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Do children learn key terms in context? What strategies will best enhance their vocabulary skills and comprehension of key terms? Since vocabulary is crucial to comprehension and a great deal of knowledge of key terms is dependent upon the formative years, it is essential for teachers to find effective ways to teach it. 
Vocabulary plays a central role in a student’s ability to communicate their thoughts clearly and concisely. Being able to read and understand text is a fundamental part of the learning process. New words and phrases are introduced in the class nearly every day. In order for students to learn and build upon ideas, they must feel comfortable and confident using vocabulary orally and in their writing. According to Anderson & Freebody, cited by Michelle Andersen Francis and Michele L. Simpson (2003), “there is a relationship between students’ vocabulary knowledge and their understanding of what they read.” (p.66) 
High School students take at least three foundation courses each semester in which they are expected to remember vocabulary terms since future classes will build on that prior knowledge. There have been several studies centered upon how students acquire vocabulary knowledge. According to Nagy and Scott (2000), there are several facets of word knowledge including the following: Word knowledge is incremental; it takes place in small steps over time. Words have multiple meanings. Word knowledge is multidimensional; one must know what the word means as well as how it is related to other words or the curriculum. Word knowledge is interrelated, words are not isolated units, and background of the student plays a factor on how well it is understood. According to Spencer and Guillaume (2006), in order to enhance vocabulary, students must be exposed to the terms in several different contexts and situations (p. 208). They need to be able to build background knowledge about the words if they are to truly understand what the term means. 

Ultimately, teaching vocabulary is an intricate progression. New key terms are introduced on a regular basis in all subject areas, so teachers from all disciplines are always trying to find ways to encourage vocabulary retention to help students excel. There are many ways to support students in acquiring key terms and vocabulary for understanding. Differentiated instruction in vocabulary acquisition is imperative to ensure understanding of newly learned concepts. Students need to be able identify the meaning of words based on the context in which it is read. As instructors, we know that students have various types of learning styles that suit them. Some students may learn more efficiently by visualizing words, while others may need to connect words to others in order to retain the definition. This is one of the reasons we must differentiate instruction in order to aid in the retention of knowledge presented by vocabulary terms. 

In realizing all of these facets of vocabulary acquisition, we decided to conduct our research on three different periods of High School World History classes of to help us improve our pedagogy. Period one, the control group, was instructed to simply look up the lists of key vocabulary terms for each section in the text. Period three was expected to look them up in the text, as well as draw a picture of each concept to enhance their understanding by representation. This method would be supportive to visual learners. Period six was given instruction on how to create a concept map for each word that they were going to find the definition for. Their concept maps included a breakdown of the word and a prediction of what it might mean. The class came to a consensus of what the definition might be. Following was a discussion of the actual definition. When they finished that, they were then asked to look up actual definitions in the dictionary and compare them to their predictions. According to Michelle Andersen Francis and Michele L. Simpson (2003), concept mapping theory and research indicate concept maps (1) are appropriate tools to assist with communication, (2) are easy to use, and (3) are seen as beneficial by their users (p. 1). Concept maps can be helpful for students to pre-assess, connect ideas, and organize their thoughts. As cited by Freeman (2004), “Describing an individual’s cognitive structure through other techniques such as ‘a spoken narrative, an outline, a written summary, formal and informal conversation, a flowchart, etc.’ is limited in that these techniques are linear and unable to depict the complexity of the relationships between concepts and ideas” (p. 153). Concept mapping can be viable in determining how students organize information.

After reviewing literature and previous studies on vocabulary acquisition, we developed the following research question:


What is the most successful strategy to teach vocabulary to students in the core curriculum? 
Review of Literature

Teaching vocabulary to students is a complex process. The research states that there is an abundance of strategies to go about this multifaceted concept. Through this project we want to discover how to teach vocabulary in ways that students retain what they have learned and we want them to have fun doing it. We want children to get excited about words and not to be afraid of them. The more words a child learns, he or she has a better chance of becoming a proficient reader. “A well-developed meaning vocabulary is a prerequisite for fluent reading, a critical link between decoding and comprehension” (Joshi, 2005, p. 209). 
We believe there is a connection between vocabulary knowledge and success in school. Students who begin to understand the complexity and the intricacies of words will in turn comprehend more. We want students to understand how to derive meaning from a word by using concept maps as a strategy.  With a growing awareness, students will hopefully comprehend more.

