
using an eighth grade classroom that 
was not participating in the study. 
After the presentation, a debriefing 
session was held with the literacy 
coach and consultant to answer any 
questions the teachers had. 

continued on following page
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Student Training. Student training 
occurred for three instructional days in 
social studies. Using expository text or 
passages, teachers modeled the use of 

PALS, including the error correction 
and paragraph shrinking procedures. 
Students were then given guided prac-
tice for each step of the modified 
PALS procedures. [See Appendix 1 
for a detailed script the teachers used 
during the training sessions].  

Intervention. After the training ses-
sions, the intervention was implement-
ed across 15 instructional sessions 
within seventh and eighth grade sci-
ence, social studies or ELA class-
rooms. For seventh grade, the science 
teacher provided intervention in the 
science class; the social studies teacher 
in the social studies class, and the ESL 
or grade-level special education teach-
er in the ELA class. For eighth grade, 
the special education teacher provided 
all interventions. If there was a teacher 
absent, the primary researcher provid-
ed the intervention. The classroom 
periods for the middle school were 42 
minutes each. Each instructional ses-
sion lasted approximately 20 minutes. 

Seventh grade received eight instruc-
tional sessions in science. Four of these 
sessions were in science class and four 
were in the ELA class using science 
content. Seventh grade also received 
six instructional sessions in social stud-
ies; four of the sessions were in social 
studies class and two in the ELA class 
using social studies content. Eighth 
grade received nine instructional ses-
sions using science content, four ses-
sions in science class and five sessions 

Example of expository text.
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in ELA class. For social studies, eighth 
grade received six instructional ses-
sions. Four of the sessions were in 
social studies class and two in the ELA 
class using social studies content. 

Students from the same classroom 
were paired into two-person teams and 
cycled through two specific peer-
assisted reading activities, 10 minutes 
per activity. The students were listed 
based on reading Lexile levels. The 
Lexile level is a scale for measuring 
both reading ability of a student and 
the text complexity of materials he or 
she reads. As with any other measure, 
however, there are limitations. The 
Lexile measure is not directly related 
to the curriculum or state standards. 
Subsequently, a Lexile score may not 
be a measure of the components of 
reading being taught through the 
grade-level curriculum (i.e., identifying 
main ideas and author’s purpose, 
understanding idioms, locating details 
in a passage, etc.). A teacher’s knowl-
edge of students’ strengths and weak-
nesses usually contributes significantly 
to the selection of appropriate curricu-
lar materials. The Lexile scores used 
in this study merely provided a mea-
sure of the students’ reading ability on 
a basic scale. The Lexile scores were 
automatically provided along with the 
AIMSweb oral reading fluency scores, 
thus this measure was used for group-
ing but other grouping options should 
always be considered. 

Next, the list of students 
based on Lexile levels was 
split in half. The highest 
student from the first list 
was paired with the high-
est student from the sec-
ond list and so on. [See 
Appendix 2 for sample 
pairs]. The students par-
ticipated in partner read-
ing and paragraph 
shrinking of expository 
text. The texts were writ-
ten at the reading level of 
the lower student to 
accommodate the instruc-
tional reading levels of stu-
dents who were not 
performing at grade level expectations. 
Descriptions of each PALS strategy 
are provided below. 

Materials. Materials included informa-
tional texts that reflected current units 
of study in seventh and eighth grade 
science or social studies. Each pair 
received a folder with their names writ-
ten on the outside, expository texts, 
and mini posters for the error correc-
tion and paragraph shrinking proce-
dures as well as the PALS rules. Large 
foam posters of the PALS rules were 
also posted in plain view so all stu-
dents could refer to them as needed. 
(See example at right.)

 

continued on following page
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Partner Reading. 
Each student took 
turns reading content-
related text (in science 
or social studies) for a 
total of 10 minutes 
(five per partner). The 
more proficient reader 
or the “first reader” 
read for five minutes. 
While the first reader 
read aloud, the second 
reader (lower per-
forming student) 
coached or monitored 
the student. If a mis-
take was made, an 
error correction pro-
cedure was used to 
correct the errors. 

