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ABSTRACT 

VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION FOR MIDDLE SCHOOL STUDENTS WITH 
LEARNING DISABILITIES AND ENGLISH LEARNERS WITH LEARNING 
DISABILITIES: AN OBSERVATION STUDY 

Kelly G. Liu, Ph.D. 

George Mason University, 2021 

Dissertation Director: Dr. Sheri L.Berkeley 

 

The purpose of this observation study was to identify vocabulary instruction 

provided to students with Learning Disabilities (LD) and English Learners with LD (dual 

identified) across seventh and eighth-grade inclusion and self-contained English language 

arts, science, and social studies classes. The study focused on the amount of time 

observed on vocabulary instruction, the types of vocabulary instruction provided, what 

instruction methods were used when teaching vocabulary, and what decision processes 

did teachers use related to vocabulary instruction. Participants included general education 

and special education teachers in three separate school districts. Quantitative results 

indicated more time overall was spent on indirect vocabulary instruction than direct 

vocabulary instruction, and morphology and multimedia were the strategies used most. 

Qualitative results indicate use of direct and explicit instruction which focused on student 

learning, to instruction practices which focused on curriculum completion and high stakes 

testing. Teacher interviews revealed decision processes were either student or curriculum 



 

 

focused in relation to vocabulary instruction. These results suggest that class types, 

content areas, or grade levels were not predictors of vocabulary instruction practices for 

SLDs and ELs with LD. Various forms of vocabulary instruction did occur across all 

groups.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

When I was a middle school special education teacher, a student in one of my 

language arts classes repeatedly looked at me with confusion and frustration. One day, I 

was able to convince her to stay after school, giving me the opportunity for an open 

dialogue. I asked her what it was about school that was so difficult for her. At first, she 

did not say much, shrugging her shoulders and looking away. I assured her that the 

conversation was not related to her grade. After a few minutes, she answered my question 

with a single word: “everything.” As we talked, she revealed that she did not understand 

the words in the readings. She seemed too shy to say any more, perhaps not wanting to 

offend me. What she expressed was not a surprise, but rather an affirmation of what I had 

been experiencing as a middle school self-contained English Language Arts (ELA) 

teacher. Many of the students with whom I worked struggled to decipher the vocabulary 

of school. I often heard students say they did not like reading because, “it’s hard” or 

“there’s too much words.”  

These sentiments are pervasive with my students with learning disabilities (LD), 

especially those who are also learning English as a second language. On this particular 

day, it occurred to me that this young student of Hispanic background who had LD was at 

an incredible disadvantage. The obstacles were more than just disability and language 

acquisition. Many of these students are affronted by gaps in knowledge that make 
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learning feel like a seemingly insurmountable goal. The core of their frustration is often 

insufficient vocabulary knowledge. 

Vocabulary in Content Area Classes 

By middle school, students have begun to learn and use more complicated and 

content-specific vocabulary to meet the challenges of curriculum requirements. 

Vocabulary at this level is the main limiting factor for students in content area classes 

(Biemiller, 2012). Further, students’ comprehension of content area texts in the secondary 

grades is strongly affected by the number of words students bring from earlier grades 

(Biemiller, 1999; Chall et al., 1990; Dickinson, 2011; Lesaux & Keiffer, 2010; Stahl & 

Nagy, 2006). Common Core State Standards (CCSS, 2018) require that students in ELA 

classes be able to determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning 

phrases based on grade-level text (CCSS, ELA Literacy). Similarly, in social studies, 

grades 6–8, CCSS require that students determine the meaning of words and phrases as 

they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to domains related to history/social 

studies (Reading History [RH] 6-8.4). The standards for science, grades 6–8, indicate that 

students should be able to determine not just words, but also the meanings of symbols, 

key terms, and other domain-specific words and phrases as they are used in a specific or 

technical context relevant to grades 6–8 texts and topics (Reading Science [RST] 6-8.4).  

The extant research indicates the importance of vocabulary for academic success 

and the need for effective vocabulary instruction. Vocabulary instruction is a long-term 

commitment to developing and nurturing vocabulary growth and retention (Nagy, 2005). 

For vocabulary instruction to be effective, time on instruction is a contributing factor for 
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growth. Stahl (1986) indicated 7–12 encounters with a word were required for learning 

achievement, and Carlo et al. (2004) indicated eight encounters for a higher probability of 

learning the word. Vocabulary instruction is especially important for students who 

struggle with vocabulary acquisition, including students with LD (SLDs), English 

learners (ELs), and students dually identified as both LD and EL. 

Students Who Struggle with Vocabulary Learning 

Some students are particularly at risk in the area of vocabulary development. 

Students who enter into their educational worlds without the early introduction and 

development of vocabulary knowledge become at risk for reading failure and academic 

underachievement as compared to their more advantaged peers (Nagy, 2005). 

In order for students to access the curriculum, stronger and greater vocabulary 

knowledge is needed. Academic vocabulary in particular is fundamental for 

comprehension of text across content areas (Harris et al., 2011; Spies & Dema, 2014). 

Research shows that students who are behind by fourth grade will continue to struggle 

behind their peers into secondary school. This struggle results in an achievement gap 

between students’ level of performance and grade-level expectations that widens every 

year (Duff et al., 2015; Goldstein et al., 2017). This is referred to as the “Matthew Effect” 

(Stanovich, 1986), taken from a passage in the gospel (Matthew 25:29) in which the rich 

get richer and the poor get poorer. Vocabulary knowledge, or the lack thereof, is a 

significant contributor to this achievement gap. 