Students are under a great pressure to perform well on tests. Enhancing their vocabulary will build a greater confidence and hopefully a greater desire to read. With a greater desire to read, perhaps tests will not be so intimidating. Joshi (2005) discusses the Matthew Effect which states that students who know more vocabulary will continue to learn more. For those students whose vocabulary reservoirs are low to begin with, will unfortunately stay low. (p. 209).

Quain (1996) states that most researchers believe vocabulary is best taught in context rather than isolated lists. (p.120). Schouten-van Parreeren (1989) also agree that vocabulary is best taught in context because there are “many points of support” (as cited in Quain, 1996, p.120). Even though the research states that context shows to be efficient, it has not been settled as to whether one way is better than another.

In his study Quain (1996) wanted to see which strategy of learning vocabulary was better -- in context or words in isolation. He researched 63 young adults at a Chinese University, learning English. Group C learned words in context and Group D learned words in isolation. The results were that Group D consistently out performed Group C over the duration of time (Quain, 1996, p. 126). 

Stoller & Grabe, 1993 state:

Research also demonstrates that gaining new vocabulary knowledge through reading, or otherwise, is a long and complex process. It involves establishing relationships between the word forms, the semantic concepts they represent, and the communicative functions they can serve. It also involves the organization of concepts into networks and the elaboration and automatization of knowledge about individual words. (as cited in Paribakht and Wesche, 1996, p. 156). 
Based on Stoller and Grabe's study it is evident that learning vocabulary is a complex process that evolves over time. Gaining vocabulary through the context of reading is an intricate process that is not to be simplified. 


A study conducted by Condus tested the efficacy of an imposed keyword strategy to teach 50 word meanings to 12 year old students with learning disabilities. The overall results were that the students (high and low receptive vocabulary skills) given the keyword condition outperformed students assigned to alternative conditions. The findings concluded that keyword mnemonic technique is useful for learning and recalling information.

Reading stories and explaining words along the way is more effective in learning vocabulary then simply reading the story, without explanation. According to Biemiller and Boote (2006) adding word explanations to words within a text increased understanding of the words by 22 %(p. 44.) 


Beck points out that although context is suppose to make unknown words known, “It is not enough to simply make an instructional context available to students. In one way or another, a definition or explanation of the target word needs to be developed” (40).


Unfortunately with high-stakes testing, teachers may not take the time to explain words along the way because of all other skills that have to be taught throughout the day. In many schools, where English Language Learners are the majority of the students there needs to be an extra emphasis placed upon vocabulary.  The blueprint for language learning in California does not synthesize concepts for diverse learners. Ajayi (2005)  says, “The vocabulary instructional practices resulting from the blue print, as should be expected, does not teach learners to construct vocabulary meanings to reflect their life experiences, prior linguistic and educational backgrounds” (4).

Researcher Lois Bloom (2000) says, “The central force in word learning is the mind of the child and its development” (p.19). As children grow up and acquire language they can anticipate new events and past events. They are able to discriminate between old and new. “Discrepancy provides the motivation for word learning: why children learn words and procedures in the first place” (p.20). According to Bloom (2000), as the mind develops and becomes complex “Language must keep up with the increasing number of elements, roles, and relationships that are represented in intentional states for expression and interpretation.” (p.20). Bloom believes that, “It is the child’s agenda that creates the language-learning scenario more often than not, and that sets the pace for language learning in everyday interactions” (p.21).



 Freeman and Lee (2004) conducted an experiment to test the assertions that concept mapping is a powerful tool to assist in communication. Although this study was tested out in the business world the results are relevant for the classroom. The authors of the study found concept maps to be a good communication tool and both the analysts and users found them to beneficial, easy to use, and useful.  Freeman and Lee (2004) state “…the concept map worked as expected. It created a shared understanding, it created a balance in the power of the relationship, and it created greater participation by the user.” (160).


Ultimately, with this project we hope to prove that differentiating instruction will improve vocabulary acquisition of key terms.

Design and Methodology


This study was conducted to discover the effects of differentiated instruction on the acquisition of vocabulary in the core curriculum.  Does varying the instruction to access different modalities have an impact on learning in the core curriculum?  The purpose of the study is to discover the effectiveness of these new strategies and if employing more strategies, means better results. Each member of the research team is an educational professional, and the problem of vocabulary in the core curriculum has affected us all.  The team hoped to discover the validity of differentiated instruction, and scaffolding, especially two new strategies that were employed in this study.  See-it, Say-it, was the first new strategy.  It employed dictionary skills, writing, and artistic creativity to help the students learn for themselves.  The goal is to make the knowledge relevant to the individual student.  Concept mapping was the second strategy.  Concept mapping allowed for a deeper dissection of the words or terms.  The team hoped that this deeper understanding would lead to greater retention of the knowledge.  The new strategies were discussed by the group along with many others.  These seemed to be the easiest to employ in a short time and have the better short term results.  These strategies were relayed to us by colleagues that we taught with, but up this point have not been used together to the knowledge of the team.