The error correction procedure con-
sisted of the second reader saying 
“STOP. That word is ____. What 
word? _______. Good job! Go back 
and read that line again.” (Fuchs, 
Fuchs, Mathes, & Simmons, 1997). 
After five minutes, the students 
switched roles. (See example at left for 
Correction Procedures.) 

Paragraph Shrinking. Each student 
again took turns reading content-relat-
ed text. The first reader began reading 
content-specific text in science or 
social studies. After reading one para-
graph, the reader restated the main 
idea of the paragraph in 10 words or 
less. After five minutes, the students 

switched roles with the second reader 
reading new content and identifying 
the main idea of each paragraph read. 

Measures

The content knowledge in science and 
social studies was measured via the 
same pre- and post- teacher-made tests. 
The science test consisted of 20 items, 
composed of multiple choice and short 
answers. The topics were related to 
unit of study currently being taught. 
For both seventh and eighth grade, the 
unit of study was chemistry (e.g., peri-
odic table, atoms, or molecules). The 
social studies test consisted of 16 items, 
also multiple choice and short answer. 
The unit of study for seventh grade was 
The Constitution and Bill of Rights. 
For eighth grade, the unit of study was 
The Industrial Revolution.

Oral reading fluency was measured 
using AIMSweb Reading-curriculum 
based measurements (R-CBM). The 
AIMSweb assessment, data manage-
ment, and reporting system accommo-
dates multi-tiered systems of support 
for students in kindergarten through 
twelfth grade (AIMSweb, 2012). 
AIMSweb includes nationally normed 
assessment tools for universal screen-
ing and progress monitoring in the 
areas of reading, language arts, mathe-
matics, and behavior (AIMSweb, 
2012). 

Baseline Data. Baseline data were 
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gathered by administering content spe-
cific, teacher-developed tests in sci-
ence and social studies (pre-test). 
AIMSweb R-CBM probes were indi-
vidually administered over a period of 
four days in order to determine base-
line oral reading fluency scores. After 
baseline data were established, the 
intervention began. 

Post-intervention. Once the instruc-
tional period ended, AIMSweb 
R-CBM probes were again individually 
administered over a period of two days 
in order to assess oral reading fluency. 
Additionally, post-tests for content 
knowledge in science and social studies 
were administered. 

Data Analysis

The functional relationship between 
PALS and the reading skills of ELLs 
was determined via a review of 
graphed data. Visual analysis deter-
mined whether there was a magnitude 
of change from baseline data to post-
intervention for both oral reading flu-
ency and content area tests. 
Additionally, the rate of improvement 
(ROI) for oral reading fluency from 
baseline to post-intervention was 
examined. 

The rate of improvement demon-
strates how students are responding to 
the intervention (Shapiro, 2011). The 
students’ performance on the 
AIMSweb R-CBM probe was 

compared to the normative popula-
tion. The difference between partici-
pants of the study and the normative 
sample was determined by comparing 
their scores to the benchmark scores 
expected for a student of that same 
grade, at that same time of the year. 

Three different rates of improvements 
were examined. First, the typical ROI 
that students typically attain was deter-
mined. Typical ROI is based on the 
normative sample at the 50th percen-
tile. Second, the targeted rate of 
improvement was determined. The 
targeted ROI is the needed growth a 
student needs to attain in order to 
meet grade level benchmark. Third, 
the attained rate of improvement was 

continued on following page
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examined. The attained ROI is the 
actual rate of improvement the student 
achieves as a function of his/her partic-
ular progress across the year (Shapiro, 
2011).