Middle school students struggle with the expectations of having to learn content-

specific vocabulary for each content class. Because many of these words and terms are 
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content-specific, they do not transfer to other classes. Learning these words and terms 

requires a knowledge and concept base across multiple disciplines (Harmon et al., 

2005a). If students are required to learn 10 terms per core class every week, they would 

be expected to know 40 unrelatable words every week. For some groups of students, such 

as SLDs, ELs, and ELs with LD, overcoming these difficulties feeds into the achievement 

gap. This vocabulary achievement gap has additional obstacles that affect their 

educational growth.  

 Students with LD  

The definition of LD has undergone several adaptations from notable sources, 

including the American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual V 

(APA, 2013), the National Joint Committee on Learning Disabilities (NJCLD, 2016), and 

the Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act (IDEA, 2004). Each of 

these sources has shown that LD is a disorder that affects acquisition and use of reading, 

writing, listening, speaking, reasoning, and mathematical skills. LD can be genetic and 

hereditary or related to neurological factors under acquired trauma (Pullen et al., 2011). 

According to the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES, 2018), approximately 

6.7 million children ages 3–21, or 13% of the school-aged population for the school year 

2015–2016, received special education services; 34% of those students were diagnosed 

with a specific LD. 

In addition to underlying problems with language and memory, SLDs often 

display apathy or an inattentiveness to their own education because they do not 

effectively monitor their own learning (Klingner et al., 2010; Torgeson & Licht, 1983). 
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Klingner et al. (2010) indicate that SLDs struggle with weak executive functioning skills, 

which makes planning, organizing thoughts and ideas, focusing on ideas, executing tasks, 

and making decisions difficult. The characteristics of LD are often similar in children, but 

children may display a wide degree of the characteristic because the area of disability is 

intrinsic to the individual (Pullen et al., 2011). For instance, two eighth-grade students 

with a reading disability may be decoding words at different grade levels—one could be 

decoding at the sixth-grade level, and the other may be decoding at the third-grade level.  

Children with LD have a more difficult time learning vocabulary compared to 

their general education peers (Jitendra et al., 2004). Children as early as age 3 could be 

diagnosed with LD. At this early age, they can begin to show a gap in vocabulary 

knowledge compared to same-age peers (Beck et al., 2013). These gaps are due in part to 

their difficulties with processing delays, working memory deficits, and retention 

difficulties, as well as language processing barriers (Berkeley & Taboada, 2015; Bryant 

et al., 2003; Klingner & Eppolito, 2014; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). 

Additionally, SLDs struggle to learn and remember vocabulary because of 

language-based deficits related to their disability. Learning multiple new words across 

content classes is an even greater difficulty for SLDs entering secondary grades who 

already have measurable deficits in reading and writing (Berkeley & Taboada, 2015; Fore 

et al., 2007; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). The expectation of learning new vocabulary is difficult 

on its own, especially when either the words are unfamiliar because they are associated 

with concepts unknown to the students or the students have difficulty retaining and 

recalling earlier lessons. 
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SLDs not only enter school each year having fewer known words, but also display 

limited strategy knowledge for word learning than their peers (Bryant et al., 2003), 

resulting in incomplete or fragmented knowledge of words (H. L. Swanson, 1986). SLDs 

who have deficient vocabularies do not read regularly or enough to gain exposure to 

additional words (Berkeley & Taboada, 2015). Additionally, these students face deficits 

in their vocabulary knowledge, reading, and education due to a lack of or underdeveloped 

skills in independent word-learning strategies (Bryant et al., 2003; Fore et al., 2007). 

SLDs are not alone in the struggles with developing vocabulary. ELs also display gaps in 

vocabulary knowledge.  

Students Who are English Learners 

The fastest growing population in public schools is the EL (August et al., 2005; 

Klingner & Eppolito, 2014; Taboada, 2009). The EL population represents over 400 

different languages that have added to the American education culture (Genessee et al., 

2006). The National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2018) reported the 

percentage of EL students enrolled in public schools was 9.4 percent in 2014, and 

increased to 9.5 percent in 2015. Of the 9.5 percent of EL students in schools, 77 percent 

were from Spanish-speaking backgrounds (NCES, 2018).  

One of the difficulties ELs face is being taught in classrooms with the expectation 

of learning the same content as their peers without having needed background vocabulary 

knowledge and then being assessed at the same academic level. Lack of vocabulary 

knowledge has contributed to the lower performances of ELs in state assessments and in 

academic success (Cisco & Padron, 2012; Townsend & Collins, 2009; Vaughn et al., 
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2009). The achievement gap between ELs and native speakers at the secondary level is a 

topic of concern (e.g., August & Shanahan, 2006; Snow & Biancarosa, 2004; Vaughn et 

al., 2009) and has not changed measurably from 2013 to 2015 (NCES, 2016).  

