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Abstract 

Background:  Recently, 9.6% of public-school students in the United States were 

identified as English learners (ELs), nearly doubling from 4.9% in 2000.  The U.S. 

Department of Education reports that the graduation rate for ELs is 66%, compared to the 

national rate of 85%.  Low academic achievement and low performance on state-

mandated tests reveal that ELs are lagging behind their monolingual peers, causing the 

achievement gap to widen and seem impossible for students who see dropping out as 

their only option.  Given this rapidly growing demographic, it is imperative that high 

school ELs are provided effective content and language instruction utilizing methods that 

support the acquisition of academic vocabulary deemed essential at the secondary level.  

Purpose:  The purpose of this action research study was to determine what instructional 

practices contributed to the acquisition of academic vocabulary of ELs.  The research 

question guiding this study was: What practices increase academic vocabulary growth 

among high school English learners?  Methods:  A qualitative research approach was 

employed by the researcher, who was also the teacher of record, to garner a better 

understanding of what instructional practices positively affected learning of academic 

vocabulary.  The key idea in this design was to develop an in-depth analysis of a group of 

students and to explain how they built vocabulary knowledge.  Participants included five 

newcomer ELs enrolled in an English 1 for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) course 

that provided sheltered instruction to promote the development of English language 

proficiency, incorporating elements such as building background knowledge and 

integrating speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills into each lesson, for students 

that had been in the country for less than a year.  These students were selected through 
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purposeful sampling based on their enrollment in the course at the beginning of the 

school year.  Examined techniques that the teacher-researcher used to teach vocabulary 

included explicit, systematic instruction that focused on cognates, repeated exposure to 

key words, and pre-teaching essential vocabulary.  Over the course of a five-week period, 

the teacher-researcher collected data through observation notes, including a reflective 

journal documenting daily interactions and instructional practices, artifacts consisting of 

weekly student work samples, and numerical data in the form of a pre-test and two-unit 

quizzes.  The researcher manually coded data as themes arose, allowing codes to emerge 

during the data analysis.  Triangulated data from these sources was reviewed by the ESL 

Coordinator who determined themes resonated with her experience in the area, thus 

serving to increase the validity of the study and ensure the absence of bias on the part of 

the teacher-researcher.  Results:  The results showed that the greatest factor contributing 

to an increase in vocabulary acquisition was the co-construction of meaning that took 

place among participants during independent work activities, including creating 

vocabulary books and writing original sentences incorporating new vocabulary words by 

sharing and discussing their work with each other.  This student to student interaction 

served to build students’ confidence in their ability to read, write, and speak in English.  

Results also revealed that instruction that focused on recognizing cognates facilitated 

cross-linguistic transfer in students’ learning of English academic vocabulary.  

Conclusion:  The findings suggested that explicit vocabulary instruction enhanced 

students’ second-language acquisition empowering them to become more confident in 

their ability to speak, read, and write in English. 
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Chapter I  

Introduction 

 The complex topic of academic language acquisition of English learners (ELs) 

requires urgent attention, given this rapidly growing demographic.  In 2016, 9.6% of 

public school students in the United States were identified as ELs, nearly doubling from 

4.9% in 2000 (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2018).  Texas, which has the 

second-largest number of ELs in the country, stands at 17.2% and is increasing daily.  

According to the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of English Language 

Acquisition (OELA), the language most commonly spoken by ELs is Spanish, accounting 

for 76% of language minority speakers (2017).  

This growing demographic presents instructional challenges for schools and 

districts as measures of attainment consistently report significant achievement gaps 

between ELs and native English speakers (Dressler, Carlo, Snow, August, & White, 

2011).  In grades 6-12, 60% of ELs are considered long-term ELs (L-TELs), meaning 

they have been in the U.S. for more than 6 years and have yet to attain academic 

language proficiency.  Newcomer ELs at the secondary level are recent immigrants who 

may have had interrupted formal education prior to arriving in the U.S.  These students 

are simultaneously learning a new language and attempting to acquire new subject area 

knowledge.  As a result, academic literacy development presents a problem.  

What this means is that effective content and language instruction is necessary if ELs are 

to be successful. 

 A common misconception is that all ELs are foreigners or immigrants when, in 

reality, 85% of Pre-Kindergarten – 5th and 62% of 6th – 12th grade ELs are U.S.-born 
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(NCES, 2018).  Although similar in their quest to learn English, foreign-born, and U.S.-

born ELs possess significant differences (Wright, 2019).  They bring with them different 

strengths and challenges that teachers need to be aware of to teach them effectively.  

Students identified as ELs can range from newcomers with little to no English to those 

with near English proficiency.  No two ELs are the same, and as such, each requires 

specific instruction with varying levels of language support. 

 My interest in the success of our EL population stems from my upbringing.  As a 

first-generation Cuban American, I came to appreciate the best of both worlds, including 

fluency in both English and Spanish.  My Hispanic heritage has always been a big part of 

my life, so I have chosen to focus my attention on issues related to both bilingual and 

English as a Second Language (ESL) education.  At five years of age, I entered 

Kindergarten, speaking only Spanish.  My parents were bilingual, but my grandparents 

only spoke Spanish, making it the language most often spoken at home.  In no time at all, 

I began speaking English.  With our family’s constant support, both my sister and I 

excelled at school and quickly became both bilingual and biliterate.  Language was never 

an issue.  That is not the case for so many students that come to this country already in 

their teens.   They find themselves struggling to learn a new language and culture, all in 

the absence of supportive family and friends. 

One of the most significant influences in my life, both personal and professional, 

was my Tía Margot.  She was a teacher for over 30 years, whom, even after retirement, 

continued to teach in the way she led her life.  She taught me that the greatest teacher is 

the one that genuinely listens and cares about others.  To accept of all types of people was 

a principle by which she lived her life because she felt everyone deserved a chance.  Her 
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unconditional love for me, and no doubt to all her students over her illustrious career has 

always inspired me to be a better person, and I hope someday to be an asset to a school 

and community in the same way she was. 

At the tender age of 40, I made a career change and entered education to become 

a bilingual teacher.  I wanted to help ELs acquire the English language while at the same 

time nurturing and continuing to develop their primary language, in this case, Spanish.  I 

felt that my life experiences would help guide me to help others do what I did and 

become both bilingual and biliterate.  After several years at the elementary level, I took a 

leap of faith and ended up teaching ESL in high school.  I was entirely unprepared for 

what I found.  What I thought would be newcomers entering high school with an 8th-

grade education was not the case.  These were students either with or without any formal 

education, for the most part alone or here with a distant relative and working full time 

and going to school.  The odds were against them.  I knew I needed to figure out a way to 

reach and teach these students and help them rise to the academic level they needed to be 

to find success in high school.  For me, this meant taking a step back and revisiting why I 

became a teacher in the first place.  Years earlier, while completing my alternative 

teacher certification, I was asked to write my educational philosophy.  I wrote: 

“My educational philosophy stems from my belief that school should not only 

challenge but also inspire children.  It should offer safety, stability, and above all 

else, consistency in its objective.  Treating students with respect is a fundamental 

principle that instills a sense of value and self-worth.  Creating a positive 

atmosphere in the classroom is essential in setting the stage for productive student 
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learning.  Establishing expectations, not only for the students but also for myself, 

provides a basis for moving forward and learning. 

As a teacher, I feel that I contribute knowledge, excitement, understanding, and a 

sense of purpose that hopefully inspires students.  I see myself as a catalyst that 

propels today’s young minds toward a future of endless possibilities.  My desire 

as an educator is to provide my students with a foundation for cognitive learning 

and recognize the individual talents that children possess and provide an 

environment where they can be actualized.  Being aware that they are also 

learning emotionally, socially, and physically hopefully enables me to be a better 

teacher.  I hope that in providing them with unconditional acceptance, they will 

spread their wings and fly” (Diaz, 2009, p. 1). 

 As I read this, I realized two things.  First, I came into the teaching profession as a 

second career, learning a whole new job, much like my students were coming into high 

school, having to learn a whole new language.  Second, my ultimate desire was to make a 

difference in my students’ lives and who better than I to do that.  I decided then and there 

that my life had prepared me for this opportunity and that someway, somehow, I would 

reach and teach them and find any and every resource I could to help them be successful. 

Learning a new language is difficult in and of itself.  Learning a new language in 

a foreign country, in a different culture, without family and friends’ support is even more 

so.  Having acquired two languages simultaneously, I found myself questioning why ELs 

these days struggled with the acquisition of academic language, a precursor to achieving 

proficiency in the language.  At the secondary level, academic language is quite complex, 

mainly due to the amount of vocabulary that needs to be acquired.  Background 
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knowledge and complicated grammar and syntax add to the complexity of learning 

academic language (Grayson, 2018), making it necessary for ELs to receive additional 

supports to ensure success. 

We continue to develop vocabulary throughout our lifetime.   “Words are the 

currency of communication,” stated by Francie Alexander, Chief Academic Officer of 

Scholastic.  Our ability to listen, speak, read, and write depends greatly on our word 

knowledge.  As such, we continue to develop our vocabulary even after our academic 

careers have come to an end.  As an English learner myself, I continually learn new 

vocabulary, even in this doctoral program.  I began my first class confident that I could 

communicate effectively and articulate my thoughts using academic language.  My 

confidence soon faded when the first assignment requiring us to write a discussion post 

on Blackboard appeared.  I noticed how the level of vocabulary used on this one simple 

assignment by my fellow cohort members was much higher than my own.  Fearing I was 

in too deep, I panicked and considered dropping out of the program because I thought I 

could never communicate as eloquently and academically as my peers.  I questioned how 

I was even accepted into the program in the first place because there was simply no way 

my writing samples and essays were on par with theirs as far as word choice.  I thought 

up until that point that I was quite fluent in the English language, considering it was the 

language I spoke most often.  I realized my academic fluency was lacking.  I had to do 

something about it if I was to survive in this program and produce a dissertation worthy 

of this university.  So, I did what I ask my students to do from Day One: keep a journal of 

words you do not understand.  I started writing down words I was not entirely familiar 

with and looked up the definitions to expand my vocabulary.  It wasn’t that all the words 
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were unfamiliar as much as words that were not part of my everyday academic life.  One 

such word was paradigm.  I knew that it meant the way you look at something, but it was 

not a word I had personally ever used.  Well, I learned it comes up a lot in the world of 

academia.  I wrote it down and continued with my list.  The list grew considerably over 

these years, and my vocabulary has grown significantly, as well.  I am a life-long learner 

like most educators, and I am confident my vocabulary acquisition will continue long 

after I have my degree in hand. 