Results of the Study

1. Oral Reading Fluency 

The results indicate all student groups 
increased in oral reading fluency over 
the course of this three week study. 
The total intervention group increased 
the number of words correct per min-
ute (WCPM) by an average of 10.36 

words. The ELLs increased the 
WCPM by an average of 10.56 words. 
The ELLs with disabilities increased 
the WCPM by an average of 7.08 
words. [See Figure 1]. When looking 
at grade level, both seventh and eighth 
grade students increased the WCPM 
with an average of 10.11 and 5.94 
words, respectively. [See Figure 2].

The rate of improvement refers to the 
increase or gains in the number of 
words students read correctly on a 
weekly basis. According to AIMSweb 
(2012), the typical or average weekly 
growth at the 55th percentile for stu-
dents in the seventh grade ranges from 
.67 to .82 words per week from winter 
to spring. The typical weekly growth 
for students in the eighth grade ranges 
from .48 to .60 words per week from 
winter to spring. 

The results indicate all student groups 
in both seventh and eighth grade 
exceeded the typical rate of growth. 
[See Figure 3]. The attained ROI for 
seventh grade was 3.37 words per 
week. This exceeds the typical rate of 
growth of .82. When looking specifi-
cally at the ELLs and ELLs with dis-
abilities in seventh grade, both groups 
also exceeded the typical rate of 
growth with an improvement of 3.52 
and 3.33 words per week. The 
attained ROI for eighth grade was 1.98 
words per week. This exceeds the typ-
ical rate of growth of .60.  

Figure 1: Oral reading fluency results by student subgroup

Figure 2: Oral reading fluency results by grade level



E d u c a t o r ’ s  V o i c e   n   V o l u m e  I X   n   P a g e  7 7

The target rate of improvement was 
also calculated for this study. In order 
for the seventh grade students to ulti-
mately meet the benchmark of 150 
words correct per minute they would 
need to make an improvement of 2.91 
words per week. Both the ELLs and 
ELLs with disabilities in the seventh 
grade exceeded this target ROI. In 
order for the eighth grade students to 
meet the benchmark of 151 WCPM, 
they needed to make an improvement 
of 4.37 words per week. The ELLs 
with disabilities in the eighth grade did 
not meet or exceed this target ROI.  

Content Knowledge 

2. Science Scores.
The results indicate all student groups 
increased in science knowledge over 
the course of this three-week study. 
The science scores for the total treat-
ment group increased by 20 percent. 
The science scores for ELLs increased 
by 22 percent. For ELLs with disabili-
ties, the science scores increased by 16 
percent. [See Figure 4]. When looking 
at grade level, both seventh and eighth 
grade students increased in science 
knowledge with an average increase of 
22 percent and 15 percent, respective-
ly. [See Figure 5]. 

3. Social Studies Scores 

Overall, the social studies scores for 
the total group increased by 6 percent. 
[See Figure 6]. The results indicate 
only ELLs with disabilities however, 
increased in social studies knowledge 

over the course of this three-week 
study, with an increase of 21 percent. 
The social studies scores for ELLs 
without disabilities decreased on aver-
age by 1 percent. When looking at 

Figure 3: Rate of improvement results

Figure 4: Science scores by student subgroup

Figure 5: Science scores by grade level
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grade level, the social studies scores for 
seventh grade remained the same 
while the eighth grade students dem-
onstrated an increase of 23 percent. 
[See Figure 7].

The results of this study indicate the 
modified PALS intervention had an 
overall positive effect on the reading 
skills of middle school ELLs with and 
without disabilities. All student 
groups, both ELLs with and without 
disabilities in the seventh and eighth 
grade made gains in oral reading fluen-
cy. Additionally, both the seventh and 
eighth grade groups exceeded the  

typical or expected rate of improve-
ment as a result of the modified PALS 
intervention. While neither group 
achieved an average passing grade for 
the content-area tests, both groups 
increased their performance from base-
line to post-intervention. More specifi-
cally, the students made greater gains 
in science with an increase in test 
scores of 20 percent, whereas the over-
all increase in social studies was only 6 
percent. 