The identification of ELs and how they are categorized has changed over the 

years. EL status is determined by either how their second language (L2) is adopted or 

how long they have resided in the country. Adoption of an L2 can occur either 

sequentially or simultaneously. Sequential learners develop their first language (L1) at 

home, followed by English once they enter school. Simultaneous learners develop two or 

more languages at the same time (Klingner & Eppolito, 2014). According to Klingner 

and Eppolito (2014), the majority of immigrant students are sequential learners, coming 

to school with a primary language and then developing English. As for determination by 

length of residence, the categories are either newly arrived or long-term ELs. Students 

who arrived less than five years ago are considered newly arrived. Students who have 

been in U.S. schools for at least seven years are considered long-term ELs (Klingner & 

Eppolito, 2014). A misconception is that the vocabulary knowledge of ELs is equal in 

both languages, when in fact “the bilingual is not two monolinguals in one person” 

(Grosjean, 1989, p. 4). Regardless of whether these children are simultaneous or 

sequential learners of English, a notable result of research has shown that the language, 

including vocabulary knowledge, of ELs is less developed than their English-only peers 

(August et al., 2005).  

What ELs must endure upon entering a new country and school is two forms of 

language: social and academic. The vocabulary in the two forms are quite distinct from 
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one another. Vocabulary in social language development is established faster through 

interpersonal engagements, social media, shared experiences, necessity of life, or a basic 

need for communication (Taboada, 2009). Social vocabulary can develop sufficiently to 

communicate in social settings. Content area vocabulary learning requires ELs to 

progress with deeper reading comprehension, specific and subject target word 

knowledge, written syntax, and stronger oral language skills (NRP, 2000), all of which 

must be mastered in an unfamiliar language at a level equal to their native English-only 

speakers (Rupley & Slough, 2010; Stahl & Nagy, 2006; Vaughn et al., 2009). Thus, 

students who are ELs struggle because they are not only in the process of learning a new 

language, they are learning unfamiliar content in that new language as well. For ELs, 

learning is a dual process juggled between two or more languages for each new word or 

concept. ELs’ social language skills advance more quickly, whereas their literacy and 

academic language in either language develops more slowly, creating a gap in their 

academic word knowledge. A common misconception about ELs is that they have an LD 

and need remedial classes, while they actually simply do not speak the native language 

(Faltis & Coulter, 2008). However, it is possible for an EL to also have an LD. 

Dually Identified Students 

In the fall of 2015, over 14% of the total population of ELs were dually identified 

as students with disabilities (NCES, 2018). ELs with LD struggle with vocabulary 

learning due to a limited knowledge of English as their second language (L2) and an 

underdeveloped depth or breadth of vocabulary knowledge (August et al., 2005; Hu & 

Nassaji, 2012; Taboada & Rutherford, 2011). The National Assessment of Education 
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Progress (NAEP, 2016) reported ELs with LD score lower on national reading 

assessments than both SLDs and ELs without disabilities. Thus, for SLDs who are ELs, 

the challenges are two-fold when skills and vocabulary were not successfully developed 

in the elementary grades (August et al., 2005).  

Another aspect that affects SLDs—and ELs with LD—is their specialized 

educational services. Determination between language and disability is a challenge in 

itself because characteristics of SLDs and ELs often appear similar. For SLDs, however, 

characteristics can also include executive functioning deficits, poor short-term memory, 

or attention difficulties. In some cases, ELs are inappropriately placed in special 

education due to not having received adequate opportunities to learn in their formative 

years, creating gaps in their knowledge base (Klingner & Eppolito, 2014). To prevent 

inappropriate placement of ELs in special education, a multidisciplinary team must 

establish that the learning difficulties are not primarily related to language acquisition 

(IDEA, 2004) by determining whether learning difficulties occur both in the L1 and L2 

(Klingner & Eppolito, 2014). ELs found eligible for special education services under LD 

are at a disadvantage twice that of SLDs or ELs when provided appropriate instruction. 

Integration of two types of instruction is needed in order to service both aspects of the 

student. 

The difficulty of decoding, comprehending, and generalizing new words is an 

even greater struggle for SLDs who have difficulties with processing, retention, and 

recalling, as well as for ELs who must learn concepts and the related vocabulary in a 

language that is not their own. The instructional practices for SLDs are also the practices 
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for ELs, and much of the strategies overlap between English development and LD. 

Instruction for ELs with LD often occurs in special education settings where special 

educators are not equipped to be English as a second language (ESOL) teachers and 

struggle to meet the ELs’ language acquisition and literacy needs (Barker & Grassi, 2011; 

Klingner & Eppolito, 2014). While ELs with LD may seem to develop oral language 

skills quickly in early education, vocabulary becomes more difficult to develop when 

content is unfamiliar and context cannot be formed without vocabulary knowledge (Carlo 

et al., 2004). Garcia (2000) noted that the research base of vocabulary development to 

improve L2 reading vocabulary has been lacking. Whether the vocabulary difficulties are 

from a disability, language barrier, or both, evidence-based practices for effective 

vocabulary instruction require a more comprehensive approach that encompasses 

instruction on breadth and depth of words (NRP, 2000). 

L1 and C1  

Even though the focus of this study was not on culturally responsive pedagogy, 

the importance the roles of L1 and first culture (C1) have on learning for ELs with or 

without LD is worth mentioning. These roles reflect the nature of present day classrooms, 

the diversity they represent, and their influences on student learning, including 

vocabulary development. Cook (2001) conducted one of the first studies that argued for 

using L1 in the classroom. Since then, there has been a large response in additional 

research on ways monolingual teachers use L2 in their classrooms (de Oliveira et al., 

2016) and the importance of beginning as early as possible for optimal learning of 

literacy skills (Duran et al., 2013). Research has also identified the importance of C1 
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knowledge referred to as “fund of knowledge” (Moll, 1992). Moll (1992) defined it as 

“The essential cultural practices and bodies of knowledge and information that 

households use to survive, to get ahead, or to thrive”—the purpose being that tapping into 

this fund was to build a better, stronger, and more useful connection between the child’s 

home world and the school environment (Ortiz & Orodoñez-Jasis, 2005). Including C1 

experiences, such as student’s life experiences derived from conversations and activities 

in their immediate home and surrounding communities, can support and reinforce new 

learning opportunities (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Maguire & Graves, 2001; Peterson & 

Heywood, 2007). Adding these readily available cultural, social, and linguistic resources 

contributes to word learning (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Méndez, 2014). Building inclusivity 

in the classroom teaches all involved to focus on what culturally diverse students bring to 

the classroom and not what they lack (Moll, 1992). 