Accordingly, academic vocabulary is part and parcel of academic language.  

Without this knowledge, proficiency in a language is hard to achieve.  All students need 

quality instruction and the necessary support to ensure they have equitable opportunity to 

learn and succeed and be college and career ready (Grayson, 2018).  Academic 

vocabulary needs to be explicitly taught across all content areas if ELs stand a chance to 

progress and achieve proficiency in English. 

Statement of the Problem 

The U.S. Department of Education reports that the graduation rate for ELs is 66%, 

compared to the national rate of 85% (NCES, 2017).  Low academic achievement and 

low performance on state-mandated tests reveal that ELs lag behind their monolingual 

peers, causing the achievement gap to widen and seem impossible for students who see 

dropping out as their only option.  Given this rapidly growing demographic, ELs deserve 

and require effective content and language instruction that promotes their academic 

language acquisition.  Lessons need to be accessible, and teachers need to provide 

assistance that is both individualized and intensive. 

 



 

 

7 

Conceptual Framework 

 James Gee (2015), Professor of Literacy Studies at Arizona State University, 

refers to languages as "technologies for communicating and doing" rather than being 

treated as content.  In other words, languages are the tools by which we say, be, and do.  

The learning of language is a very complex phenomenon.  It takes years of practice to 

speak fluently and even more time to read and write.  In language acquisition, academic 

language takes the longest to develop (5 to 7 years), while social language can take 3 to 5 

years.  A common misconception among educators is that if a child speaks somewhat 

fluently in social settings, they are fluent in a language.   

Cummins' (1982) theory of Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) and 

Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) has dominated the field of bilingual 

education for quite some time.  BICS refers to those “surface” skills of listening and 

speaking, which are typically acquired quickly by many students (6 months to 2 years), 

particularly by those from language backgrounds similar to English who spend a lot of 

their time interacting with native speakers.  CALP refers to proficiency in academic 

language or language used in the classroom in the various content areas; language that is 

characterized as abstract, context reduced, and specialized.  When developing academic 

competence, learners need to develop skills such as comparing, classifying, synthesizing, 

evaluating, and inferring and acquiring the language.  Cummins states that it takes 

between 5 to 7 years for a child to be working on a level with native speakers as far as 

academic language is concerned.  The stages of second language (L2) acquisition are 

outlined in Table 1. 
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Table 1. Stages of L2 Acquisition (Krashen & Terrell, 1983) 

Stages of L2 Acquisition 
 

○ Preproduction: minimal comprehension/non-verbal, 0 - 6 months 
 
 

○ Early Production: limited comprehension/1 - 2-word response, 6 
months - 1 yr. 
 

 
○ Speech Emergence: good comprehension/simple sentences, 1 - 3 yrs. 

 
 

○ Intermediate Fluency: excellent comprehension/few grammatical 
errors, 3 - 5 yrs. 
 
 

○ Advanced Fluency: near-native level of speech, 5 - 7 yrs. 
 
 

 

This work is guided in part by Luis Moll's Funds of Knowledge Theory, which 

has its roots in Lev Vygotsky's Sociocultural Theory.  Vygotsky’s social constructivist 

theory (1978) claims that learning is primarily a social activity.  Students’ social 

experiences and interactions within the classroom serve to shape how they construct 

knowledge and make meaning together.  In this type of environment, which is both 

supportive and interactive, students can “advance to higher levels of knowledge and 

performance” (Lightbown & Spada, 2013, p. 25).  Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal 

Development is this “area” between the learners’ actual and potential developmental 

level (Kaufman, 2004).  The conversations that take place among students working 

together in a collaborative environment allows them to make the most of the knowledge 

they already have, while at the same time acquiring new knowledge.  This can easily be 

seen in a second language classroom where students are attempting to make meaning in a 
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language that is not their primary language.  Language learning is social, and as such, 

collaboration is necessary for acquisition to occur more easily. 

According to Moll (1992), students bring knowledge from life experiences within 

their homes and communities that can serve to assist with the development of skills and 

concepts.   These funds of knowledge are a foundation upon which a second or third 

language can emerge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992).  The family unit plays an 

integral part in establishing that foundation and in continuing to nurture it.  New 

experiences cause this existing knowledge to be modified, and subsequently, new 

knowledge leads to learning.  In terms of the academic vocabulary acquisition of 

newcomer ELs, knowledge of their primary language, coupled with life experiences 

unique to their situation, equals a strong foundation upon which to build new knowledge. 

Purpose of the Study 

This action research study aimed to determine what instructional practices 

contributed most to the acquisition of ELs’ academic vocabulary in a high school English 

1 for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) classroom.  Academic vocabulary refers to 

words used in academic settings, or specifically, the language of school and tests.  

Lawrence, Capotosto, Braunum-Martin, White, & Snow (2012) suggest that to improve 

ELs’ word knowledge, they would benefit most from "explicit vocabulary instruction" (p. 

439).  This topic is important because, as of 2016, ELs make up approximately 10% of 

students enrolled in U.S. schools, and the number is only growing (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2018).  Addressing this growing demographic’s needs is 

imperative if we are to narrow the achievement gap that so frequently makes headlines.  

In the area of language learning, vocabulary knowledge (sight words and content-based 
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academic words) is a necessary precursor to attaining comprehension, which in turn leads 

to greater fluency and eventually mastery of a language (McKenna & Stahl, 2012, p. 

180). 

Research Question 

The study presented here addresses the following research question:  What 

practices increase academic vocabulary growth among high school English learners? 

Definition of Terms 

English Learner (EL): TEA defines ELs as “students whose primary language is other 

than English and whose English language skills are such that the student has difficulty 

performing ordinary classwork in English” (Texas Education Code (TEC) Sec. 29.052). 

 

Academic Vocabulary: The Common Core defines academic vocabulary as “words that 

appear in a variety of content areas and have different meanings in different academic 

contexts” (Conley, 2014, p. 9). 

 

Academic Language: Nagy and Townsend (2012) defined academic language as “the 

specialized language, both oral and written, of academic settings that facilitates 

communication and thinking about disciplinary content” (p. 92). 

 

Latinx: Oxford Languages online dictionary defines Latinx as “A person of Latin 

American origin or descent (used as a gender-neutral or nonbinary alternative to Latino 

or Latina)”. 
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Second Language (L2): a language that is not the native language of the speaker but is 

learned later. 

Significance of the Study 

This study’s significance was to determine what teaching practices and strategies 

best contribute to the acquisition of ELs’ academic vocabulary so that they may increase 

academic achievement and achieve proficiency in English.  Additionally, the field of 

bilingual and ESL education will benefit from valuable data that may inform practice and 

policy as it pertains to ELs’ acquisition of academic vocabulary.  Findings from this 

study may guide teachers in what lessons or activities are best suited for ELs academic 

vocabulary development at the high school level. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

 Nagy and Townsend (2012) defined academic language as “the specialized 

language, both oral and written, of academic settings that facilitates communication and 

thinking about disciplinary content”, in other words, the language of school, print 

publications, and digital media (p. 92).  We use academic vocabulary or particular terms 

within academic language not typically found in day-to-day conversation.  Barnes, 

Grifenhagen, and Dickinson (2016) note that academic language includes not only 

academic vocabulary but also complex syntax and specialized discourse functions.  

McKenna & Stahl (2015) point out that academic vocabulary consists of both general and 

discipline specific words.  They state that general words are those that have multiple 

meanings and are used across disciplines, whereas discipline-specific words are particular 

to that content area.  Also, characteristics of academic language include vocabulary 

derived from Greek and Latin roots and morphologically complex words.  Fluency in a 

language results from proficiency attained by acquiring a deep knowledge of that 

language.  Academic language proficiency, as opposed to conversational language 

proficiency, takes many more years to develop and as such requires instruction that 

focuses on vocabulary, among other things. 

  Vocabulary development takes place across a lifetime.  Our breadth of vocabulary 

knowledge grows as we learn more words, even later in life.  Our depth of knowledge of 

a particular word depends on our experiences across contexts, thus increasing our 

understanding of it.  To become readers that comprehend the texts they read, students 

need to build their vocabularies, and they need to be aware of and know how to 
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implement strategies to cope with difficult words (Gunning, 2004).  Vocabulary 

instruction needs to be explicit.  It is impossible to comprehend a text if the vocabulary is 

incomprehensible.  Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) state that among the many things we as 

teachers can do to help children acquire vocabulary in a meaningful way is to provide 

definitions and, more importantly “contextual experiences” for the word’s children are 

likely to encounter. 

Nagy and Townsend (2012) note that academic language tends to possess traits 

that cause words to be more difficult for students to learn.  Every child has not one but 

several vocabularies, including sight (words recognized on sight), high frequency (words 

that occur most frequently in English language), and conceptual vocabulary (word 

meaning).  Conceptual vocabulary is associated with five aspects of word knowledge, 

including incrementality (knowledge grows over time), polysemy (words have multiple 

meanings), interrelatedness (how words are connected), multidimensionality (semantics 

and morphology, connotations, and collocational behaviors), and heterogeneity 

(diversity).  English learners in the K-5 setting benefit most from vocabulary instruction 

that is authentic and focuses on meaningful words (quality) rather than on quantity.  They 

need various opportunities to apply vocabulary to everyday situations, especially when 

learning sight and high-frequency words.   

Students living in poverty, particularly ELs, tend to enter school with reading 

deficits attributed to a lack of reading material in the home.  Additionally, some families 

are not able to sit and read with their child, engage their child in conversations, or 

experience story-telling that further helps to develop vocabulary.  Factors such as stress 

levels in the home, income, and actual time spent with parents can profoundly affect 
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whether or not a child can be as successful at school as one raised in a different 

environment.  Any opportunity to involve parents in the educational happenings at school 

is important.  Providing them with the support and resources they need to help 

themselves and their children is the only way forward. 

