
Instituto del Progreso Latino invents tool to help 

underserved learn English 

Introduction
1 

In September 2014, Instituto del Progreso Latino, a nonprofit multi-service 

educational provider to the Hispanic community on Chicago’s southwest side 

began a new program, Cyber-ESL. This program combined online access to 

an English as a Second language computer program and substantial in person 

support to students. The chosen online program was USA Learns operated by 

the San Diego County Department of Education 

The Instituto program was the brainchild of Instituto vice-president, Dr. 

Ricardo Estrada who was puzzling how to provide ESL training to people who 

because of choice, work schedules or family could not attend regular ESL 

classes. Under the terms of the grant from the MacArthur Foundation, a 

process and outcome evaluation accompanied the program. Those evaluations 

were undertaken by a research team from the Center for Urban Learning and 

research at Loyola University of Chicago directed by Dr. Malcolm Bush.  

The Program 

While certain aspects of the program changed during its course, the key 

elements remained the same. Instituto recruited students for five program 

cohorts with, on average, fifty students per cohort. These students were 

divided into two groups of roughly 25 students for teacher and classroom 

assignments. The students received the following: 

1. A 16-18 week program with classroom sessions and online access to 

USA Learns.  

2. Initial screening of candidates attracted by flyers at the Institute, and in 

e.g. local libraries and churches was made on the TABE (Test of Adult 

Basic Education) Locator test which assigned them to a TABE native 

English speaker´s level. After the first several cohorts, Instituto 

admitted only intermediate level students to the program as beginning 

students struggled and advanced students did not benefit greatly.  
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Institute del Progreso’s Cyber ESL Program, can be found at www.CIESPI.br.org.  
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3. Several Friday evening or Saturday morning sessions on alternate 

weeks concentrating on orientation issues and increasingly, as the 

program progressed, on computer technical assistance. 

4. Bi-weekly Friday or Saturday half-day sessions that concentrated on 

assigned homework and a variety of other activities. 

5. Students at-home on-line study using the USA Learns software. From 

cohort 3 on teachers emphasized that the program required 12 hours 

work per week.  Teachers did this to encourage students to spend more 

time online.  

6. One teacher call per week which while it varied in length was scheduled 

for 30 minutes and one student advisor call per month.  

7. One Skype session per week with two or three students in each session 

and which promoted English speaking through role-playing various 

situations.  

8. Other advising sessions by appointment.  

 

The proven advantages of online language learning are detailed in the full 

report.  

The large majority of students were lower-income. 76% were women and ages 

ranged from 20 to 68. 22% were single mothers, 41% were citizens or legal 

residents, and 44% had last been in school at least six years prior to joining the 

program. 84% were in the work force, of whom 73% worked 30 hours a week 

or more.  

The key change to the program was the introduction of the outcome test 

TABE CLAS-E which is a test normed to non-English native speakers.  

Results 

While the total 5 cohort program trained over 300 students, the numerical 

results are for cohorts 4 and 5, a total of 142 students because these students 

took the appropriately normed CLAS-E English language tests.  

The vast majority of students had nothing but praise for the program 

especially for: 

 Flexible schedule that accommodate the needs of family and work 

 Personalized individual attention and the support of the cohort which 

helped those who received no encouragement at home. Students praised 



Instituto for being much more supportive than the community college 

programs they had experienced.  

 Access to online ESL program that provided opportunities for constant 

repetition without any fear of embarrassment, and useful segments on 

dealing with e.g. employers, landlords and health providers. 

 Technical and substantive language support as needed.  

 

As two students put it: 

As to here, the attention is more direct with us, that at times I do not know and I say 

“I can’t” or “I don’t know” and she says “you can” and she repeats the question 

slower then I try to understand and respond. Then she tells me “ok”, corrects me, 

and I become more comfortable.  

It’s funny that this is a virtual program but yet there is a lot human interaction and 

personal attention to help you. I feel that is a very strong style of this program.  

The quantitative measures for cohorts 4 and 5 showed remarkable positive 

results including when measured against a variety of comparison groups.  

 

Table 1: TABE CLAS-E results for students in program group 

Grade change Took Test(s) and passed 

at indicated level % 

Took test(s) and 

passed at 

indicated level N 

Stayed the same 41 28 

Advanced one grade level 27 19 

Advanced two grade levels 31 22 

Scored one grade level lower 0 0 

Scored two grade levels lower 1 1 

Total  100 71 

 

In an eighteen-week program, 58% percent of students advanced at least 

one grade level and 31% advanced two grade levels. On the face of it, this is a 

startlingly good result. The Illinois Community College Board (ICCB), the 

major funder of ESL programs in Illinois, informed us that in Illinois, 

approximately 30% of students achieve what is known as a federal level one 

advance, which is one or more grade levels. For another comparison, faculty 

at Oakton Community College in suburban Chicago told us that the state goal 

was 40% achieving gains of one or more grade levels and that in the 2015 

academic year, Oakton had achieved 43%.2 Oakton students were likely to 
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come from families with higher income levels than Instituto’s students. Note 

also that some of the students who stayed on the same grade level probably 

advanced to some degree.  

 

In lieu of a control group, Instituto agreed to add to their program a 

comparison group of students. Comparison group students received a lap-top 

computer, an internet connection and technical assistance at the beginning to 

connect to USA Learns. They were also given the same expectations as 

regular students for how long per week they should be online. They had to 

agree to the two days of pre-test, two days of post-test and to returning the 

computers after the post-tests were concluded. Comparison group students 

turned out to be similar to program students on all factors which analyses 

showed to be relevant to ESL gains. They also accessed USA Learns for 

roughly the same number of times per week as the regular program group.  

 

   Being enrolled in the regular program group was associated with significant 

increases in gain scores for both reading and writing, and listening and 

speaking. Enrollment in the program group was associated with an increase of 

34.35 points for reading-writing and 21.6 points for listening-

speaking.   CLAS-E combined listening and speaking possible scores for low 

and high intermediate students range from 483 to 556 and for reading and 

writing from 486-558. So the reported gains are considerable. These results 

were statistically significant at the p<0.05 level for the listening and speaking 

tests and at the **p<0.01 level for the reading and writing results.  

Table 2: CLAS-E gain score differences between cohorts 4 and 5 and the comparison group 

 

 

41 million residents of the U.S. are native Spanish speakers. English 

language skills are a key part of their integration into mainstream society. 

Instituto´s Cyber-ESL program was a major, creative success in meeting an 

important part of the language needs of its Spanish-speaking clients.  
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Comparison 
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Comparison 

group mean 

Comparison 

group 

standard 

deviation 

Listening 

and speaking 

71 26.42 32.34 42 5.93 50.13 

Reading and 

writing 

71 23.89 37.85 42 7.38 51.03 