This study was conducted at a comprehensive high school in Southern California.  Each student was enrolled in World History with the same teacher.  The grade levels varied from 10th grade to 12th grade.  This class was usually only for tenth graders, but included some eleventh and twelfth graders that did not pass the class.  The students in these world history classes were all in the special education program.  The three classes used in this study are designated as basic 2, indicating that they are part of the resource program.  The resource program was in the mild/moderate spectrum of special education.  The most common of the learning disabilities in the classes was Specific Learning Disability, but some were designated as Other Health Impairment.  The students that had Specific Learning Disabilities had a visual or an auditory processing disorder.  The students designated Other Health Impairment, had traumatic brain injury, epilepsy, or hearing impairment.  The demographics of the classes were diverse.  Period 1 contained a total of 14 students, eleven males and 3 females.  Period 3 had a total of 12 students, ten males and 2 females.  Period 6 was the largest class with 18 student’s total, 10 males and 8 females.  A total of 44 students participated in the study.  Males were 70% of the study group, females were 30%.    Hispanic, African-American, and Caucasian students took part in this study.  The ethnic breakdown for period one was 7 of Hispanic decent, 5 Caucasian, and 1 African American.  Period 3 contained 8 of Hispanic decent, and 4 of Caucasian heritage.  Period 6 had 11 of Hispanic decent, 5 Caucasian, and 3 African American.  Hispanic is the most prominent of the ethnic groups.  They accounted for 59% of the study group.  Caucasians represented  32% of the students that participated.  African Americans represented 9%.  Males also out number females.  These classes were chosen for the diversity of the population.  Different levels of achievement.  It was also the most expedient as the classes were already chosen.  With the exception of being in the Resource Program, and needing to pass World History student were assigned those classes by the computer.


High stakes testing and state content standards have made the acquisition of vocabulary in the core curriculum an essential part of daily instruction.  This study explored different ways of teaching that skill and then assessed the effectiveness of those strategies on the classes that were previously described.  Permission was not needed from the parental units because this study was done in the scope of everyday instruction.  Each class was given a list of ten vocabulary words or terms that are required as part of the core curriculu8m in World History.  These words were the same for each class.  The assessment tool was also the same for all three classes.  The assessment consisted of ten multiple choice questions.  These questions were developed by the classroom instructor with a few guidelines.  Each test was the same.  The questions were not given in the order that the list of words was given to the students.  Each question had four answers to chose from, only one was correct, and the last one was “none of the above.”  At least one answer out of ten would be “none of the above,” but no more than two.


Monday of each of the three weeks of the study each class was given the list of ten words.  Students were issued the district approved textbook to look up the definition of each of the ten words.  Student recorded the definition of each word on a piece of paper.  This was done by all three classes.  Tuesday the instructor orally reviewed each word with the classes before starting other activities.  Wednesday is when the instruction began to diverge amongst the different classes.  Period one orally reviewed the words again.  Period 3 and 6 did a different activity.  The activity was called See-it, Say-it.  The students were issued a piece of construction paper and sectioned it off into ten squares.  The word and the definition were written by the student at the bottom of the square.  A picture or visual representation along with clue word was put in the square directly above the word and definition.  This tool allowed the student to study the definition and re-enforce the meaning through the visual representation that they created.  Thursday the instructor orally reviewed the words with periods 1 and 3.  The instructor created “Concept Maps” with period 6.  Students were issued a dictionary and each word or term was dissected in a bubble map, and then the definition was conceived, and each student would have the concept map that the class created. “Divine Rights of Kings” was one of the words, so the class first looked up divine, then rights, and then kings.  Each definition was recorded in a bubble on the paper.  Suffixes and prefixes were also defined.  The class then was able to conceptualize the definition.  Friday each class was given the ten question assessment.  The assessments were turned into the paraprofessional that is each class upon completion.  The paraprofessional then corrected the assessment using a key that was provided for her by the instructor.  Each question was assigned a value of two points.  The first assessment given provided a baseline.  The research group was then able to track progress using the subsequent two assessments. 