Bilingual Education in Texas 

 There continues to be a great debate in this country about whether bilingual 

education is helping or hindering school-age children in the acquisition of the English 

language.  Bilingual education is nothing new to the United States.  It has been around, in 

one form or another, since before we became a country.  By 1900, immigrants from 

Poland, Germany, Italy, and France (to name a few) had set up bilingual schools all over 

the U.S.  Here students would learn English alongside their native language.  While the 

debate about bilingual education continues today, not that long ago, it was just a way of 

life (Goldenberg & Wagner, 2015). 

Bilingual education is nothing new to Texas, given its cultural and linguistic 

diversity.  Prior to World War I, bilingual schools were the norm.  By the end of the war, 

it was a different story, with English-only instruction mandated across the state.  The 

Civil Rights Movement of the late 1960s brought bilingual education back to Texas and it 

has been growing strong ever since.  Transitional bilingual programs emerged during the 

1980s, where districts with groups of 20 or more students who spoke the same language 

were mandated to offer bilingual education.  These days, “additive bilingualism” in the 

form of dual language programs emphasizing “bilingualism, biliteracy, and 

biculturalism” are emerging across more and more districts (Palmer, 2018, p. 5).  Key 
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players in this policy shift are bilingual teachers who are called to lead this movement of 

equity and justice currently taking place in our state. 

At present, nearly one in every four students is Hispanic or Latinx.  Projections 

indicate that by 2050, the largest demographic group in U.S. schools will be Latinx 

students (Fry & Gonzalez, 2008).  With this continued surge expected, it is incumbent 

upon us to ascertain that these already marginalized students receive the educational 

support and guidance they need to finish high school and be college and career ready.  To 

better meet these students' needs, increasing the pool of Latinx teachers uniquely 

equipped to value their culture and understand to a certain extent, their lived experiences 

is necessary if we are to see them succeed.  Irizarry and Donaldson (2012) found that 

schools need to improve their efforts to recruit and support Latinx teachers to diversify 

the profession.  With the substantial population growth of Latinx students needing 

bilingual or ESL services, experienced teachers with the credentials to teach them are 

essential.  The need for highly qualified bilingual teachers continues to increase across 

the state of Texas.  Irizarry and Donaldson (2012) posit that "content knowledge and 

cultural wealth" combined make these teachers invaluable to schools (p. 182). 

Bilingualism is a gift, and teachers from different cultures and backgrounds are an asset 

to education and to the students they serve.  All students deserve a quality education, no 

matter where they come from or where their school is.  Educational support at home is 

not always a guarantee; therefore, quality education from highly qualified teachers is 

essential, especially for ELs. 

Is there equity and justice for students learning English as a second language in 

the programs offered to them?  The Texas Administrative Code, Chapter 89 (effective 
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July 15, 2018), the statute (declaration of policy) related to the education of ELs in Texas, 

paints a big picture of where Texas is in terms of placing value on bilingual education 

and the rapidly growing population that falls into this category.  To sum up, this 

document includes what districts must provide students whose primary language is other 

than English.  It effectively states that students identified as English learners can 

participate in a bilingual or ESL program (Texas Education Code, 1995).  The statute 

includes the actual policy and definition of terms along with the state-mandated 

guidelines that districts need to follow to be considered compliant. 

García (2005) suggests that districts adopt strong bilingual education programs 

that foster continued instruction in students’ native language (whenever possible) and 

develop linguistic skills in English.  He claims this allows for bilinguals to have the 

opportunity to participate fully in mainstream classes.  Many policymakers, 

administrators, and even teachers believe "English Only" is the best way to integrate 

students into our supposed multicultural society; however, in the end, this may do more 

harm than good.  García (2005) claims that Dual-Language (DL) Programs are a 

plausible alternative that provides an "excellent model for academic achievement for 

language-minority children" (p. 48).  Research shows that Spanish-speaking students in 

this type of program maintain or improve their oral Spanish proficiency while at the same 

time achieving English fluency within seven years. 

 A common misconception is that English academic proficiency is lowest only for 

ELs when in truth, it is low among all U.S. students.  In 2017, data from the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) showed that only 36% of all 8th graders 

assessed rated as proficient or higher on reading and only 27% on the writing.  The 
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percentages were naturally lower for English learners, 5% and 1%, respectively (NAEP, 

2017).  These statistics bring to light a problem that exists within our educational system.  

Quality education from highly qualified teachers is what all of our students need. 

A challenge we currently face in this country is educating students from diverse 

languages and cultural backgrounds.  This cultural and linguistic diversity should be seen 

as a resource, not a problem.  We need to address policy and reform’s role by exploring 

issues of effective educational practices that lead to successful programs.  The policy 

debate around bilingual education stems from the idea that every student deserves a high-

quality education.  From Lau v. Nichols in 1974 to the reauthorization of the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) of 2002, known as No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 

to Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) of 2015, ELs need and deserve equity when it 

comes to schooling.  Schooling practices to date in this country tend to exclude the 

histories, languages, and experiences of our second-language learners and lack in 

opportunities to engage in culturally and developmentally appropriate ways other than 

teacher-led instruction (García, 2005).  Our challenge as educators is to teach students 

that a multilingual society “embraces English while not denigrating other languages” (p. 

170). 

Rippner (2016) states that "equity and excellence" for all students should be the 

overall goal of education (p. 79).  She states how this becomes more and more difficult as 

our diverse population continues to grow.  Proven effective practices and the role of 

policy reform and its impact on ELs’ instructional experiences should be heard and taken 

into account by those with the power to effect change.  
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 Effective curriculum and instructional approaches that are proven to serve our 

bilingual population effectively are needed.  This growing demographic of emergent 

bilinguals should be appropriated the equitable and socially just education that all 

students are entitled to receive.  Parents of ELs can help their children by continuing to 

nurture their primary language in the home.  Success in a second language depends 

heavily on proficiency in the first language.  Creating a home environment that maintains 

and celebrates the richness of their culture and language will help their children acquire a 

second language and become bilingual and biliterate.  Building a connection between 

home and school is essential in making that happen. 

Vocabulary Instruction 

Given its complexity, academic language needs to be purposefully taught to 

second language (L2) learners if English language proficiency has a hope of being 

achieved.  In a study conducted by August and Barr (2016), findings indicated that both 

extended and embedded vocabulary instruction produced significant gains for ELs in 

English acquisition.  Similarly, Kelley, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Faller (2010) bring to light the 

importance of instructional time being spent on the learning of academic words (i.e., 

identify, analyze) as opposed to low-frequency words (i.e., refuge, burrow).  Data 

collection comes into play here as teachers struggle to determine how best to teach their 

ELs academic language. Shideler (2016) analyzed how content could be made 

understandable to ELs to learn the material and improve English language skills.  The 

result was creating an intentional curriculum using data affording teachers the ability to 

scaffold instruction and remediate when necessary.  By way of group work or small 

group instruction, interactive learning highlights how working together in different ways 
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leads to the development of academic language (Molle & Lee, 2017).  Huang (2010) and 

Shin (2009), in similar studies, concluded that second language (L2) vocabulary 

development was highly individualized and dependent upon interaction with others.   

Here small group interventions were beneficial in ELs acquisition of academic English.    

In their study, Carlo, August, & McLaughlin (2004) sought to determine if the 

implementation of an English vocabulary enrichment intervention, combing direct word 

instruction with instruction in word-learning strategies, increased ELs' reading 

comprehension abilities.  The study aimed to test the impact of an English vocabulary 

enrichment intervention on reading outcomes for ELs and English-only (EO) students.  

Results indicated that explicit instruction of academic vocabulary improved both 

bilingual and monolingual students' performance, not just with word knowledge but also 

with reading comprehension.  They concluded that word knowledge and reading 

comprehension were strongly linked, predominately the teaching about words as opposed 

to just teaching new words to ELs.  They posit that definitional knowledge, along with an 

understanding of word connotations, morphological options, and semantics are necessary 

in order to truly know a word.  As a result of direct word instruction and the word-

learning strategies needed to truly “know” a word, academic vocabulary acquisition 

increased.   

English learners’ vocabulary skills tend to be low for various reasons, including 

home life and a primary language other than English.  These students need to be provided 

with skills and strategies to help them learn words they will encounter while reading 

(Carlo, et al. 2004).  English learners benefit from instruction that provides the direct 

teaching of words with multiple opportunities to encounter that word in context.  This 
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incidental learning by way of strategies such as inferencing and using context cues help 

ELs and English-speaking students who struggle with reading comprehension. 

As for teaching strategies that help with English language development, the use of 

Spanish-English cognates has proven effective.  This can be seen in picture books, the 

use of word walls, as well as anchor charts (Gibson, 2016).  Love, Spies, & Morgan 

(2017) concluded that effective vocabulary instruction supports student acquisition of 

academic vocabulary.  Addressing the need for explicit academic vocabulary instruction 

for ELs is necessary if we are to see these students be successful in the acquisition of 

their L2.  Lawrence et al. (2012) suggest that this explicit instruction should involve 

multiple exposures to these words in diverse contexts.  McKenna & Stahl (2015) state 

that teachers need to provide repeated exposure to "high-utility Tier Two words" (p. 187).  

Tier Two words refer to academic vocabulary found across all content areas. 

To promote academic literacy development, teachers can implement strategies 

including explicitly teaching academic language and creating a culturally responsive 

writing community.  To develop an academic writing style, ELs need to receive explicit, 

daily instruction of academic English (Olson, Scarcella, & Matuchniak, 2016).  Creating 

a culturally responsive writing community within the classroom allows ELs to feel like 

they belong, even with their limited English proficiency and diverse cultural backgrounds 

(Olson, Scarcella, & Matuchniak, 2016).  

Engaging students in reading and writing activities that are meaningful and 

collaborative lead to students taking ownership of their learning.  This is an excellent way 

for ELs to establish agency and take pride in who they are and what they have to offer the 

world. 



 

 

21 

 As language learners, the teacher’s focus should be on the content of their 

responses, not how they express it (Gunning, 2014).  Factors that affect accuracy include 

language skills, vocabulary knowledge, decoding, and spelling abilities (ILA, 2018).  