The Current Study 

Middle school is a bridge between elementary and high school where students 

begin their experiences in secondary curricula. As shown in Figure 1, there is a reciprocal 

role between students’ vocabulary knowledge and their content area learning. However, 

SLDs, including ELs with LD, are less likely to acquire the breadth and depth of 

vocabulary knowledge needed to be successful in content area classes without purposeful 

learning activities, including direct vocabulary instruction.  
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Figure 1: Concept Map 

 

While much is known about how vocabulary develops in students and there is a 

growing evidence base for practices that support student learning (e.g., Klingner et al., 

2010; E. A. Swanson & Vaughn, 2010), less is known about the extent to which these 

practices occur in middle school classrooms where SLDs are taught. The purpose of this 

study was to examine the vocabulary instruction provided by general and special 

education teachers in middle school content area classes, where vocabulary knowledge is 

critical to student success. Specifically, a direct observation approach was used to explore 

the amount of time and types of vocabulary instruction practices used by teachers. 

Observing in self-contained and inclusion classrooms offered the best opportunities to 

examine how the research findings on vocabulary instruction were reflected in actual 

classroom instruction in a variety of middle school settings. Follow-up recorded 

interviews with participating teachers were also conducted to better understand their 
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perspectives on vocabulary instruction for students dually identified with LD and as EL. 

The following research questions were addressed: 

• RQ 1. How much class time was used for vocabulary instruction across 

middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, science, social 

studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-contained, 

inclusion)? 

• RQ 2. What types of vocabulary instruction did general and special education 

teachers apply in middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, 

science, social studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-

contained, inclusion)? 

• RQ 3. What instruction methods were used when teaching vocabulary in 

middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, science, social 

studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-contained, 

inclusion)? 

• RQ 4. What were the decision processes teachers used related to vocabulary 

instruction in content area classes (ELA, science, social studies) where dually 

identified students were taught (self-contained, inclusion)? 

 

Definition of Terms 

Computer Assisted Instruction (CAI): Use of a computer as the central feature to 

develop a student’s knowledge and/or skills (Root et al., 2018). 

Direct Instruction: Academically focused, teacher-directed classrooms using sequenced 

and structured materials (Rosenshine, 1979).  
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Dually Identified: As used in this study, students who are English learners with a 

learning disability. 

English Learner (EL): A student unable to communicate fluently or learn effectively in 

English, who often come from non-English speaking homes and backgrounds, and 

who typically require specialized or modified instruction in both the English 

language and in their academic courses (The Glossary of Education Reform, 

2013). 

Graphic Organizer: A visual representation that demonstrates relationships between 

facts, concepts, or ideas; a visual map or diagram. 

Keyword Mnemonics: Memory enhancing strategy for learning and remembering based 

on linking new information to keywords that are already encoded to memory. 

(Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1991; 2021) 

Learning Disability: Specific learning disability means a disorder in one or more of the 

basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using language, 

spoken or written, that may manifest itself in the imperfect ability to listen, think, 

speak, read, write, spell, or to do mathematical calculations, including conditions 

such as perceptual disabilities, brain injury, minimal brain dysfunction, dyslexia, 

and developmental aphasia (U.S. Department of Education, IDEA, 2018) 

Morphological Awareness: An understanding of how words can be broken down into 

smaller units of meaning such as roots, prefixes, and suffixes. 

Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) Eight component model developed 

to make content material more comprehensable to ELs. (Echevarria et al., 2016) 
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Specific Learning Disability: (See Learning Disability) 

Vocabulary: A set of words in a language that a person knows and uses (Berkeley & 

Taboada, 2015). 
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CHAPTER TWO 

Vocabulary is defined as “a set of words in a language that a person knows and 

uses” (Berkeley & Taboada, 2015, p. 31) both orally and in print (Heibert & Kamil, 

2004; NRP, 2000). According to The Oxford English Dictionary (2018), there are at a 

minimum a quarter of a million distinct English words. The exact number is difficult to 

identify since deciding what constitutes an English word is often taken into account. In 

this situation, the question surrounds loan words, which are words originating in other 

languages but absorbed into English (e.g., taco, garage). Words that have multiple 

meanings (e.g., bat, curb), slang expressions, and the annual addition to the English 

dictionary (e.g., emoji, hangry) must also be taken into consideration, making definitive 

counts impossible. Within such a vast and fluctuating medium, the imposing task of 

identifying what words students should learn in school falls on the teachers.  