Students engaged in repeated reading 
with error correction procedures. The 
use of reading materials at the instruc-
tional reading level of students also 
proved to be beneficial. For English 
language learners in particular, the 
opportunity to read with a more fluent 
reading role model provided these stu-
dents with language support embed-
ded in content instruction. More 
specifically, the increase in gains in 
content knowledge may be attributed 
to the alignment between reading 
materials, curriculum, and assessment. 
The use of a reading comprehension 
strategy, in this case identification of 
main idea, simultaneously supported 
literacy instruction and content knowl-
edge instruction. 

The third research question addressed 
the feasibility of implementation of the 
PALS intervention. The teachers were 
given a questionnaire to fill out during 
a focus group meeting. [See Appendix 

Figure 6: Social studies scores by student subgroups

Figure 7: Social studies scores by grade level
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3]. Seven questions on the teacher 
questionnaire addressed the feasibility 
of implementation.

Results indicated five out of the six 
teachers agreed the PALS intervention 
was easy to implement in a reasonable 
amount of time. All of the teachers 
agreed they possessed the skill level to 
implement the PALS intervention. 
The middle school teachers also 
agreed their participation in the PALS 
intervention was relatively easy and 
agreed PALS fit into their regular 
schedule. Four out of the six teachers 
agreed they had the necessary materi-
als to implement this program 
accurately. 

The final research question addressed 
the social validity of the PALS pro-
gram. The students were asked a series 
of questions post intervention by the 
primary researcher and a graduate 

student. [See Appendix 4]. The 
answers were then recorded on the 
student questionnaire. The remaining 
13 questions on the teacher question-
naire also addressed social validity. 

4. Student Questionnaire

The results of the student question-
naire (see Table 1) indicate the majori-
ty of students who received the PALS 
program liked it and believed they 
were taught important reading skills 
and strategies that can be used in other 
classes. While many of the students 
did not believe reading was difficult, 
most agreed both understanding what 
is read and identifying the main idea of 
a paragraph are important skills. 

The students also provided feedback 
by giving additional comments or 
thoughts on the modified PALS. 
Comments from students included: 

Table 1: Student Questionnaire Results

   Yes No 

 1.  The PALS intervention taught me important reading skills. 93%  7% 

 2.  The PALS intervention helped me do better in science and social studies.  63%  37% 

 3.  Reading is difficult for me.  44%  56%

 4.  The PALS intervention helped me feel better about my reading in English. 81%  19% 

 5.  If my friend were having trouble with reading, I would tell him/her to try the PALS intervention. 86%  14% 

 6.  I liked the PALS intervention. 68% 32% 

 7.  It is important to understand what I read.  95%  5% 

 8.  It is important to identify the main idea of a paragraph.  96%  4% 

 9.  I would use the paragraph shrinking strategy in other classes 70%  30% 

 10.  Did you use skills or strategies while reading before the PALS intervention? 53% 47%
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“I liked working with partners closer 
to my reading level.”

“It helps us read better, helps us take 
time to read, the paragraph shrinking 
helps.”

“It helped me with my science test!” 

“Paragraph shrinking helped a lot.” 

“Being pre-taught reading informa-
tion about the reading helped. 
Example learned about atoms, then 
read about atoms.” 

“It worked, what I didn’t know my 
partner would tell me and vice versa.”

The interviews revealed a little more 
than half of the students reported to 
have used some type of reading skill or 
strategy prior to learning PALS. The 

most commonly used skills or strate-
gies were rereading the text and asking 
a friend or teacher. Table 2 provides a 
summary of all of the reading strategies 
identified by the students. 