Allington (2014) suggests that teachers design lessons that expand reading volume.  In 

addition, phonemic awareness, decoding, and word recognition are considered essential 

skills that contribute to increased reading ability. 

 Krashen (2003) states that giving students more opportunities to read generally 

leads to improved fluency and comprehension while at the same time exposing students 

to new vocabulary.  This can be especially difficult for ELs because they do not have 

access to as many (or sometimes any) books like other students.  To make matters worse, 

the schools they attend are often underfunded and lack the resources to provide libraries 

full of books that appeal to a diverse range of students.  Having a set time every day to 

read in the classroom is essential for all students at every grade level.  Creating an 

environment that fosters reading is a necessary first step that we, as teachers, can take 

within our classrooms and schools.  Classroom libraries that represent a range of reading 

levels and engaging texts for a diverse population of learners are essential.  Getting books 

into the hands of all students, especially those coming from low socio-economic 

backgrounds, is vital to produce a generation of literate citizens with a love of reading. 

English learners require additional supports, including additional time building 

background knowledge and explicitly teaching vocabulary.  Providing them with 

culturally relevant material that draws on their lived experiences goes a long way towards 

making them feel included and part of the classroom. 
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Academic Language 

Kinsella (2005) reminds us that students need to have time to practice using 

academic language in the classroom.  As opposed to casual conversation, which relies on 

gestures and context to interpret meaning, academic language relies on language 

(Schleppegrell, 2001).  Purposefully selecting vocabulary words to teach is crucial if 

academic vocabulary acquisition is the desired outcome.  When applied to text 

comprehension, words that are essential to understanding should be pre-taught, allowing 

students to both hear and see terms that will appear in the text (Barnes, Grifenhagen, & 

Dickinson, 2016).  They state that "teaching children how word meanings can change 

based on the context or discipline may help them better attend to the nuances of academic 

language" (p. 41).  Just listening to their teachers using the language is not sufficient.  

Students need to experience language before becoming "proficient speakers and 

comprehenders of academic language" (Barnes, Grifenhagen, & Dickinson, 2016, p. 42). 

Many ELs come to our classrooms already lacking sufficient academic language 

in their native language.  This problem makes it equally challenging to acquire academic 

language in English at the same time.  Because of the different levels of language and 

vocabulary knowledge ELs bring with them, teachers need to meet students where they 

are and help them progress to the next level.  Manyak and Bauer (2009) posit that 

vocabulary instruction should be multifaceted.  By this, they mean not only involving the 

teaching of words but also teaching students strategies for "inferring word meaning and 

the development of word consciousness" (p. 175-176).  Spanish-speaking ELs can infer 

the meaning of some English words that are cognates, or words that are spelled similarly 

and share the same meaning.   
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  Research indicates that students need multiple and meaningful exposures to new 

words to learn them properly.  Snell, Hindman, and Wasik (2015) suggest that at least 20 

exposures to a new term are necessary for students to experience "enhanced vocabulary 

growth" (p. 567).  This technique is particularly crucial for ELs because their limited 

academic English prevents them from advancing as quickly as their monolingual peers.  

In effect, vocabulary instruction that is both explicit and content-rich is especially useful 

because ELs need these repeated encounters with words to learn them adequately 

(Wright, 2013).  To better understand the nuances of a language, students need to know 

how word meaning can change based on discipline or context.  Explicitly teaching 

students the strategies they will need to employ when encountering a word they do not 

understand is the goal. 

 Understanding content-area textbooks requires a level of proficiency garnered 

from academic vocabulary, complex syntax, and decontextualized talk.  In their study, 

Dickinson, Hofer, Barnes, and Grifenhagen (2016) sought to identify what features and 

materials teachers used to promote "academic registers that related to later academic 

success" (p. 42).  They examined factors that affected teacher language use in different 

instructional settings and how these factors contributed to students' acquisition of 

academic language.  Research indicated that teachers talked differently in each of these 

instructional settings because each has "affordances and limitations for supporting 

academic language" (p. 43).  The environment proved to be "strongly predictive" of 

language use, indicating it was an influential factor affecting classroom discourse 

(Dickinson, Hofer, Barnes, and Grifenhagen, 2016, p. 239). 
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 Addressing students' vocabulary deficits is challenging.  While each student is 

different, vocabulary development is key to reading comprehension.  Teaching students 

"about words" to figure out meanings on their own helps build confidence and allows 

students to feel a level of success in their learning.  Strategies and techniques to decipher 

words lead to greater mastery and, eventually, comprehend challenging texts. 

Role of School Leadership 

Calderon, Slakk, and Montenegro (2017), in delineating what districts and schools 

are required to provide ELs, articulate the following: 

  Schoolwide implementation, evaluation, and support of professional development 

  targeted at academic language strategies, modeling, and practice in all subject 

 areas are a must to ensure that all students have the skills to meet the rigorous 

 academic state standards for career and college readiness. (p. 25) 

The use of the word "all" is particularly powerful in describing the monumental task 

educators face of ensuring that every student gets what they need based on how they 

learn, in this case, second-language support.  Equipping teachers with the tools they need 

to make this happen is vital.  Administrators and school leaders are the conduits by which 

they receive this knowledge and guidance. 

 Calderon, Slakk, and Montenegro (2017) emphasize the importance of explicitly 

teaching vocabulary in every content area by stating, "the depth and breadth of 

vocabulary correlate with increased reading proficiency and understanding" (p. 32).  

They posit that a “whole-school approach” centered around vocabulary, reading, and 

writing is the best approach for supporting ELs.  Administrators’ and school leaders’ role 

in providing teachers with the tools and resources they need to teach ELs adequately is 
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now more critical than ever.  As the number of ELs entering our schools continues to rise, 

schools and districts need to take stock.  Is what they are doing working?  Are ELs 

achieving content and language proficiency?  Are non-ELs who are not reading at grade 

level achieving mastery?  Teachers need support, as well as opportunities for 

collaboration at school and workshops to assess their progress and how that affects 

student development (Calderon, Slakk, & Montenegro, 2017).  They state that to ensure 

transfer from a well-designed professional development session to the classroom, 

teachers need additional support in coaching, whether by expert coaches, co-teaching 

with an ESL teacher, or peer coaching. 

 Palmer (2018) posits that empowering bilingual teachers with the resources they 

need to work as leaders and advocates for the emerging bilingual population is essential.  

She asserts that school success depends not only on valuing students' languages and 

cultures but also on teachers' cultural and linguistic competence, in effect determined by 

their ideologies and beliefs.  As reflexive practitioners, cultural and linguistic brokers, 

collaborators, and advocates for change, bilingual and ESL teachers can bring forth a 

transformation in bilingual teacher leadership. 

 While the teaching profession as we know it is not as diverse as the student 

population it serves, there is hope.  Minority teachers are entering the profession despite 

the marginalization they feel in a White-dominant system.  Retaining these teachers and 

enticing them to assume positions of power where they create a race- and culture-

conscious counternarrative that leads to a diversification of the teaching profession is 

much needed.  Hunzicker (2017) states that the progression from teacher to leader is 

neither steady nor linear because, for some, leadership was never the intention.  It is a 
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learning process that begins with developing "deep knowledge of content and pedagogy" 

(Hunzicker, 2017, p. 2).  Once in the classroom, teachers realize they can affect change, 

and given the world we live in now, change is necessary. 

Summary 

The importance of explicitly teaching vocabulary in every content area from 

Kindergarten through 12th grade can never be overstated.  All students benefit from 

instruction that focuses on vocabulary because vocabulary acquisition never ends!  “The 

context in which students learn is just as important as the content they learn” (Calderon, 

Slakk, & Montenegro, 2017, p. 59).  The feeling of safety in a classroom environment 

encourages students, particularly ELs, to take risks they might not otherwise engage.  

Instructional strategies that seem tailor-made for ELs can also be implemented when 

working with struggling readers. 

The academic literacy development of ELs at the secondary level is an important 

factor in determining their future academic and professional successes.  They face not 

only the cognitive and contextual challenges their monolingual peers face but also 

linguistic and affective constraints that are unique to second language learners.  As this 

population continues to increase, implementing instructional strategies that provide them 

with the tools they need to acquire academic language is critical.  Producing college and 

career ready students is now, more than ever, essential. 

While ELs are more likely to attend urban schools, rural and suburban districts are 

starting to see an increase in their EL population due to the recent influx of immigrants to 

the United States.  English learners bring with them different strengths and challenges 

that teachers need to be aware of to teach them effectively.  As educators, our goal is to 
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provide our students with quality instruction that helps them progress across the academic 

spectrum.  The journey is long, but with the right tools, all can be successful. 
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Chapter III 

Methodology 

 This study employed a qualitative research approach to garner a better 

understanding of what instructional practices positively affected ELs’ acquisition of 

academic vocabulary.  In qualitative research, the researcher is seeking to understand “a 

social or human problem” (Creswell, 2014, p. 4), in an effort to discover meaning (Shank 

& Brown, 2007).  That is to say, the researcher might uncover something overlooked that 

could shed light on a particular situation/phenomenon.  Creswell (2014) states that “the 

key idea behind qualitative research is to learn about the problem or issue from 

participants and to address the research to obtain information” (p. 186).  The data 

collected comes from participants immersed in the setting where the study is framed.  

Their individual perspectives provide insight into why things are the way they are. 

This action research study aimed to determine what instructional practices 

contributed most to the acquisition of ELs’ academic vocabulary.  The research question 

guiding this study was: What practices increase academic vocabulary growth among high 

school English learners? As the participant-researcher, I looked at my own practice and 

determined in what ways I was supporting my students’ development of academic 

vocabulary.  A learner develops language in interaction with knowledgeable others within 

a community and internalizes or appropriates that language for his/her own purposes 

(Vygotsky, 1978).  Examined techniques used to teach academic vocabulary included 

explicit, systematic instruction focusing on cognates, repeated exposure to key words, 

and pre-teaching essential vocabulary. 
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A case study design was applied to explore how a particular group of ELs built 

vocabulary knowledge with their teacher and peers’ support.  Throughout a five-week 

period, the researcher collected data through observation notes, including a reflective 

journal documenting daily interactions and instructional practices, artifacts consisting of 

weekly student work samples, and numerical data in the form of a pre-test and two unit 

vocabulary quizzes. 