It has been well researched that there is a strong connection between vocabulary 

and content learning. The larger the vocabulary knowledge a student possesses, the 

greater the ability to understand concepts across the curriculum. However, all students do 

not learn the same way, especially those with LD or who are ELs or ELs with LD. Not 

having or providing the best practices of instruction for these populations enables the 

progression of vocabulary gaps, which impedes content learning. In order to effectively 

support students who struggle due to disability or language or both, evidence-based 
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vocabulary strategies and practices conducted in classrooms need to be identified. 

Understanding if the constructs of the strategies for SLDs help with the specific deficits 

characterized by the disability with regard to vocabulary learning underscores the impact 

of the success of the strategy. Likewise, providing ELs with instruction that incorporates 

their vocabulary needs to be successful in a new land and/or language promotes the kind 

of sustainability necessary to carry into the next grades and even post-secondary. The 

combination of instructional practices for ELs with LD to develop larger and stronger 

vocabularies needs to target instruction through flexibility and encompassing practices to 

support the whole student, not just one aspect. Observing practices in the classroom 

cannot be effectively achieved without first knowing what the research has shown to be 

effective practices. The literature review presented in this chapter identifies the evidence-

based practices researchers have used with efficacy for SLDs, and ELs and ELs with LD. 

The research information is therefore separated into two categories: SLDs, and ELs and 

ELs with LD. 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

Vocabulary learning is cumulative (Stahl & Nagy, 2006). Without development of 

a strong base knowledge of strategies for vocabulary learning, discrepancies between 

students’ vocabulary knowledge and their grade level widens and continues into 

secondary levels, where teachers are tasked with teaching not only the required 

vocabulary of their grade and content, but also words and phrases students had not 

learned in their earlier years (Bryant et al., 2003; Chall et al., 1990; Lesaux & Keiffer, 

2010). Vocabulary acquisition generally happens in one of two ways, either by 
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independent word learning through reading and conversation (indirect instruction) or 

through direct instruction (Fore et al., 2007).  

Indirect Instruction to Foster Independent Word Learning 

The two primary ways that new words are learned naturally are through oral 

conversations and reading (Heibert & Kamil, 2005). Therefore, one of the recommended 

ways that teachers can support vocabulary development is by providing opportunities for 

exposure to and interaction with words through independent reading. Best practices for 

vocabulary learning include providing students with multiple encounters with words in 

rich contexts (NRP, 2000). Two forms of independent reading that support vocabulary 

learning are wide and incidental reading. The term wide reading is defined as “structured 

time for independent reading at a student’s independent reading level” (Berkeley & Ray, 

2020). Wide reading has been reliably shown to increase vocabulary (Nagy & Anderson, 

1984). It is one of the most substantial opportunities that contribute to a student’s overall 

vocabulary development (Graves, 2006). Research shows the average student will learn 

approximately 1,600 to 2,600 words independently through wide or incidental reading 

(Fore et al., 2007; Jitendra et al., 2004). By the fifth grade, a student could be exposed to 

approximately one million words just by reading 25 minutes each day (Berkeley & 

Scruggs, 2010). If 2% of those words are unfamiliar, the potential exists for learning 

20,000 new words. If only 1 out of 20 words is learned from that number, the child would 

still learn 1,000 new words in a year (Anderson & Nagy, 1991). For some students, 

however, learning vocabulary is more of a challenge than for most of their peers. SLDs, 
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ELs, and ELs with LD are often poor readers and, hence, do not engage in independent 

reading through which they would have more exposure to words.  

In addition to independent reading, whole class reading (shared or supported) 

reading) can be used to foster word learning. Teacher-led whole class reading, in 

combination with using context clues to determine word meaning, provides guided 

practice in determining word meaning and better understanding of content (Harmon, 

2000). The term context clues is defined as “the reader’s attempt to understand the 

intended meaning of a word by scrutinizing the surrounding text” (Johnson & Pearson, 

1978). During whole class reading, vocabulary learning via context clues can be 

developed incidentally when an unknown word that affects comprehension is identified 

or by pre-selected terms specific to the content (Nation, 2013). In either method, using 

context clues requires inferring the meaning of unfamiliar words and/or interpreting 

meaning derived from the text for developing a meaning that makes sense (Graves et al., 

2017). 

Vocabulary Taught through Direct Instruction 

Direct instruction incorporates effective teaching practices aligned with standards 

of instruction (CCSS or other state standards) and constant monitoring of students’ 

success (Berkeley & Scruggs, 2010). The choice of words for instruction is as important 

as the instructional practices. The words chosen can be content-specific or general 

knowledge, but should be useful and purposefully chosen, and relatable to other words 

and concepts (Harmon, Hedrick, & Wood, 2005), helping the student to connect new 

words to existing knowledge (schema) (Harmon, Hedrick, & Wood, 2005). Optimizing 
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word learning begins with fewer words and a focus on the semantic connections to other 

words (Stahl & Shiel, 1999). Each year, students could potentially learn an additional 

300–400 words that are taught explicitly for class relevance (Stahl & Shiel, 1999). These 

vocabulary words are what Beck et al. (2013) refer to as Tier III words. They are not 

commonly found in everyday conversation, are content-specific, and are important in 

developing content knowledge.  

There is no one specific rule for determining what words ought to be taught, but 

there are methods to help in deciding. Beck et al. (2013) categorized instructional words 

into a three-tier system for instruction. Their premise for structuring vocabulary words 

into three tiers was to identify words to teach that students will encounter across contents. 