The data was compiled and recorded for each class.  A mean score or average score was compiled for each class, by finding an average score.  This process was repeated for each class.  It was then possible for the research group to measure the success or improvement for each class.  It was possible to see how each class did as a whole between assessment one and assessment two.  The group could then look at assessment two compared to assessment three.  The most telling was comparing assessment one to assessment three.  From this last comparison the group was able to ascertain whether any progress was made in the class and what strategies worked the best.  


This study is not perfect and it does have its limitations.  The type of differentiated instruction was assigned by randomly choosing the period.  Current achievement in the class was not taken into consideration.  Period six received the largest amount of differentiated instruction, and they were the lowest achieving class.  The group was more focused on improvement as opposed to grades.  The study did not take into account attendance or lack there of.  The lack of attendance by some students did influence the result of their assessment.  Time of day can also influence success.  Those that have attention problems may not have functioned as well in the afternoon.  Students were not sequestered or in isolation when they took the exam, and all exams were the same so some cheating could have occurred despite the best efforts of the teacher and paraprofessional.  The study lasted three weeks, which may not have been long enough to gauge the success or failure of the strategies.  This was especially evident the first week when the types of assignments were different than what the students were used to doing.  The students seemed to require practice with each new strategy and got better with each strategy through that practice.  The math employed in this study was also rudimentary.  It consisted of getting an average of each class.  The average for each individual student was not calculated.  Assessments not taken because of absences were also not included.  Some of the lower achieving students did not attend or did not take the assessment.  This had a direct effect on the average of those classes.


The research team compartmentalized the study.  The entire group came to a consensus on what the design and methodology would be.  Trevor conducted the methodology and design in the classroom.  The classes used in the study were his that he taught on a regular basis.  Jessica was in charge of compiling all the results and creating the visual representations of the data.  Alisha compiled and recorded the results of the literature review.  Dena wrote the introduction, compiled the resources and edited a major portion of the text. 

Overall Class Scores Prior to Investigation: 

When reviewing the overall grades for periods one, three and six prior to the investigation, it was apparent that period six had the lowest scores of the groups. Six of the fourteen (42%) students in period one were failing the course, one in the D range, none in the C range, six in the B range, and one in the A range. Two of the twelve (16%) students in period three were failing the course, two in the D range, seven in the C range, one in the B range, and none in the A range. Thirteen of the eighteen (72%) students in period six were failing the course, two were in the D range, one in the C range, one in the B range and one in the A range. Please see graphs below. 
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Demographics:


The ratio of males to females in period one is 11 to 3. The ratio in period three is 10 to 2. The ratio in period six is 10 to 8. The period with the most even distribution of males and females is period six, the period with the greatest disparity is period three.  
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The number of EL students in period one is four out of fourteen students (29%). The number of EL students in period three is two out of twelve students (17%). The number of EL students in period six is six out of eighteen students (33%). It is apparent that period six also has the highest percentage of EL learners in the classroom; period three has the lowest percentage of EL students in the class.  


[image: image6.wmf]Number of ELL in each Period

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

Per 1

Per 3

Per 6

Period

Number of EL students


Quiz #1 Results: 

In period one, ten of the fourteen (71%) students scored in the 0-12 pts (0-60%) range. In period three, six of the twelve students (50%) students scored in the 0-12 pts (0-60%) range. In period six, seventeen of the eighteen (94%) students scored in the 0-12 pts (0-60%) range. In period one, one of fourteen (7%) students scored in the 13-15 pts (65-75%) range.  In period three, one of the twelve (8%) students scored in the 13-15 pts (65-75%) range. In period six, one of eighteen (6%) scored in the 13-15 pts (65-75%) range. In period one, three of fourteen (21%) students scored in the 16-20 pts (80-100%) range. In period three, five in twelve (41%) students scored in the 16-20 pts (80-100%). Please view figure 4.0 to view graphs of data. Period six had the highest number of fails and the lowest number of B’s and A’s. Period three had the highest number of B’s and A’s and the lowest number of fails on the quiz.

The overall average for period one for quiz one was 8.9.  The overall average for period three for quiz one was 12.7. The overall average for period six for quiz one was 7.6. Period three had the highest average on quiz one.

