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FINDING WORDS: STUDENTS TAKING
PART IN THEIR VOCABULARY
DEVELOPMENT

Francine Falk-Ross Rhonda Fernandez
Pace University Roosevelt School
Mary Catherine Hillman Von Charpentier
Ossining UFSD Roosevelt School
Jeanette De Los Santos Sandra Flank
Roosevelt School Pace University

Abstract In this article, teachers and a teacher educator share their experiences developing the responsibility
for increasing vocabulary knowledge with struggling readers who are multilingual and/or have learning
disabilities using a shared view of identifying students’ needs in literacy development. The project included an
innovative approach of self-selection of unknown words, giving the responsibility for learning back to a diverse
population of students to stimulate a proactive approach to their learning. Their successes and challenges are
described, and their progress is notable.

Keywords: teacher action research, vocabulary, literacy development

Introduction

Vocabulary development for a diverse population of students in schools now is becoming
more important than ever for struggling students. Since comprehension is the ultimate goal
for reading, if vocabulary words are not understood and used, it becomes extremely difficult
for students to follow, discuss, and learn the content of text. It is estimated that vocabulary
size increases by 9,000 words from first grade to third grade and by 20,000 words from third
grade to fifth grade (Wang, 2014). As students get older, they become more exposed to
informational, non-fiction texts with challenging vocabulary words. If the students do not
understand these words, it will impact their comprehension abilities. If students have
limited vocabulary knowledge and do not understand basic words, they are unlikely to
figure out more challenging words. Therefore, vocabulary instruction in schools has been
identified as an important element in early intervention and all classroom activities.

Literature Review

Beck, McKeown, & Kucan (2013) have investigated this need, and addressed it with
suggestions for work with students. They note that the vocabulary gap for many students
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with language differences and disabilities exists by the age of three due to low socio-
economic (SES) status, and this gap can be detrimental to learning since it usually continues
throughout the school years. It is important for teachers to consider the nature of the
vocabulary words that are taught in content area instruction. Beck et al., developed a
model of tiers to describe writing samples: Tier One words are common or basic words
which require little or no instruction (e.g., come, see); Tier Two words are more frequent
along disciplinary lines (e.g. compare, contrast); Tier Three words are characterized by
discipline-specific word use (e.g., atom, continent). Analysis of these tier levels in students’
discourse and reading reveal vocabulary knowledge and provide insight for teachers into
students’ potential for reading comprehension, and provide data for comparison with
students’ perceptions of their competencies so they can realistically set goals.

One consideration is that teachers need to reach out to students to gain insight into their
students’ challenges so they may deliver individualized instruction. Therefore, the purpose
of this study was to investigate the impact of developing students’ participation, and
therefore, ownership, of their own school-based vocabulary knowledge on their learning
achievement. In order to accomplish this goal, we integrated the new use of an innovative
vocabulary intervention program that included teachers who are learning specialists in the
collection of data regarding language--specifically vocabulary knowledge--of young bilingual
and special education students through the use of vocabulary strategies in the classroom
activities. The specialists” worked in a parallel fashion, and they compared their results of
the specific strategy as they work for different populations of students. The inquiry
questions that drove this study were: How well can Dual Language students self-monitor
their vocabulary development in and outside of the classroom? What is the impact on
learning when students self-select vocabulary words for small group study?

Theoretical Framework. Three areas of research development impacted this study aligned
with the Common Core Standards Initiative (National Governors Association Center for Best
Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). These areas of research review
included the role of language (i.e., discourse), aligned with CCLS Standard 1 within content
area instruction; content area teachers’ use of literacy strategies in classroom instruction,
aligned with CCLS 4; and the impact of academic vocabulary knowledge, aligned with CCLS 6
on diverse students’ school students’ achievement.