For instance, Tier I words are the most basic words, with high frequencies that do not 

need to be taught explicitly. Tier II words have a high utility factor, cover a variety of 

domains, and are found more in written text. Tier III words are low-frequency and 

content-specific, and are generally words from science and social studies content that do 

not require explicit instruction but rather should be introduced as needed. Tier I words are 

learned more quickly due to occurring more frequently in oral conversations, and Tier III 

words are content-specific, with less frequency of everyday use. Beck et al. recommend 

vocabulary instruction focus on Tier II words because of their high frequency in written 

text and low frequency in conversation, and their occurrences across contents.  

Another approach to word selection is through word lists. Graves and Sales 

(2012) and Hiebert and Cervetti (2012) developed lists that contained 4,000 of the most 

frequently occurring word families. Biemiller (1999) compiled 5,000 root words, of 
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which 40%–60% were likely known by elementary students. Marzano (2004) produced a 

list of over 7,000 words and phrases extracted from national standards documents 

covering multiple content areas. The resources on word lists are numerous and varying. 

Likewise, the use of lists related to genre is also an option in choosing vocabulary words. 

The use of genre lists was suggested due to the differences in wording between narrative 

text and informational text (Hiebert & Cervetti, 2012)—the argument being that 

instruction of genre-specific words caters to the scientific and experimental nature of 

informational text, while narrative text contains words relatable to the authors’ language 

on critical features of stories.  

Identifying the researched strategies employed in middle schools was less 

successful than discovering those of early elementary school-aged children. This raised 

some concern regarding how well middle school SLDs who have vocabulary deficits are 

being met with strategies proven to be effective. There is a growing body of research on 

the most effective ways to provide instruction to a wide range of learners. 

Vocabulary Interventions for Students with LD 

The struggles with learning by SLDs have been well researched and established; 

this includes vocabulary learning, which affects comprehension. For SLDs to grow 

educationally, the instruction they receive must be differentiated, explicit, intense, and 

comprehensive (Foorman & Torgeson, 2001) However, SLDs are not efficient readers 

and invariably reduce their own exposure to vocabulary beginning in their early years, 

and it compounds from then on (the Matthew Effect). This section of this chapter 



 

22 

identifies the vocabulary strategies and evidence-based practices researched in middle 

school content areas that support SLDs.  

Systemic Review Methodology 

To assist with searches, the following key descriptors that reflected targeted areas 

were selected: learning disabilities, reading, vocabulary, word learning, vocabulary 

acquisition, vocabulary instruction, vocabulary learning, comprehension, dictionary, 

semantic map, graphic organizers, definitional, keyword, morphology, and mnemonics. 

The timeframe for studies spanned the years 1990 to 2020. Computer searches using the 

descriptors in various combinations were conducted using the PsychInfo and Education 

Research Complete databases. The abstracts from the computer search were read through 

to separate studies from articles and practitioner pieces. In addition to these computer-

identified studies, searches and cross-checking of references were conducted for any 

additional studies. Once studies were identified from the searches, each was re-read to 

verify the criteria were met, and to examine those studies that fell on a cusp (e.g., studies 

with participants in fourth to sixth grade) and were deemed acceptable. More than 500 

abstracts were identified that met at least one of the descriptors. The appropriateness of 

each study was evaluated using the following eight criteria. 

• Methodology. Group experimental and single case designs were chosen for 

quantitative data on effective interventions. 

• Middle School – grades 7 and 8. Participants were in upper elementary 

through secondary grades. Upper elementary was defined to begin from fourth 

grade due to the fact that students’ learning changes around that grade. 
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Learning to read fades to application of the learned skills in order to read to 

learn. SLDs who struggle with reading will experience the change in learning 

development. To help prevent a larger Matthew Effect as students enter into 

reading to learn, strategies to develop vocabulary for better comprehension 

should be more explicitly taught to students with and without LD. School 

districts vary in middle school/ junior high school grade levels as well. In 

some districts, middle school begins in sixth grade and ends after ninth grade. 

Studies that focus on secondary grades sometimes included middle grades 

through high school. Four studies that focused solely on upper high school 

classmen were not considered. 

• Learning Disability. This criterion centered on whether participants were 

diagnosed with a learning disability (as defined by the individual states). 

Mixed samples were used if results on SLDs could be disaggregated. 

• Interventions for vocabulary learning. Interventions were used for 

vocabulary learning, and could include information on reading 

comprehension. 

• Conducted during the period of 1990–present. The study must have been 

conducted between 1990 and the present. 

• Conducted in United States. The study must have been conducted in the 

United States. 

• English vocabulary. The study must have used English vocabulary. 

• Efficacy reported. Studies must report on the efficacy of the intervention. 
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Studies were excluded if not published in a peer-reviewed publication or if they 

were published dissertations. Studies that did not research vocabulary or did not report 

findings on vocabulary were omitted. In these cases, the research was focused on 

comprehension, and vocabulary was an exclusionary factor. Also excluded were studies 

with participants younger than fourth grade or post-secondary, including adult education.  

A coding protocol was developed to extract the necessary information pertaining 

to interventions for SLDs and to assist with organizing the information. Four items were 

deemed pertinent to be included in the coding.  

• Demographics. This was specifically focused on the number of participants 

and number diagnosed with LD and their grade. Age was originally included, 

but had to be dropped due to the number of studies that did not have that 

specific information but did include grade levels. 

• Study Design. Study design was extracted and coded as either experimental, 

quasi-experimental, or single case. 

• Measures. Measures used were identified as criterion (including research-

designed) or normed. 