	Score Percentages
	Point Range

Quiz #1
	Period 1 Number of students
	Period 3 Number of students
	Period 6 Number of students

	0-60%
	0-12
	10 (71%)
	6 (50%)
	17 (94%)

	65-75%
	13-15
	1 (7%)
	1(8%)
	1 (6%)

	80-100%
	16-20
	3 (21%)
	5 (41%)
	0 (0%)

	
	MEAN
	8.9
	12.7
	7.6
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Quiz #2 Results: 

Five of eleven (45%) students in period one scored in the 0-12 range. Three of eleven (27%) students in period three scored in the 0-12 range. Ten of sixteen (63%) students in period six scored in the 0-12 range. No students in period one score in the 13-15 ranges. One of eleven (9%) students in period three scored in the 13-15 ranges. Three of sixteen (19%) students in period six scored in the 13-15 ranges. Six of eleven (55%) students in period one scored in the 16-20 ranges. Seven of eleven (64%) in students in period three scores in the 16-20 ranges. Three of sixteen (19%) students in period six scored in the 16-18 ranges. Period six had the highest percentage of students in the 0-12 range and the lowest percentage of students in the 16-20 ranges. Period three had the lowest percentage in the 012 ranges and the highest in the 16-20 ranges. 

The overall average for period one was 13.09. The overall average for period three was 14.7. The overall average for period six was 11.12. Period three had the highest average on quiz two. 

	Score Percentages
	Point Range

Quiz #2
	Period 1 Number of students
	Period 3 Number of students
	Period 6 Number of students

	0-60%
	0-12
	5 (45%)
	3 (27%)
	10 (63%)

	65-75%
	13-15
	0 (0%)
	1 (9%)
	3 (19%)

	80-100%
	16-20
	6 (55%)
	7 (64%)
	3 (19%)

	
	MEAN
	13.09
	14.7
	11.12
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Quiz #3 Results: 

In periods one, three and six, two out of eleven students earned scores in the 0-12 (0-60%) range. In period one, three of eleven students earned a score in the 13-16 (65-75%) range. In period three, four of eleven students earned a score in the 13-16 (65-75%) range.  In period six, two of eleven students earned a score in the 13-16 (65-75%) range. In period one, six of eleven students earned a score in the 16-20 (80-100%) range. In period three five of eleven students earned a score in the 16-20 (80-100%) range. In period six seven of eleven students earned a score in the 16-20 (80-100%) range.

The overall average for period one on quiz number three was 14, period three was 15 and period six average was 16. Period six had the highest class average on this quiz.

	Score Percentages
	Point Range

Quiz #3
	Period 1 Number of students
	Period 3 Number of students
	Period 6 Number of students

	0-60%
	0-12
	2 (18%)
	2 (18%)
	2 (18%)

	65-75%
	13-15
	3 (27%)
	4 (36%)
	2 (18%)

	80-100%
	16-20
	6 (55%)
	5 (45%)
	7 (64%)

	
	MEAN
	14.18
	15.63
	16
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Quiz Averages:
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Conclusion: 

Overall, there was growth in all periods. Each class’ average increased with each quiz given. Growth between quizzes was gradual; no period had a great jump from one quiz to the next. There were no overall class declines in scores. Period one (look up definitions) started off as the highest academic performing class, period three (See it, Say it and look up definitions) followed closely behind, while period six (concept mapping) showed a significantly lower level of academic performance. 

Feedback from students in each class varied. Visual students seemed comfortable with the See it, Say it model, whereas students with higher level of reading comprehension preferred looking up the terms on their own. Students who are more successful when given multiple modalities preferred the concept mapping model. 

Based on the results, it is evident that period six (concept mapping group) had the highest level of growth. This class had a mean score of 7.6 on the first quiz and a mean of 16 on the final quiz given. Period one had a mean of 8.9 on the first quiz and a mean of 14.8 on quiz 3. Period three had a mean of 12.7 on the first quiz and a mean of 15.63 on quiz three. It seems as though with each quiz given, students became more comfortable with the model used. The instructor found that each time the strategies were implemented, students required less support.  


The results indicate that period one had greater improvement with each quiz than period three. Period one was asked to look up the definitions. Period three looked up the definitions and performed See it, Say it. From these results, See it, Say it does not seem to be a very effective strategy for teaching vocabulary. The answer to our question as to which strategy of teaching vocabulary is most effective, seems to be the model of having students look up terms independently and the concept mapping model. It is the belief of the research team that, of the models researched, using definitions in conjunction with concept mapping is the most effective way of teaching vocabulary in the core curriculum. 

Implications: 


The simplicity of these strategies allows for universal access to using these models. Materials necessary for implementing these strategies include: dictionaries, overhead projector, and textbooks, all of which can be found in a school setting. Time allotment for using these strategies is minimal, thus could be used daily such as in a warm-up activity. Due to the generality of the strategies, they can be used across the curriculum. 
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