A first frame of thinking study is that as the student population within schools becomes
increasingly more diverse, literacy instruction requires student-focused approaches to
teaching. Readings of government initiatives and assessments (e.g., U.S. Department of
Education, 2002), national standards (e.g., CCLS, 2010; International Literacy Association,
2017) and educational statistics (Perie & Moran, 2005) mandate that we consider students’
individual language, literacy, and learning needs that stem from cultural and linguistic
diversity. More specifically, educators need to focus on the academic (i.e., word meaning)
and social vocabulary (i.e., word use) that students develop, contributing to their reading
comprehension and writing competencies (Falk-Ross & Evans, 2014). This is especially
important for the increasing number of schools in which language difference is a factor in
learning (Brown, 2007). Garcia, Jensen, and Cuellar (2006) discuss the impact of language
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use on school content achievement. Hart and Risley’s (1995) study is especially clear about
the meaningful differences there are in vocabulary knowledge among diverse populations.
A second major framework for conducting this study is that teachers are likely to use new
knowledge and strategies that build on their everyday existing practices and through
classroom observations (Danielson, 2012). This practice is one form of educational
professional development, which is meant to support teachers at all levels “to improve the
quality of classroom instruction; enable individuals to grow professionally; [and] introduce
practitioners to the practical applications of research-validated strategies (NYC Department
of Education, 2013). The use of professional development activities through modeling
experiences are important to introduce and support new attention to literacy instruction in
content area classrooms, as explained in the research of noted experts (e.g., Gillan &
McFerrin, 2002; McKenna & Robinson, 1990; Sturtevant & Linek, 2007).

A third frame for our thinking as the study was developed is that content area learning is
embedded in vocabulary-rich instruction, which may be an obstacle to students
marginalized by cultural or linguistic difference (Ogle, 2010; Proctor, Dalton, & Grisham,
2007) or disabilities (Tam, Heward, & Heng, 2006). Instructional activities using language-
based activities are effective for developing academic language for specific content area
learning (Thier & Daviss, 2002). Teachers who receive professional development in
classroom environments to understand the specific needs of struggling readers can be
better equipped to provide effective content area instruction. It has been found that
teachers who interacted with struggling readers in urban settings changed their perceptions
about these students (Falk-Ross & Wolfe, 2004). Studies of teachers working with second
language learners have shown that they learn to improve their instruction through reflective
practice (Farrell, 2011) and classroom observations (Lewis, Maerten-Rivera, Adamson, &
Lee, 2011).

Methodology

The research participants (teachers and students) were recruited this spring 2018 semester
from school classrooms. Three teachers participated in the collection of data with their 20
students who were multilingual and/or had learning disabilities; one program director
guided and served as outside evaluator; and one teacher educator guided the research.
Class 1 was composed of 41 fifth-graders, 70% of whom were native Spanish speakers, and
their language was composed of code-switching behaviors (i.e., using two languages to form
word constructions). Class 2 was composed on 5 fifth-graders, all of whom qualified for
special education services, and whole vocabulary scores were 1-2 grade levels below their
own. Class 3 was composed of 39 fifth-graders, 66% of whom were native Spanish speakers,
and all were of mixed reading levels from on-grade level to two years below grade level.
Following collection of consent forms and meetings to align instruction and assessment in
all classes for reliability, teachers and educators conducted the self-selection strategy in
their classrooms using almost identical delivery. Teachers introduced, modeled, and then
guided students through a self-monitoring protocol (the approach was presented either on
the front board or on paper, depending on the teacher) to identify vocabulary words taken
from grade level readings to identify those words that for them are: -tough words, -
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confusing passages, -those needing pauses to recall and reflect while reading (‘think aloud
strategy”), and those for which they needed support. The students chose words that each
felt was necessary for him or her to learn, and added them to a list, consistent with a
Vocabulary Self-Collection (VSS) approach Ruddell & Shearer (2002). This approach is a
fundamental way of opening students’ minds to the wealth of words they encounter in print
and the oral language that surrounds them each day: raising word consciousness. As
described by Ruddell and Shearer (2002), the method is explained at this link
(http://www.cengage.com/resource uploads/downloads/0534508294 22092.pdf)

and implemented as follows:

Step 1: Students are asked to search their viewing, reading, and home environments
for a word to nominate for the weekly class vocabulary list. The nomination process
involves telling:
a) where they found the word;
b) what they think it means; and
c) why they think it should be on the class list. The teacher also nominates a
word each week, giving the same information.
Step 2: In discussing each word, definitions are refined, and dictionaries or other
sources are consulted as needed.
Step 3: When the final list of words has been selected, students record the words
and definitions in their vocabulary journals.
Step 4: The words are further studied through the week, using discussion, semantic
mapping, semantic feature analysis, and other interactive activities.
Step 5: At the end of each week, students are tested on their ability to spell each
word, explain its meaning, and use it in a sentence.
Step 6: Every three weeks, past word lists are reviewed, and students are tested on
five randomly selected words from past weekly lists.

