
CASE STUDY

Lamar Consolidated Independent School District (CISD) in 
Texas has used Waterford Early Learning for 17 years to help 
children build early language and reading skills, as well as basic 
math and science skills. Over the years, the program aimed 
at English Language Learners (ELL) has expanded to include 
most students as well as a before- and after-school reading and 
language comprehension tutoring program.

Background
Lamar CISD is a public school 
district that covers about 380 square 
miles near the Houston–Sugar Land 
metropolitan area. The district has a 
high number of ELL students from 
various backgrounds—a population 
expected to continue to increase as 
the area grows in size and diversity.

“While in the past we were 
predominantly Spanish-speaking 
with our second language, we’re 
seeing more diversity as Houston 
and the outskirts continue to grow,” 
said Mandy Bryan, a technology 
development specialist at Lamar 
CISD. “Students are immersed in 
English in school, but many speak a 
variety of other languages.”

Challenges and Needs

English and non-English speaking 
students enter early grades with 
an already staggering disparity in 
vocabulary gaps and reading skill 
levels. In general, ELL students are 
at an even greater disadvantage 
within a primarily English-speaking 
school system. Needs grow even 
more complex for children with 
special needs who are also learning 
English. 

Solution
Lamar CISD received a grant 17 
years ago to use Waterford Early 
Learning as a supplement for ELL 
students in pre-K, kindergarten and 
first grade. Over time, they have 
expanded its uses to meet ELL and 
English-speaking students’ needs.

“It’s pretty much a guarantee that 
our ELL learners will use Waterford, 
but we’ve chosen to not make that 
a stipulation,” Bryan said. “Some 
teachers want their entire class to 
use it, while others just want their 
struggling students to use the  
program.”

One example of Lamar CISD’s 
innovative uses of Waterford 
is to include before- and after-
school tutoring, as well as in-class 
supplementation. In class, students 
use Waterford curriculum on 
average two to three times a week 
for about 15 minutes a day. However, 
there is variation according to 
teachers’ plans and students’ needs. 

Before- and after-school tutoring 
is at its most efficient at Taylor Ray 
Elementary School. Before school, 
ELL students use Waterford in the 
computer lab. These same students 
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“Waterford is a program 
that if we lost it I would 
be devastated. This 
program is not only 
instrumental in their 
learning, but the kids 
just enjoy it.”
-Marisa Bienek, first grade teacher, 
Lamar CISD

Age-appropriate reading, math and science 
activities engage children’s natural curiosity 
and imagination while scaffolding learning to 
help build mastery.
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are also weaned out of classroom 
lessons in Spanish and eventually 
participate in lessons taught only  
in English.  

“There were a couple of students 
here last year in kindergarten who 
would only speak in Spanish, and 
I don’t speak Spanish myself,” said 
Stephanie Nidiffer, computer lab 
teacher at Taylor Ray Elementary. 
“But this year, starting in the second 
semester, they’re talking more in  
English and they’re doing a lot  
better overall.” 

Taylor Ray Elementary also has 
after-school tutoring for students 
who depart at a later time. Students 
are not likely to read independently 
for a long period in a gym, and the 
idleness can be counterproductive. 
Of course, the school wanted to 
make the best use of that time and 
decided to open the computer lab 
for Waterford tutoring and free play 
with the adaptive learning software.

Results

For students in Lamar CISD, 
Waterford Early Learning is the 
program of choice to lay the 
foundation for learning and pave 
the way for future success and 
increased knowledge.

Using Waterford as a tool to help 
ELL students has been a success.

Jennifer Wagner, a second-grade 
teacher in the district, said, “I had 
a student move here from Greece 
this year. She was reading at a 
kindergarten level so I put her on 
Waterford right away, every day—
sometimes twice a day—as a tutorial. 
She’s now reading at a second-
grade level.” In addition, Wagner’s 
student regularly receives scores 

in the 90s and has caught up to be 
usually at or above the level of her 
fellow classmates.

As an intervention and alternative 
tutoring tool, Waterford has also 
proven successful. 

Marisa Bienek, a first-grade teacher, 
used it to help a student understand 
money. “Money is a hard concept for 
kids to learn, and there was one  
student who was having a hard 
time,” Bienek said. “I put him on 
Waterford, and a few weeks later he 
could count pennies and dimes. He 
understood the concept.”

Bienek says it keeps her students 
engaged and helps them to see how 
everything they learn is connected. 
“It also helps students associate 
words and the English language 
and become more aware of their 
surroundings and vocabulary in 
class,” she added.

Lab teacher Nidiffer says the  
before- and after-school tutoring 
helps those who use it catch up with 
the other students. The students 
using the tutoring have significantly 
more access to the Waterford 
program than others, and it’s 
showing. Their gains are higher and 
they’re moving further along in the  
program. 

What’s next? Lamar CISD has been 
so happy with Waterford Early 
Learning success, the school district 
is implementing a Waterford-based 
summer school program. This  
program—The Grow Project—aims 
to reduce the “summer slide” 
in students and to prevent any 
regression. Participating students 
will use Waterford Early Learning for 
15 minutes a day, five days a week. 

ABOUT WATERFORD EARLY 
LEARNING

Waterford Early Learning is an 
educational program designed and 
created by Waterford Institute that 
uses games, songs, stories and 
other fun activities to help children 
learn to read. This research-based 
curriculum increases vocabulary in 
addition to teaching reading, math 
and science and works well with 
children at all levels from preschool 
through second grade.

ABOUT WATERFORD INSTITUTE

Waterford Institute is a nonprofit 
research center that creates 
personalized cloud-based instruction 
through award-winning curriculum, 
content and assessment for 
children aged pre-K to grade 2. As 
a nonprofit, Waterford is uniquely 
focused on providing accessibility, 
equity and excellence for our 
youngest learners to position them 
for a lifetime of learning and success.
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Next Steps

Waterford provides early learning 
solutions for the classroom, school, 
district or state. To learn more, simply

Call 877.299.7997
Email info@waterford.org
Visit waterfordearlylearning.org
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