Data collected based on observations were coded and analyzed using an iterative 

process that helped identify and understand themes that emerged and eventually based 

conclusions on those themes (Giancola, 2014).  Multiple observations were necessary to 

ensure findings were grounded and to give the researcher a more complete description of 

both student behaviors and classroom events.  Both qualitative and numerical data were 

analyzed and interpreted to triangulate the more holistic view of examined instructional 

practices and what, if any, influence they had on student learning. 

Research Design 

 A case study design was used to collect, analyze, and interpret qualitative data 

centered around the practices in which the teacher engaged to support high school ELs 

development of academic vocabulary.   The researcher compared numerical data with 

findings from observations and artifacts to better understand the research problem 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018).  Creswell and Poth (2018) define this type of study as 

one where the researcher is exploring a case over time, using various data collection 

sources that result in themes.  This type of research has had a long history across 

disciplines, including psychology and medicine, and has existed since Freud’s time 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018).  According to Yin (2014), case study research “involves the 
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study of a case (or cases) within a real-life, contemporary context or setting” (p. 114).  

This type of research begins with identifying a specific case; in this particular study, a 

group of newcomer ELs enrolled in an ESOL 1 class and how they built vocabulary 

knowledge in response to scaffolded instruction.   

Key to case study research is that the case is bounded, meaning it is defined 

within a particular criterion, such as time, place, and people involved (Creswell & Poth, 

2018).   This study took place over five weeks and included five newcomer ELs enrolled 

in an ESOL  1 class that provided sheltered instruction for students enrolled in U.S. 

schools for less than a year.  Triangulation was used to enhance the validity and 

reliability of research findings (Sagor, 2000).  Combining numerical data, such as 

assessment results, and qualitative data, such as participant observations, provided the 

researcher with a more holistic understanding of teaching and learning from multiple 

perspectives.   

The rationale for this approach is that the numerical data provides a baseline, or 

starting point, to measure student growth in the acquisition of academic vocabulary.  As 

the researcher, I explored how newcomer students in a collaborative learning community 

built vocabulary knowledge by sharing language and beginning to use it independently.  

By studying how students develop academic language through explicit vocabulary 

instruction, the researcher gained insight into the instructional practices that contributed 

to students’ acquisition of academic vocabulary.  Teddlie & Tashakkori (2009) state that 

“qualitative data analysis is iterative, involving a back-and-forth process between data 

collection and data analysis” (p. 251).  That is to say that even after data collection is 
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complete, the repeated combing of sources will eventually yield themes that shed light on 

the case being studied. 

Participants 

 Participants were selected using a judgement sample, also known as a purposeful 

sample (Marshall, 1996).  A sample of five students was determined to be appropriate for 

the purposes of answering the research question.  Onwuegbuzie & Leech (2007) note that 

when the goal of the research is simply to gain insight into the individuals’ behaviors, not 

to generalize a population, then purposefully selecting individuals is warranted.  These 

five students were chosen because they were enrolled in ESOL 1 as of the first day of 

school and they were my smallest class.  The small class size was important because I 

wanted to focus in-depth on a few students rather than many to adequately capture the 

many nuances that contributed to how they built vocabulary knowledge.  This study took 

place in an ESOL 1 classroom in a high school located in a suburb outside a major 

metropolitan city.  This high school has approximately 3,000 students with the 

demographic breakdown displayed in the figure below.  ELs accounted for 5.6% of this 

student population. 
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Figure 1. High School Demographics 

The research was conducted in the Fall of 2019.  English 1 for Speakers of Other 

Languages provides sheltered instruction of English for students that have been enrolled 

in U.S. schools for less than a year.  Because the class serves as their English I credit, 

students must take the English I End-of-Course (EOC) State of Texas Assessment of 

Academic Readiness (STAAR) exam in the spring semester.  Students were concurrently 

enrolled in a Reading I class in order to receive additional support in functional literacy.  

The class to be studied consisted of four boys and one girl whose primary language was 

Spanish.  On average, these students had been in the United States for approximately one 

year or less.  Two of the students were classified as a beginner in English-language 

acquisition, according to the Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment System 

(TELPAS) composite score from the previous school year.  The other three students were 

recent immigrants and had not yet been evaluated via TELPAS.  (Students were to be 

evaluated in February and March of 2020.) 
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Table 2. Student Information 

Student Age Length of 
time in U.S. 

Country of 
Origin 

Languages 
Spoken 

1 14 1 year Honduras Spanish 
2 14 11 months Honduras Spanish 
3 17 2 months Guatemala Quiche and Spanish 
4 14 1 week Mexico Spanish 
5 14 1 month Mexico Spanish 

 

Data Collection 

Data collection took place throughout five weeks during the fall semester. Sources 

included observation notes, including a reflective journal documenting daily interactions 

and instructional practices, artifacts consisting of weekly student work samples, and 

numerical data in the form of a pre-test and two unit vocabulary quizzes.  Observational 

data provides an easily accessible and abundant source of evidence (Sagor, 2000).  

Capturing data in a journal is one way to record events that occur within the classroom.  

This observational protocol could take the form of a single page within the journal 

including descriptive notes (i.e., particular activities) on one side and reflective notes 

(i.e., thoughts, problems) on the other (Creswell, 2014). 

Data collection included each student’s written responses (journal entries, writing 

assignments, vocabulary quizzes) and classroom observations of student’s verbal 

responses (during whole-group and one-on-one conversations).  A reflective journal was 

used to document notes about the lessons, what students were doing, successes and 

failures of lesson implementation, and overall observations as to student progress.  The 

researcher focused her journaling on the explicit vocabulary instruction provided and the 

students’ responses to that instruction. 
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The pre-test was administered at the start of the study to determine students’ 

vocabulary levels in order to establish a baseline.  At the end of the five weeks of data 

collection, a post-test was to be administered to assess growth in vocabulary acquisition 

as a result of vocabulary instruction; however, the post-test was not administered due to 

time constraints.  The vocabulary quizzes were given to determine how instructional 

practices contributed to the acquisition of academic vocabulary. 

Measures/Instruments 

The measures used in this study included a pre-test (BADER Reading and 

Language Inventory) to determine literacy levels before vocabulary instruction, 

vocabulary quizzes at the end of each unit, and writing assignments (journal entries, 

vocabulary books).  Teacher observations and reflections were documented in a reflective 

journal daily, noting activities and the overall successes and failures relating to the 

vocabulary instruction. 

 pre-test, quizzes.  The BADER Reading and Language Inventory was 

administered as a pre-test prior to the collection of data.  This inventory served to 

determine literacy levels and consists of two parts: Graded Word Recognition Lists and 

Graded Reader’s Passages.  The word list comprises a series of 10 words at each level 

from pre-primer (PP) through 12th grade.  This test aims to provide an estimate of the 

student’s level of literacy based on word recognition and word analysis abilities, as well 

as a starting point for administering the reading passages.  Words are first read in 

isolation and then in context, helping the test administrator obtain information regarding 

the students’ language experiences.  A post-test consisting of the next level reading 

passages from the BADER Inventory was to be administered at the conclusion of data 
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collection; however, the post-test was not administered due to time constraints.  A quiz 

was administered at the end of each vocabulary unit to determine knowledge of 

vocabulary words.  These consisted of 10-20 multiple-choice questions relating to the 

definitions, synonyms, antonyms, and proper use of vocabulary words in sentences. 

 artifacts.  Within each unit of study, students completed different tasks.  In Unit 

One, students wrote an original sentence, utilizing proper grammar conventions, in their 

journals for each of the five new vocabulary words.  In Unit Two, students created a 

“Vocabulary Book” that included the vocabulary word, a picture representation, the 

definition, and a sentence provided by the teacher.  Each student was to create their own 

book independently but could work together if need be.  As a formative assessment, I had 

one-on-one conversations with the students where they talked to me about their 

understanding of some of the terms in their vocabulary books. 

 observations.  An observational protocol was used to record reflective notes and 

events and processes taking place in the classroom (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2018).  The 

behaviors and activities of both the students and the participant-researcher were recorded.  

These measures were chosen to provide a clear understanding of where students 

were concerning their academic language acquisition before, during, and after vocabulary 

instruction. 

Data Screening and Analysis 

 The steps taken to analyze the data were dependent on whether the information 

came from a qualitative or numerical source.  If qualitative, an iterative process of both 

identifying and understanding themes was necessary.  The researcher examined artifacts, 

such as lesson plans, instructional practices, and a reflective journal documenting daily 
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interactions within the classroom setting and the researchers’ self-reflection.  Themes 

began to emerge as this analysis was taking place.  Emergent themes were determined 

when they consistently appeared throughout this phase; for example, while interpreting 

observational notes within the reflective journal it became apparent that certain topics 

were appearing often.  The same occurred when examining artifacts such as student work 

samples.  Recurring themes within this examination further illuminated what had been 

noted during the analysis of observational notes. 

Triangulation occurred when these emergent themes were analyzed alongside 

numerical data from the end of unit vocabulary quizzes.  A frequency table was used first 

to organize the data and subsequently create a visual representation in the form of charts 

or graphs (LeTendre & Lipka, 2000).  It was here that observational notes and artifacts 

contributed to the understanding that instructional practices not only played a significant 

role in students’ acquisition of academic vocabulary but also validated themes that were 

identified when analysis initially took place.    

Teacher observations and reflections were coded and analyzed according to 

categories, and themes were identified.  Student behaviors before, during, and after 

vocabulary instruction were documented.  Multiple observations were necessary to 

ensure findings were grounded and to give the researcher a complete understanding of the 

instructional behaviors that appear to help or hinder students as they work to acquire 

academic vocabulary (Giancola, 2014).   

The teacher-researcher maintained student assessment data in a spreadsheet. The 

numerical analysis consisted of calculating changes over time for each student and across 

the sample and mapping those changes to the explicit instruction provided.  Findings 
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were shared with individual colleagues directly involved with the teaching of ELs.  Sagor 

(2000) states, “it is essential that you tell how you learned what you did and why they 

should consider the data to be valid and reliable” (p. 144).  It is the researcher’s goal to 

provide teachers that work with ELs the results of this study in the hopes that their 

instruction of academic vocabulary becomes more intentional and results in a more 

significant increase in students’ academic vocabulary acquisition. 