• Type of intervention used. Interventions included dictionary use, GOs/SM, 

mnemonics, morphology, and CAI.  

Findings 

A total of 14 studies that fit the four intervention categories were included in this 

paper. See Table 1. Mnemonics had four studies, morphology had three, dictionary use 

and graphic organizer (GO)/semantic map (SM) had two studies each, and CAI had three. 
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All of the studies focused on interventions for SLDs to promote vocabulary learning. Ten 

of the studies were quasi-experimental, four were single case, and none were 

experimental. The grades ranged from 5–12. All the studies had SLDs as participants, 

although larger studies had smaller numbers of SLD participants. Included studies 

focused on either effective vocabulary strategies to build knowledge or vocabulary 

building for reading comprehension.  
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Table 1 

Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction 

Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction 

Authors Participants Grade(s) Intervention  Design Measures Results 

Mnemonic Vocabulary Interventions for SLDs 

Fontana et al. 
(2007) 

N=59 

(LD=13) 

10, 11 Keyword Mnemonics Quasi-experimental 
within subjects 
crossover design 

2 criterion referenced 
tests, 2 strategy 
use survey, 1 MC 
post-test, surveys 

No statistical main 
effect 

King-Sears et 
al. (1992) 

N= 37 

(LD = 30) 

6, 7, 8 Keyword Mnemonics Quasi-experimental 
with control  

Daily quizzes  Significant statistical 
difference  

Mastropieri et 
al. (1990) 

N=25 

(LD=25) 

6, 7, 8 Keyword Mnemonics Quasi-experimental 
with control  

2 tests:  

1-definitional (oral)  

2-compehension  

Large effect on all 
aspects  

Terrill et al. 
(2004) 

N=8 

(LD=8) 

10 Keyword Mnemonics Quasi-experimental 
with control 

Weekly test on 10 
words given each 
week  

Large effect for 
Mnemonics  

Morphology Interventions for SLDs 

Brown et al. 
(2016) 

N=6 

(LD=5) 

7, 8 Prefix instruction to root 
word 

Single-case Multiple 
baseline 

Criterion for Prefix, 
Root word, 
Sentence 
completion  

PND incalculable 

Equal 0 baseline 
across pairs  

Brown et al. 
(2016) 

N=4 

(LD=4) 

8 Prefix to root word; 
synonyms to root 
words 

Multiple baseline 
design across 
prefixes  

Criterion for Prefix, 
Root word, 
Sentence 
completion and 
context  

Large effect between 
study 1 and study 
2  

Harris et al. 
(2011)  

N=24 

(LD=6) 

9 Generative Word 
Mapping (WM) with 
morphology, non-

Quasi-experimental; 
random assignment 
of three intact 
classes  

Strategy use test,  

Word knowledge test,  

Morphological 
analysis test 

Strategy use test: 

SWD WM results 
indicate large 
effect 
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Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction 

Authors Participants Grade(s) Intervention  Design Measures Results 

generative Vocab 
LINCS model (VL) 

Dictionary Interventions for SLD 

Kossack 
(2007)  

N = 82 

(LD=28.35) 

Middle 
school 

Virtual dictionary or 
traditional dictionary  

Quasi-experimental  Criterion Medium effect for 
Virtual dictionary  

Seifert & Espin 
(2012)  

N =20 

(LD=20) 

10 Dictionary for 
vocabulary; fluency; 
combo; vocab 
comprehension  

Quasi-experimental  Criterion on 3 
conditions 

Large effect on all 
conditions  

Semantic Maps/Graphic Organizers Interventions for SLD 

Bos & Anders 
(1990)  

N = 61 

(LD=61) 

Middle 
school 

3 forms of SMs over 
dictionary definitions  

Quasi-experimental  Criterion MC (15 
vocabulary, 15 
comprehension)  

SM-large effect, 
SFA-large effect, 
SSFA medium 
effect  

Fore et al. 
(2007)  

N =6 

(LD=6) 

7 GO or dictionary  Single case 

Multiple-baseline  

Criterion: matching  5 large effect, 1 no 
effect  

CAI Interventions for SLD 

Kennedy et al. 
(2015) 

N= 279 

(LD = 30) 

9–12 

(LD – 10) 

CAPS  Quasi-Experimental 

Pre-post  

Researcher Designed 
Multiple-Choice,  

Open-Ended 
Assessment  

 SLDs w/EIKMS 
showed large 
effect over SLDs 
NM group 

Kennedy et al. 
(2014) 

N= 141 

(LD = 32) 

10 CAPS Quasi-experimental 
pre-post 

Researcher-designed 
CBMs, school-
based summative 
assessments 

SWDs w/ CAPS over 
SWDs BAU – 
large effect in both 
units 
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Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction 

Authors Participants Grade(s) Intervention  Design Measures Results 

Wood et al. 
(2012) 

N= 8 7 Peer assisted CAI 
Morphographs 

Simultaneous single 
subject design 

Researcher-designed Increase on words 
learned w/ 
Morphograph - 
effective 7 of 8 
participants 
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Keyword Mnemonics. Four studies were included that fit the criteria. The dates 

range from 1990 to 2007, with a 12-year gap between the studies in 1992 to a study in 

2004. In these four studies, there were a total of 129 participants, of which 76 were 

diagnosed with LD. The grades ranged from sixth grade to 11th grade, although no 

students were in ninth grade, and the ages ranged from 12 years to 16. Two of the 

studies—Fontana et al. (2007) and Mastropieri et al. (1990)—provided ethnicities; of the 

two, Mastropieri et al. had only Caucasian participants and Fontana et al. indicated a mix 

(European American = 33, African American =10, Hispanic =11, Asian-Pacific = 4, 

multiracial =1). All four studies were quasi-experimental and looked at the use of 

keyword mnemonics for vocabulary learning. King-Sears et al. (1992), Mastropieri et al., 

and Terrill et al. (2004) had control groups, while Fontana et al. employed a within-

subjects crossover design. Duration of the studies varied throughout from one day to six 

weeks, with sessions ranging from one session to three times per week and session times 

ranging from 15 minutes to block schedule days.  