5. Teacher Questionnaire

Analysis of the remaining questions 
from the teacher questionnaire indicat-
ed five out of the six teachers agreed 
the PALS intervention quickly 
improved students’ reading skills. All of 
the teachers agreed the PALS interven-
tion focused on important behaviors, 
specifically oral reading fluency and 
content knowledge. The middle school 
teachers believed the intervention was 
beneficial for students with disabilities 
and for ELLs. More specifically, they 
felt the intervention increased the read-
ing fluency of ELLs and provided 

Table 2: Reading skills or strategies used by students

Underline important words

Point out details in a paragraph 

Use pictures

Take notes on the side/highlight

Self-correct

Break down unknown words 

Use a dictionary

Ask a friend

Ask the teacher

Use context clues 

Reread

Color coded paragraphs 

Think of one word to describe the 

whole paragraph 

Paraphrase 

Looking for synonyms

Use vocabulary 

Say the word in Spanish 

Main idea 

Topic sentences, body, details 

Ask an English speaking friend

Read carefully 

Sometimes use dictionary 

Track reading

Ask a teacher for help 

keep trying 

Use vocabulary words

Student Answers:



these students with appropriate models 
for reading. All of the teachers agreed 
the PALS intervention improved the 
students’ overall reading performance, 
and reported observable gains. The 
teachers also agreed the PALS inter-
vention was acceptable to students 
given the classroom culture. Finally, 
when asked if they will use PALS in 
the future, all of the teachers agreed 
they would use it again and recom-
mend the modified PALS intervention 
to other teachers, classrooms, and 
schools. 

The additional comments written by 
the teachers further corroborate their 
positive feelings about the PALS inter-
vention. The teachers made comments 
such as: 

“Thank you —Look forward to start 
working with students in 2015–16.”

“Thank you for the training and sup-
port during this pilot program.”

“I love this intervention and continue 
to use elements of it.” 

When listing any concerns or addi-
tional comments, the teachers suggest-
ed the PALS intervention begin at the 
start of the school year. The teachers 
also suggested planning time to make 
sure the materials used are in direct 
correlation with content, particularly 
for the ESL teachers. The teachers 
also agreed data should be provided to 
plan partnerships throughout the year 
and share results with students. 

Conclusions

Oral Reading Fluency 

The results of this study demonstrate 
modified PALS was effective in 
increasing the oral reading fluency of 
English language learners with and 
without disabilities in both seventh 
and eighth grade. More specifically, 
ELLs who received PALS, exceeded 
the typical rate of improvement 
expected for an average student in the 
same grade at the same time of year 
(Shapiro, 2011). When looking specif-
ically at the target rate of improvement, 
the ELLs in seventh grade both with 
and without disabilities did exceed the 
target ROI. The ELLs with disabilities 
in the eighth grade did not meet or 
exceed this target ROI. This is partic-
ularly noteworthy as ELLs must make 
greater gains in order to close the gap 
in reading achievement. 

The increase in oral reading fluency 
can be attributed to several factors. 
The modified PALS intervention pro-
vided students with opportunities for 
repeated reading of instructional level 
text. Repeated reading has been prov-
en effective for increasing the oral 
reading fluency of adolescent readers 
(Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2003; 
Begeny, Ross, Greene, Mitchell, & 
Whitehouse, 2012; Castillo, 2011; 
Denton, Wexler, Vaughn, & Bryan, 
2008; Malloy, Gilbertson, & Maxfield, 

continued on following page
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2007; Ross and Begeny, 2011). 
Additionally, the repeated reading 
with a peer provided the ELLs with a 
more fluent reading role model. 

The modified PALS intervention also 
included error correction procedures. 
This technique provided ELLs with 
immediate feedback and opportunity 
to practice reading with less errors. 
Similar to past research, this most like-
ly contributed to the positive gains in 
oral reading fluency (Begeny, Ross, 
Greene, Mitchell, & Whitehouse, 
2012; Castillo, 2011; Malloy, 
Gilbertson, & Maxfield, 2007; Ross 
and Begeny, 2011).