Practical Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

 Limitations of this study included my position as the teacher of the students 

participating in the research.  My role was that of an insider.  These circumstances could 

have resulted in bias if precautions were not taken to ensure both validity and reliability 

of the data that was collected.   

To ensure the absence of bias on the part of the teacher-researcher, the ESL 

Coordinator reviewed data sources and determined themes resonated with her experience 

in the area of ESL instruction.  As an educator for over 27 years, she is a wealth of 

knowledge and an amazing resource for anything related to education especially in how 

to work with ELs.  On our campus, she provides support for teachers struggling with how 

to effectively teach ELs, as well as students struggling in their classes. 

Another limitation may be the small sample size of five participants that could 

have resulted in an outcome that was not generalizable.  Conclusions that may be drawn 

from this study aim to highlight the importance of explicit vocabulary instruction, 

particularly the effectiveness of strategies and techniques that increase ELs acquisition of 

academic vocabulary. 
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 Before conducting this study, students were provided informed assent forms, and 

parents were provided informed consent forms.  Each of these forms described the 

purpose of the study and the role of the teacher (participant-researcher) and the students.  

Students and parents were informed that this study would present no risks to the 

participants.  The desired outcome was for students to receive instruction that increased 

their acquisition of academic vocabulary.  Both forms stated that information such as 

name, age, school, district, etc., would be de-identified so as to provide anonymity. 
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Chapter IV 

Data Analysis 

 The purpose of this qualitative case study was to determine what instructional 

practices contributed most to the acquisition of academic vocabulary of ELs.  More 

specifically, what teaching practices and strategies best contributed to this acquisition so 

that they may increase academic achievement and achieve proficiency in English.  This 

study focused on the academic vocabulary acquisition of newcomer high school ELs and 

the instructional practices implemented by their teacher-researcher in an ESOL 1 

classroom during the 2019-2020 academic school year.  The research question guiding 

this study was:  What practices increase academic vocabulary growth among high school 

English learners? 

In 2016, 9.6% of public-school students in the United States were identified as 

English learners (ELs), nearly doubling from 4.9% in 2000 (National Center for 

Educational Statistics, 2018).  That same year, the U.S. Department of Education 

reported that the graduation rate for ELs was 66%, compared to the national rate of 85% 

(NCES, 2017).  Low academic achievement and low performance on state-mandated tests 

reveal that ELs are lagging behind their monolingual peers, causing the achievement gap 

to widen and seem impossible for students who see dropping out as their only option.  

Given this rapidly growing demographic, it is imperative that high school ELs are 

provided effective content and language instruction utilizing methods that support the 

acquisition of academic vocabulary deemed essential at the secondary level. 

The language of school requires students to master complex words and phrases 

known as academic language.  Background knowledge and complicated grammar and 
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syntax add to the complexity of learning academic language (Grayson, 2018), making it 

necessary for ELs to receive additional supports to ensure success.  Academic vocabulary 

is part and parcel of academic language.  Without this knowledge, proficiency in a 

language is difficult to achieve.  ELs need quality instruction and the necessary support to 

ensure they have equitable opportunity to learn and succeed and to being college and 

career ready (Grayson, 2018).  

According to Moll (1992), students bring knowledge from life experiences within 

their homes and communities that can serve to assist with the development of skills and 

concepts.  These funds of knowledge are a foundation upon which a second or third 

language can emerge (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992).  The family unit plays an 

integral part in establishing this foundation and in continuing to nurture it.  New 

experiences cause this existing knowledge to be modified, and subsequently, new 

knowledge leads to learning. 

Sample and Instrumentation 

 The study’s five participants were enrolled in ESOL 1 during the 2019-2020 

academic school year at a high school located in a suburb outside a major metropolitan 

city.  The class consisted of four boys and one girl whose primary language was Spanish 

and had all recently immigrated to the United States.  Qualitative data included 

observation notes consisting of the teacher-researcher’s reflective journal documenting 

daily interactions and instructional practices, and artifacts consisting of weekly student 

work samples.  Numerical data consisted of a pre-test administered at the beginning of 

the study and vocabulary quizzes at the end of each unit.  Due to time constraints, the 

original posttest was not administered. 
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Throughout the five-week research period, students were engaged in various 

forms of instruction including two vocabulary units of study and a reading lesson that 

incorporated academic vocabulary.  Academic vocabulary words, specifically for the 

study’s vocabulary units, were selected from the Sadlier Vocabulary Workshop, Level D 

edition series.  While each unit contains 20 new words, newcomer ELs would begin with 

five words in this first unit and build up from there as the year progressed.  This decision 

was based on the need to focus on quality rather than quantity.  

The study’s vocabulary units accounted for approximately 30-40 minutes of 

instructional class time, while the reading lesson accounted for 35-45 minutes.  A brief 

description of lessons and activities are included in the following table. 

Table 3. Lessons and Activities 

 

The teacher-researcher’s observations and reflections were hand-coded, thus 

generating emerging themes.  A frequency table was used to organize numerical data 

from the pre-test, vocabulary quizzes, and Kahoot games.  This resulted in charts and 

graphs that depicted student achievement within the context of academic vocabulary 
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acquisition, calculating changes over time for each student and across the sample and 

mapping those changes to the explicit instruction provided. 

Findings 

 The research question was used to identify which instructional practices 

influenced the acquisition of academic vocabulary of ELs.  Observational notes from a 

reflective journal that documented daily interactions and instructional practices provided 

insight into the goings on of the classroom.   After coding demographics, observations, 

artifacts, and numerical data, three themes emerged.   They included (1) co-construction, 

(2) cognates, and (3) motivation.  A brief description of these themes is included in the 

following table. 

Table 4. Description of Themes 

Theme 
 

Description 

Co-Construction 
 

“reflects the view that individuals internalize knowledge from 
socially-mediated group discourse or activity” (Hull & Saxon, 
2008) 
 
We construct knowledge “not only from direct personal 
experience, but also from being told by others and by being 
shaped through social experience and interaction.” (Cummings, 
2001) 
 

Cognate “(of a word) having the same linguistic derivation as another; 
from the same original word or root” (lexico.com) 
 
“words that are spelled similarly and have similar meanings 
across languages, occur commonly in Spanish and English.” 
(Manyak & Bauer, 2009) 
 

Motivation  “reasons for acting or behaving in a particular way.” (lexico.com) 
 
“the extent to which the individual works or strives to learn the 
language because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction 
experienced in this activity.” (Gardner, 1985) 
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co-construction.  One theme that arose was how the co-construction of 

knowledge in the classroom seemed to impact student learning of vocabulary.  

Vygotsky’s social constructivist theory (1978) claims that learning is essentially a social 

activity.  Students’ social experiences and interactions within the classroom serve to 

shape how they construct knowledge and make meaning together, in this case, vocabulary 

knowledge.  In this type of environment, which is both supportive and interactive, 

students are able to “advance to higher levels of knowledge and performance” 

(Lightbown & Spada, 2013, p. 25).  Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development is this 

“area” between the learners’ actual and potential developmental level (Kaufman, 2004).  

The conversations that take place among students working together in a collaborative 

environment such as this allows them to make the most of the knowledge they already 

have, while at the same time acquiring new knowledge.  What I saw taking place among 

the students during the vocabulary units of study and the reading lesson indicated to me 

that co-construction was playing a pivotal role in their learning or acquisition of 

academic vocabulary. 

vocabulary unit one.  Unit 1 vocabulary words included deadlock, debris, diffuse, 

relinquish, and salvage.  Students were observed co-constructing knowledge as they were 

creating original sentences for each new term.  Within each group of students, the 

discourse that was taking place in their native language (Spanish) served to facilitate their 

understanding of the terms in English.  Students bounced ideas off each other as they 

tried to understand the term and create a sentence using the word in its proper context.   
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Student Five:  Yo sé que “debris” es como basura pero no estoy seguro si se dice 

“I has debris in backpack” o “I have debris on backpack”? 

(I know that debris is like garbage but I’m not sure if you say, “I has debris in 

backpack” or “I have debris on backpack”?) 

Student Four:  Me parece que se dice “I have debris in backpack” porque la 

basura está adentro de la mochila. 

(I think you say “I have debris in backpack” because the garbage is in your 

backpack.). 

(Journal Entry, September 2019) 

 

It was evident from this exchange that students were co-constructing knowledge 

in their native language to understand the new English vocabulary.  The dialogue 

highlights how meaning making is taking place as they consult each other on how to 

correctly use the term debris in a sentence.  This interaction serves to shape how they 

construct knowledge and make meaning of these new terms. 

vocabulary unit two.  Students were observed working together during the second 

vocabulary unit of study, which consisted of eight new vocabulary words (adjourn, 

erratic, compensate, fortify, illegible, lucrative, mediocre, and terse) as they created their 

vocabulary books.  Typically, an activity to be completed individually, the vocabulary 

book required students first to assemble, then fill in the information about the new words 

(term (with translation), definition, sentence, and picture) from the example reflected on 

the whiteboard.  Students were observed engaging in conversation centered around the 

new words in unit two as this was taking place. 
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Student Three:  No sé cómo se pronuncia la primera palabra pero por lo menos 

sé lo que significa aplazar. Sabes cómo se pronuncia? 

(I don’t know how to pronounce the first word but at least I know what “aplazar” 

means.  Do you know how to pronounce it?) 

Student Two:  No estoy seguro pero la Miss dijo algo como “ajorn”. 

(I’m not sure but the Miss said something like “ajorn”.) 

(Journal Entry, October 2019) 

 

vocabulary in reading.  Another instance where students were collaboratively 

working occurred during the Cask of Amontillado lesson.  Pre-taught vocabulary 

included specific terms found in the text, such as cask and amontillado, as well as 

academic vocabulary including identify, evidence, text, character, and trait.  After 

listening to and discussing the short story as a whole group, students were tasked with 

identifying character traits of the two main characters using a circle map projected on the 

whiteboard.  In addition, they were to cite textual evidence to support that trait.  The task 

was to be completed independently as a form of formative assessment; however, after 

only a short period, it became evident that students were co-constructing meaning using 

words to express their understanding of the text, in this case, the characters.  Students 

were observed speaking to each other about the characters in the text and the traits they 

possessed.  The following is an excerpt from their conversation: 

 

Student Five: Tenemos que identificar características de cada uno? 
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(We have to identify characteristics for each one?) 