In all classes, students brought in self-selected word to be added to a weekly list on
Mondays. All students’” words were identified for their source and listed on a chart or
Vocabulary Log using a Vocabulary Rating Scale (Young, 2005). New vocabulary words were
selected by vote, pronounced, explained, and then written in journals with dictionary-
assisted descriptions. Throughout the week, words were discussed in dedicated time (See
Appendix A.).

A mixed method of qualitative and qualitative approaches was used to determine outcomes
of the study. For the quantitative data, formal assessment of vocabulary development
occurred with the oral reading fluency scores on the school-wide oral fluency subtest of the
using the AIMS- web System Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) assessment developed by Pearson
Education (AIMS-web.com, 2009) which is a progress monitoring system during which
educators gather data focused on reading elements one-on-one with students, and transfer
this information to the online system for a quantitative analysis. Informal classroom
assessments were in the form of three vocabulary mini-quizzes (i.e., for formative and then
summative quantitative assessment) to be counted for progress reports. Students’ absences
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did not allow this to be the reliable data; however, they were then used to provide feedback
and practice for students to view their efforts.

For the qualitative data, student interviews in class (i.e., qualitative assessment) were coded
for recurring themes. Teachers met twice per month throughout March-May 2018 to check
progress and collect data, and to conduct periodic reviews of the word knowledge as
students studied on their own to build vocabulary. The trustworthiness, or transparency, of
the research study was developed through careful observation of multiple forms of data to
make clear the credibility (i.e., truthfulness) and consistency (i.e., dependability) of
observations (Silverman, 2013).

The systematic approach to gathering data was considered through the evaluative process
of open coding of data following a constant comparative method of analysis (Corbin &
Strauss, 2014). This process was used to reveal the most obvious categories of responses.
Lists of all students” comments during the were used to determine the themes. The data
and early coding categories were shared and checked with two independent readers
knowledgeable in literacy practices and qualitative research methodology. Both agreed
with the schemes with minor suggestions for revision of wording, indicating approximately
95% agreement. The areas of disagreement were in the terms used to describe the axial
codes, or larger ‘themes’ of findings and were adjusted through consensus.

Results and Discussion

There were three themes that were revealed as we considered the results of a semester’s
use of this new approach in which students chose words they needed to learn and gained
empowerment and self-esteem, not to mention motivation, for being involved in their own
learning.

The most promising change was in the nature of classroom discourse. The students’
initiation of questions regarding self-selected vocabulary meaning in classes in and outside
the focal class increased. As the three teachers asked students for their choices of new
vocabulary words for their learning and that of the class, the nature of classroom discourse
balanced out to more sharing of the questions and comments that are usually dominated by
teacher talk (Cazden, 2001; Nystrand, 2006). There was teachers’ transference of shared
responsibility for students’ learning of unknown or new vocabulary. In order for students to
‘own’ their new knowledge, in general, and their vocabulary specifically, teachers need to
encourage student-initiated questions in all content area classrooms and to encourage risk-
taking. They asked the teacher, “Can I take this with me to math class?” and asked their
classmates, “You don’t know that word either?” commented that “/ can use these words in
my writing.” Students’ awareness of their strengths and challenges through their own
qguestions and comments may reveal important information for teachers. Students often
elicit more information than would normally be shared in teacher-directed class discussions,
since these students were often marginalized in the quick pace of the question-answer
formats.
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A second theme reflected students changed perception of learning vocabulary in content
area classroom experiences. Besides being a powerful outcome, the students found the
vocabulary self-selection activities motivating and challenging, opening up classroom
conversations and personal interactions. Students who at first commented to the teacher
and the class, “These words are too long [complicated] to learn” later commented, “This is
fun....learning new words like this” and “Vocabulary isn’t so bad anymore, it used to be
boring.” Students learned ways to break down and understand/use words; they were more
confident; they helped one another learn new words. For example, one student offered to
another, “You should pick [learn] my word because you can use it in your narrative.” In
general, in their attempts at reading aloud, all students, were strongest in their decoding (or
‘calling’) of Tier 1 (basic) and Tier 2 (high frequency) level words than for Tier 3 (low
frequency/subject related) taken from grade-level vocabulary. Teacher’s notes that students
were confident, helping one another learn new words.