Content Knowledge 

The English language learners in this 
study increased in science knowledge 
as reflected by the increase in test 
scores across both grade levels. The 
increase in science knowledge can be 
attributed to several factors. First, the 
reading materials reinforced the sci-
ence content being taught. The units 
of study were reflected in the instruc-
tional level passages. Second, there 
was alignment between the reading 
materials, curriculum, and final assess-
ment. Finally, the identification of the 
main idea through paragraph shrink-
ing provided the ELLs with a compre-
hension strategy they could apply 
while reading. Multicomponent inter-
ventions that integrate strategies for 
fluency and comprehension are effec-
tive, specifically for adolescent readers 

(Archer, Gleason, & Vachon, 2003; 
Cirino, Romain, Barth, et al., 2013; 
Wanzek & Kent, 2012). 

The results for social studies knowledge 
were less favorable. While the social 
studies scores for the total group 
increased by 6 percent, only ELLs with 
disabilities increased in social studies 
knowledge over the course of this three-
week study. The social studies scores 
for ELLs without disabilities (7th grade) 
actually decreased by 1 percent. These 
results may be attributed to less coher-
ence between the reading materials, 
curriculum, and assessment. The units 
of study differed for both seventh and 
eighth grade. The eighth grade bilin-
gual special education teacher was able 
to align her reading materials with the 
curriculum and her final assessment. 
The reading materials and assessment 
were less aligned to the seventh grade 
curriculum being taught. Another pos-
sible cause for the limited gains in social 
studies knowledge may be the fact that 
students received less PALS sessions 
covering social studies content. This 
was a result of the student training only 
focusing on social studies content as 
well as scheduling conflicts and school 
events. It should be noted, while the 
final scores for science and social stud-
ies were still below passing, the ELLs in 
this study who received the modified 
PALS treatment outperformed the 
group that did not receive the treatment 
in the larger scale study.
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Implications for Practice

Overall, modified PALS is an effective 
reading strategy for increasing oral 
reading fluency and science content 
knowledge of middle school ELLs 
with and without disabilities. This 
intervention can be easily implemented 
in a middle school setting, specifically 
in context of content-area classrooms. 
The feedback was positive from teach-
ers and students alike and validate 
modified PALS is easy to implement 
and not very time-consuming. 
Additionally, modified PALS can be 
an alternative to traditional textbook 
reading and allow for differentiation of 
content and materials based on stu-
dents’ reading levels. 

Recommendations for Future 
Research 

Due to the limited gains made by ELLs 
with disabilities and the limited gains 
made in content knowledge overall, it is 
recommended future research on modi-
fied PALS embed a vocabulary compo-
nent. ELLs with disabilities may benefit 
more from pre-teaching academic 
vocabulary prior to engaging in the 
partner reading activities. Additionally, 
future research should last longer as this 
study lasted only three weeks. ELLs 
with disabilities may require longer and 
more intense intervention before any 
significant gains are noticed. 

It is imperative to understand the diffi-
culties adolescent ELLs face when 

acquiring English reading skills. The 
current body of literature on the 
research on PALS with ELLs with and 
without disabilities is limited. This 
study will add to the research base on 
effective literacy interventions for ado-
lescent ELLs with and without 
disabilities. 
Correction made on 2/4/19: This research was 
supported in part by a Memorandum of Understanding 
between the New York State Education Department, 
Office of Special Education and the State University 
College at Buffalo, Project Title: NYS Response to 
Intervention Technical Assistance Center, Contract 
Number:  C009953 Extension, Principal Investigator: 
Dr. Theresa Janczak. 
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Appendix 1: Teacher Script (part 1 of 3)

This script is intended for research purposes only.
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Appendix 1: Teacher Script (part 2 of 3)
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Appendix 1: Teacher Script (part 3 of 3)
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Appendix 2: Student Lexile Pairs
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Appendix 3: Teacher Questionnaire (part 1 of 2)
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Appendix 3: Teacher Questionnaire (part 2 of 2)
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Appendix 4: Student Questionnaire