Student Four: Sí y también probar con evidencia del texto de porqué tienen esa 

característica. 

 (Yes, and prove with text evidence why they have that characteristic.) 

Student Five: Qué piensas de Montresor? 

 (What do you think of Montresor?) 

Student Four: Pues, que es un hombre que busca venganza. 

 (Well, that he’s a man seeking revenge.) 

Student Five:  Y cómo se dice venganza en inglés? 

 (And how do you say revenge in English?) 

Student Four: Usa un diccionario! 

 (Use a dictionary!) 

(Journal Entry, September 2019) 

 

This meaning making was further evidenced by what each student wrote on the 

circle map projected on the whiteboard.  They each identified one character trait, 

supported by text evidence, for each of the main characters (Fortunato and Montresor) in 

the story.  Students were instructed to use their bilingual dictionary if needed.  It was 

evident that students understood the meaning of identify, evidence, text, character, and 

trait by the final product that appeared on the whiteboard.  Some character traits used to 

describe Montresor included revengeful, deceptive, and bad, while Fortunato was 

described as being audacious, unaware, and mean.  Additionally, students also cited 
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textual evidence to support the character trait they used to describe each character.  This 

information is included in the figure below. 

 

Figure 2. Cask of Amontillado Graphic Organizer 

 cognates.  Another theme that emerged was how being able to recognize cognates 

seemed to increase vocabulary acquisition.  Cognates are words that are spelled similarly, 

sharing the same Greek and/or Latin root and sharing a similar meaning in different 

languages.  English and Spanish share a common alphabet and approximately 10,000 to 

15,000 cognates (Nash, 1997).  This common linguistic heritage allows Spanish speaking 

ELs to tap into their funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992), when learning the English 

language.  Knowing how to transfer this vocabulary base from their native language to 

English gives them knowledge of vocabulary words that they already know, thus 

facilitating language acquisition.  Learning how to recognize cognates can be a useful 

tool for ELs because it can increase academic vocabulary acquisition in the target 

language, in this case, English. 
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vocabulary unit one.  The first vocabulary unit of study included three words that 

were cognates: salvage (salvar), dilemma (dilema), and diffuse (difuso).  When the unit 

was introduced, students immediately knew what salvage and dilemma meant because 

they were familiar with the words in Spanish; however, diffuse, although a true cognate, 

was not a familiar word to any of the students in Spanish either. 

To introduce the first unit, students took part in a game of Kahoot.  This game-

based online learning platform allows students to participate by answering teacher-

generated multiple-choice questions from some type of electronic device.  The Kahoot 

consisted of ten questions with each of the five new words appearing twice.  Questions 

were made up of definitions, sentences using the word, and synonyms, and each question 

included an image representing the word.  Students logged in using their Chromebooks 

and proceeded to answer the questions as the timer counted down.  Students received 

points based on the timeliness of their correct answers.  The first Kahoot was played at 

the beginning of the vocabulary unit to activate prior knowledge.  On this particular day, 

only Student’s One, Three, and Five were present and able to compete.  The second time 

the Kahoot was played was at the end of the unit as a review.  On this particular day, 

Student’s One, Two, Three, and Five were present and able to compete.  Six questions 

pertained to the three cognates, and each increased in accuracy from the first to the 

second administration.  A graphic representation of the accuracy of answers from both 

Kahoot’s is displayed below. 
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Table 5. Comparison of Accuracy 

 

vocabulary unit two.  Five out of the eight words in the second unit of study were 

cognates: compensate (compensar), fortify (fortificar), illegible (ilegible), lucrative 

(lucrativo), and mediocre (mediocre).  As students were creating their vocabulary books, 

a couple of students commented on how familiar some of the words sounded.  Using their 

bilingual dictionaries, they determined that some of the words were, in fact, cognates. 

 

Student Three: Fortify parece fortificar. Significará lo mismo? 

(Fortify looks like fortificar.  Could it mean the same?) 

Student Five: Me imagino. 

(I imagine.) 

Student Four: Búscalo en el dicionario. 

(Look it up in the dictionary.) 

Student Five: También ilegible. 

(Also, illegible.) 

Student Three: Será ilegible?  Se escribe casi igual. 
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(Could it be ilegible? It’s spelled almost the same.) 

Student Four: Y lucrative parece que es lucrativo. 

(And lucrative looks like lucrativo.) 

(Journal Entry, October 2019) 

 

Students almost immediately recognized similarities in the orthographic features 

present in these particular words.  As Spanish-English cognates, students were able to 

infer their meaning based on their knowledge of Spanish (Dressler, Carlo, Snow, August, 

& White, 2011). 

vocabulary in reading.  As a precursor to the Cask of Amontillado lesson, 

students were introduced to academic vocabulary words that were also cognates in 

Spanish.  These included identify (identificar), evidence (evidencia), text (texto), and 

character (carácter).  The last activity would involve students identifying character traits 

and providing text evidence that supports why they thought those traits described each 

character.  After discussing the words and their meaning, it became evident that the 

students were already familiar with the terms in Spanish and could, therefore, infer the 

meaning of these English cognates.   

Before to listening to the story’s audio, students were asked to copy the 

highlighted sections displayed on the doc camera, reflected on the whiteboard from my 

copy of the story.  I highlighted the parts I wanted students to focus on, which described 

the characters so that while they were listening, they could pay particular attention to 

those words/phrases.  After listening to the story, I asked students about the characters 

while we were discussing the plot. 
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Mrs. Díaz:  Who was Montresor? 

Student Five: Era el personaje principal. 

 (He was the main character.) 

Mrs. Díaz: What are some of his character traits? 

Student Five: Es alto. 

 (He is tall.) 

Mrs. Díaz: How do you know he was tall. 

Student Five: No sé. 

 (I don’t know.) 

Mrs. Díaz: What are some of my character traits? 

Student Five: No es usted alta. 

 (You are not tall.) 

Mrs. Díaz: True! What are some of my character traits? 

Student Five: Es usted amable. 

 (You are nice.) 

Mrs. Díaz: How do you know that? 

Student Five: Porque lo eres siempre con nosotros. 

 (Because you always are with us.) 

Mrs. Díaz: How? 

Student Five: Nos habla con delicadeza y nos ayuda y toma interés en nuestras 

vidas. 

 (You speak delicately, and you help us, and you take interest in our lives.) 
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Mrs. Díaz: Ok. So, one of my character traits is that I am nice. 

Student Five: Yes 

Mrs. Díaz: And you know this because of what I do and say. 

Student Five: Yes 

Mrs. Díaz: What are some of Montresor’s character traits? 

Student Four: El es malo. 

 (He is bad.) 

Mrs. Díaz: How do you know that? 

Student Four: No se lleva bien con el otro. 

 (He doesn’t get along with the other guy.) 

Mrs. Díaz: How do you know that? 

Student Four: Dice al principio que el otro lo había dañado y que sufrió mucho a 

causa de eso. 

(He says at the beginning that the other guy had hurt him, and he suffered 

because of it.) 

Mrs. Díaz: And so, he is bad? 

Student Four: Es malo porque se hace como si fuera el mejor amigo de él pero no 

lo es.  Lo quiere matar. 

(He is bad because he acts like he is his best friend, but he isn’t.  He wants to kill 

him.) 

Mrs. Díaz: What text evidence proves he is bad? 

Student Four: Cuando se encuentran él le dice que está tan contento de verlo y 

que había estado pensando en él.  Eso es una persona mala. 
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(When they meet, he says he is so happy to see him and that he was thinking about 

him.  That’s a bad person.) 

(Journal Entry, September 2019) 

 

It was evident from this exchange that students understood what character trait 

and text evidence meant.  While I spoke only in English, the students responded for the 

most part in Spanish.  They understood the terms character trait and text evidence 

because they responded correctly and without hesitation. 

 motivation.  Another theme that emerged was motivation and how it lacked in 

some students but not in others.  Gardner (1985) defines motivation to learn, in the 

context of learning a second language, as “the extent to which the individual works or 

strives to learn the language because of a desire to do so and the satisfaction experienced 

in the activity” (p. 10).  A motivated learner’s characteristics may include effort, 

attention, and persistence (Tremblay & Gardner, 1995), and intrinsic or extrinsic factors 

may drive that motivation.  Bower (2019) posits that language learning is both a social 

and cultural activity.  Providing students with a learning environment that is welcoming 

can serve to ease anxiety that may be present in the learning of a new language. 

 Since it was still relatively early in the school year, I was not entirely familiar 

with each student’s work habits or work ethic.  Throughout the study, I found questioning 

whether or not I was engaging my students with the lessons I provided or if there were 

some external factors at play that were causing them to not display the same degree of 

enthusiasm or interest as the others.  It had been my experience up until that point that 
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unfortunately, not every newcomer had their eyes set on one day graduating and going to 

college.  Many had come to the United States 

to work and learning English was not of paramount importance, let alone a high school 

diploma.  As this theme emerged from the data I had collected, I realized that the 

motivation that some appeared to possess, and others not went much deeper than what I 

alone as their teacher could uncover. 

Case in point, Student One.  This student had been in the U.S. for almost a year, 

having attended eighth grade at the junior high school in our feeder zone.  He had been in 

the country longer than any of the other students but showed very little interest in my 

class and the others, according to his teachers.  I made every effort to give him extra 

attention when I saw that he did not understand a concept or idea, like the vocabulary 

words or reading lesson.  Every once in a while, he would feign interest I think just to get 

me to leave him alone, but I noticed he was quite smart and had more than the requisite 

ability to learn the material. 

 The challenge for me with Student One was that I felt no matter what I did to 

engage him in the lesson, he always had an excuse as to why he could not do it.  He 

seemed to believe he was not capable of learning English, as noted below. 

 

Today he actually said to me that English was too difficult for him and that he 

didn’t care if he learned it or not.  My heart breaks because I know he can do this.  

His motivation seems to have faded since the first day of school. 

(Journal Entry, September 2019) 
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Like the student referenced above, Student Two completed eighth grade as well 

but at a different junior high school in the district.  His lack of interest in his classes was 

evident from the beginning despite being familiar with schooling practices in the U.S.  