A third result was the change in students’ oral reading fluency scores on a school-wide oral
fluency subtest of a standardized test. The percentage of improvement based on this new
strategy ranged from about 5% to about 30%, disregarding a few outliers. (See Figures 1, 2
and 3 for charts of Changes in Students’ Oral Reading Fluency Scores). This is impressive;
however, with the outliers, the results are not statistically significant. The original score
does not seem to have influenced the percentage improvement. We used the mode (i.e.,
the most commonly occurring increase on a percentage basis) rather than the mean (i.e.,
the average of the sum of the scores because it reflects the most commonly occurring
increase on a percentage basis.
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Figure 1: Class 1: Changes in Students’ Oral Reading Fluency Scores on a School-Wide
Standardized Test
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Figure 3: Class 3: Changes in Students’ Oral Reading Fluency Scores on a School-Wide
Standardized Test
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The significance of this study is based on our opening observation, that vocabulary
development for a growing diverse population of students in schools now is becoming more
important for struggling students. Based on the results of this study and the teachers’
continued observations, we offer the following implications and suggestions for educational
applications in classrooms.

Discourse Practices in Classroom. This may include changing the classroom discourse
patterns to more expanded forms. Expanded forms of instructional interaction and routines
in the form of collaboration between teachers, students, & peers are key to learning and
conceptual change (Almasi, 2003; Falk-Ross, 2002). All students, including those who are
marginalized by language difficulties and /or by language differences (Heath, 2013), can
benefit from language expansions. To more specifically understand the nature of
qguestioning and to develop knowledge of these, a package of questioning strategies that
supports students’ understanding of questioning is use of Question-Answer Relationship
(QAR) (Raphael & Au, 2005).

Attitudes Toward Risk-Taking. In order for students to ‘own’ their new knowledge, in
general, and their vocabulary specifically, teachers need to encourage student-initiated
guestions in all content area classrooms and to encourage risk-taking. Students’ awareness
of their strengths and challenges through their questions may reveal important information
for teachers. Students often elicit more information than would normally be shared in
teacher-directed class discussions, since these students are often marginalized in the quick
pace of the question-answer formats (e.g., Initation-Response-Evaluation IRE patterns,
Cazden 2001) of classroom discourse. Due to individual factors such as primary language
differences or learning difficulties, students may struggle in classroom conversations;
however, their communicative competence, as interpreted for individual development, is
optimized if they initiate questions more easily. For example, through the use of self-
initiated questions, teachers may learn about the students’ self-expressed understanding of
their competencies and their perceived challenges (Pitcher et al. 2007).

Use of Successful Vocabulary Strategies: A Suggestion for Classroom Application. Based on
the results of this study and the teachers’ continued observations, we suggest that teachers
model and encourage student-initiated questions in all content area classrooms. This will
involve encouraging risk-taking on the part of students, for whom initiating questions may
not be the norm in classroom content-area literacy activities, and for teachers who need to
allow more wait time at regular intervals for students to enter conversations with their
comments and questions. We suggest that use of self-selected vocabulary learning become
a system-wide protocol so students can transfer the activism for their learning in each
consecutive class they attend all day, year after year.

Conclusion

In light of the diversity of students’ background and each individual’s academic
competencies, vocabulary development is at the heart of classroom literacy instruction
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across the curriculum. Teachers provide careful attention to modeling and instruction, and
these are important for input, enrichment, and expansion of students’ lexical repertoire;
however, meaningful and authentic vocabulary development needs to be a shared activity
between educators and students. Students can help us to help them learn, and this
collaboration empowers each member of the team.
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Appendix A: Vocabulary Pre/Post Assessment

Name Date

Knowing a Word is Not an All or Nothing Situation!

Vocabulary Rating Scale (Blachowicz, 1986; Young et al. 2002)

- Stage 1: Never saw/heard it before

+ Stage 2: Heard/seen it, but don’t know what it means

I Stage 3: Recognize it in context as having something to do with
# Stage 4: Know it well

On my own Read by an adult Word

abandon

amputate

compassion

devotion

ecstatically

eventually

evidence

instinct

loyalty

malignant

passive

rambunctious
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