Like Student One, I made every effort to give more attention to him when it appeared he 

did not understand the lesson.  I would work one-on-one with him frequently because I 

felt he needed more support, but he lacked motivation even with the added attention.  I 

would make a point to celebrate even small victories, like his writing one original 

sentence with the new vocabulary words in Unit One as opposed to the five that were 

assigned, to build up his confidence so that he could see that he was more than capable.  

In the moment, this seemed to work, but the victory would be short-lived, and he would 

go back to disinterest. 

On one occasion I reflected in my journal about the frustration I felt with Student 

Two. He had been absent the day students created their vocabulary books for Unit Two.  

On this day, I had spent the better part of the class period working with him to complete 

his. 

 

If I’d have left him to complete the book by himself, he would have never finished.  

I want him to succeed but he shows no desire to want to do anything and I feel 

like I am wasting my time.  I’m not giving up on him, but I feel like he may have 

already given up on himself. 

(Journal Entry, October 2019) 
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In stark comparison, Students Three, Four, and Five displayed a level of 

enthusiasm for learning a second language that was contagious.  From the beginning, 

they were always eager and ready to learn anything that would help them acquire the 

English language more quickly.  They each possessed a work ethic I have yet to see in 

other students.  They always came to class prepared and put forth effort that showed they 

were here to learn and would not stop until they mastered this, their second or third 

language.  As noted below, I reflected on their level of motivation. 

 

I wish I could clone these three!  They are every teacher’s dream student.  They 

want to learn, and it shows.  I hope I can give them what they need so that they 

can continue to excel! 

(Journal Entry, October 2019) 

 

I have always strived to create an inviting learning environment within the four 

walls of my classroom.  Knowing that so many of my students come from home 

environments that are not all that pleasant, I want to be sure that they feel safe and 

welcome when they are with me.  While learning a second language may cause anxiety in 

some students, thus increasing their affective filter and lowering their motivation to learn, 

I’ve noticed that when music is playing in the background, students tend to relax more, 

allowing learning to take place. On one such occasion, I reflected in my journal how 

students were engaged in the creation of their vocabulary books, even Student One and 

Two, who rarely showed any motivation to complete a task. 
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They are working with their hands to create a book and although it doesn’t take a 

lot of brain power to do so, the environment was pleasant, with instrumental 

music playing in the background, which may have helped them feel more at ease.  

(Journal Entry, October 2019) 

 

Numerical Data 

 The BADER Reading and Language Inventory was administered as a pre-test 

prior to the collection of data.  It provided an estimate of the student’s level of literacy 

based on word recognition and word analysis abilities, as well as a starting point for 

administering the reading passages.  Originally, a post-test was to be administered at the 

conclusion of the study; however, due to time constraints, the post-test was not 

administered.  The graph below outlines the student’s level of literacy at the beginning of 

the study. 

Table 6. Initial Literacy Levels 

Student Word 
Recognition 

Instructional Reading 
Level 

1 Primer Pre-Primer 
2 Pre-primer Pre-Primer 
3 5th Grade 4th Grade 
4 Pre-Primer 1st Grade 
5 Primer Pre-Primer 

 

Vocabulary quizzes at the end of each unit were used to measure growth and 

determine how instructional practices contributed to academic vocabulary acquisition.  I 

employed different instructional practices with each unit.  Therefore, I wanted to see if 

these instructional practices influenced improvements in the academic vocabulary 

acquisition of the students.  The graph below compares results from the unit quizzes. 
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Table 7. Quiz Results 

 

Summary 

 The previous sections illustrated the results of the data collected from a research 

population of five students in a high school ESOL 1 class.  Three themes emerged from 

this action research study on what instructional practices increase academic vocabulary 

growth among high school ELs.  Observations, artifacts, and numerical data provided 

insight into which of those practices were most successful.  Thru the co-construction of 

meaning that students created among each other, it became evident that their confidence 

in their ability to learn new English academic vocabulary increased.  Chapter 5 references 

the results gleaned from this study, recommendations for further research into what 

instructional practices are most effective with ELs, and conclusions surrounding this 

action research study. 
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Chapter V 

Summary, Recommendations, and Conclusion 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to determine what instructional practices 

contributed most to the acquisition of academic vocabulary of ELs enrolled in my ESOL 

1 classroom during the 2019-2020 academic school year.  I looked at my own practice 

and determined in what ways I was supporting my students’ development of academic 

vocabulary.  Classroom observations and numerical data from a pre-test and vocabulary 

quizzes and observational data from my reflective journal and student work samples 

provided insight into how newcomer students in a collaborative learning community built 

vocabulary knowledge by sharing language and beginning to use it independently.  The 

research focused specifically on what teaching practices and strategies best contributed to 

this acquisition so that ELs may increase academic achievement and attain proficiency in 

English. 

Summary of Findings 

 The research question guiding this study was: What practices increase academic 

vocabulary growth among high school English learners?  

 A qualitative research approach with a case study design was employed by the 

teacher-researcher to develop an in-depth analysis of a group of students and to explain 

how they built vocabulary knowledge.  Using qualitative data from observation notes, 

including a reflective journal documenting daily interactions and instructional practices, 

artifacts consisting of weekly student work samples, and numerical data in the form of a 



 

 

60 

pre-test and two unit quizzes, I was able to determine which instructional practices 

contributed most to the acquisition of academic vocabulary.   

 The study revealed that the greatest factor contributing to an increase in 

vocabulary acquisition was the co-construction of meaning that took place among 

participants during independent work activities.  While no one instructional practice can 

be attributed to increasing vocabulary acquisition, it was determined that a combination 

of both explicit instruction and peer interaction increased the likelihood of vocabulary 

acquisition.  Independent work activities included creating vocabulary books and writing 

original sentences incorporating new vocabulary words by sharing and discussing their 

work with each other.  This student to student interaction served to build students’ 

confidence in their ability to read, write, and speak in English.  At each turn, I observed 

students co-constructing meaning by working together, even though the activities were 

typically completed individually.  They seemed to seek each other’s advice on whether or 

not what they were thinking (i.e., sentence, definition) made sense.  Just that interaction 

alone solidified the need to make the activity of learning vocabulary a social quest.  It 

was evident to me that this co-construction of knowledge contributed to an increase in 

students’ confidence to learn new English academic vocabulary successfully.  

Results also revealed that instruction that focused on recognizing cognates 

facilitated cross-linguistic transfer in students’ learning of English academic vocabulary.  

Explicitly teaching how to recognize cognates and how to make sense of the similarities 

between words in English and Spanish lead to an increase in understanding of new 

academic vocabulary.  This was evident in the results from the two vocabulary quizzes at 

the end of each unit, as well as the final activity in the reading lesson. 
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Finally, the impact of motivation, or lack thereof, and how it affected learning 

was also determined to play a role in the acquisition of academic vocabulary.  Students’ 

efforts and levels of attention during instruction impacted whether or not vocabulary 

knowledge increased.  While several factors contributing to students’ motivation to learn 

were outside of my control, it was evident that instructional practices implemented 

needed to engage and stimulate students to want to learn English in order to achieve what 

they hoped to in coming to this country. 

Implications for Practice 

 Findings from this study may be used to guide teachers in what lessons or 

activities are best suited for the development of academic vocabulary in ELs at the 

secondary level.  ELs need quality instruction and the necessary supports to ensure they 

have equitable opportunity to learn and succeed, in addition to being college and career 

ready (Grayson, 2018).   Addressing the needs of this growing demographic is imperative 

if we are to narrow the achievement gap.  Effective content and language instruction 

utilizing methods that support the acquisition of academic vocabulary deemed essential at 

the secondary level is key.  Instruction that includes focusing on cognates, repeated 

exposure to key words, and pre-teaching essential vocabulary is necessary for newcomer 

ELs to have a chance for a successful academic experience. 

The field of bilingual and ESL education will benefit from valuable data that may 

inform practice and policy as it pertains to EL’s acquisition of academic vocabulary.  The 

expectation at the high school level requiring ELs that have been in the country for less 

than a year to pass the STAAR test is inconceivable.  For ELs that have not yet acquired 

academic language proficiency in English, it is implausible to expect they pass a test 
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English proficient student struggle with.  The demand for accountability in our schools 

overshadows the unlevel playing field when it comes to the language deficit our 

newcomer ELs experience.  Policy needs to reflect what ELs are capable of at the 

different stages of second language acquisition, particularly at the secondary level, with 

respect to assessment and graduation requirements.  All students deserve a chance for a 

successful academic career that leads to greater opportunities post high school.  

Affording our newcomer ELs the time they need to develop English academic language 

proficiency before assessing them in said language is vital if we are to elevate this 

growing demographic from high school dropout to high school graduate. 

Recommendations for Research 

 This action research highlights the importance of providing explicit vocabulary 

instruction to newcomer ELs to allow for success at the secondary level as opposed to 

seeing dropping out as the only option.  The following are recommendations for future 

research: 

1. Increase the sample size and include ELs from different ethnic and cultural 

backgrounds, not just Spanish speaking ELs. 

2. Include a control group of ELs for which explicit vocabulary instruction is not 

administered and compare levels of acquisition with the study group. 

3. Employ a longer timeframe offering a wider range of instructional practices 

that would impact student achievement. 

4. At the secondary level, investigate academic vocabulary acquisition in 

specific content areas (math, science, social studies) and how ELs might 

benefit or not from specific targeted instruction. 
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Conclusion 

 During the study, the teacher-researcher found that explicit vocabulary instruction 

enhanced students’ second-language acquisition empowering them to become more 

confident in speaking, reading, and writing in English.  Based on classroom observations, 

it became evident that the co-construction of meaning that was taking place among 

students was the most significant contributing factor to an increase in vocabulary 

acquisition among students.  This study has shown that providing newcomer ELs with the 

tools they need to succeed at the secondary level is paramount.  I believe that teachers are 

the most powerful factor in student learning.  An effective teacher has the power to 

impact a student’s life more than anyone else.  When knowledgeable teachers provide 

explicit, systematic word study instruction and students are given the opportunity to read 

and write with a purpose, academic language begins to flourish. 
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