Mastropieri et al. (1990) and Terrill et al. (2004) began with pre-assessments 

followed by introduction of keywords. Illustrations were presented with students 

engaging in choral responses, then a test was given on the keywords. In the study by 

Fontana et al. (2007), the procedures for implementation had the same basic structure as 

the studies by Mastropieri et al. and Terrill et al. The fourth study—by King-Sears et al. 

(1992)—included an induced keyword mnemonic strategy using the acronym IT FITS: 

1. Identify the term. 

2. Tell the definition of the term. 
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3. Find a keyword. 

4. Imagine the definition doing something with the keyword. 

5. Think about the definition doing something with the keyword. 

6. Study what you imagined until you know the definition.  

Fontana et al. (2007), Mastropieri et al. (1990), and Terrill et al. (2004) looked at 

increasing vocabulary for secondary students. King-Sears et al. (1992) looked at using an 

induced keyword to determine if SLDs could use the keyword mnemonic strategy 

independently. 

Morphology Instruction. All three of the studies that fit this intervention 

category examined the use of some form of morphology instruction to determine effects 

on vocabulary learning. In addition to the vocabulary, all three studies included effects on 

reading comprehension. Each study approached morphology in different ways. Brown et 

al. (2016), which contained two studies, incorporated morphemic instruction to examine 

effects on prefixed word knowledge and sentence comprehension of embedded affixed 

words. The second study by Brown et al. replicated the first study with the addition of a 

sentence context instruction for reading comprehension. Harris et al. (2011) took a 

different approach from the other studies and compared the use of two types of 

interventions, a generative word mapping and a non-generative strategy in which students 

List the parts, Identify a reminding word, Note a LINCing story, Create a LINCing 

picture, and Self-test (LINCS) compared to a control group. Results for Harris et al. 

indicated both interventions were effective with teaching vocabulary strategies and 

isolated word knowledge; teaching meaning of word parts and unknown words was not 
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as effective. In Goodwin’s (2016) study, results indicated the morphological intervention 

embedded in comprehension instruction showed significant gains in vocabulary 

knowledge; however, Goodwin did not differ significantly in word reading fluency, 

general morphological awareness, and reading comprehension. Brown et al.’s Study 1 

results indicated participants overall increased their knowledge of assigned prefixes and 

new words on multiple baseline assessments. Sentence comprehension assessment also 

indicated an increase across all participants. Brown et al.’s Study 2 results showed 

statistical significance in the prefixed word knowledge, but sentence comprehension did 

not show significance. The addition of one-to-one instruction resulted in significance on 

retest. 

Dictionary Use. Two studies fit the intervention category of dictionary use: 

Seifert and Espin (2012) and Kossack (2007). Seifert and Espin looked at three reading 

interventions on science texts for 20 SLDs in 10th grade. A within-subjects design was 

used to determine efficacy of text reading, vocabulary learning, and text reading plus 

vocabulary learning interventions. For the vocabulary portion of the study, students 

began with a dictionary definition activity consisting of echoing word and definition as 

the instructor read it, a clarifying sentence to build background knowledge, and two 

probing questions. If the student could not answer the questions, the answer was supplied. 

This process was then repeated a second time. The text-reading condition was designed 

for fluency and included repeated readings, read aloud to adult, word identification, 
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automatic word identification, and error correction. The combined condition was a 

compilation from the vocabulary portion and the text-reading condition.  

The results of Seifert and Espin’s (2012) study demonstrated high effect for 

vocabulary using the vocabulary condition (ES =1.12) and the combination condition. 

Seifert and Espin gave the mean age as 16.3 years old. Both Kossack (2007) and Seifert 

and Espin worked with secondary students. Kossack identified them as middle school and 

Seifert and Espin identified them as 10th grade. Kossack provided ethnic backgrounds on 

the participants identified as 42% Black, 35% Hispanic, 19% Caucasian, and 1% other. 

Kossack (2007) conducted a comparative study on the efficacy of using a 

dictionary and a virtual dictionary for middle school science vocabulary. Her “one 50-

minute session” approach was to include multiple intelligences in learning 10 vocabulary 

words. Her traditional dictionary condition was word lists, dictionary look-up, and 

sentence writing. Kossack’s design was a nontraditional virtual dictionary approach to 

include several pathways of learning (i.e., interpersonal, logical-mathematical, 

verbal/linguistic, and visual/spatial). Her argument was that the more forms of 

intelligences that are employed in vocabulary instruction, the more understanding of the 

vocabulary word is gained, thereby causing deeper learning to occur. The words in the 

virtual word condition could take on the shape of the meaning of the word or be typed in 

a font resembling the word. Students would actively predict the meaning of words by the 

way the word was presented or written. Kossack reported significance on whole list 

learning for the virtual dictionary over traditional dictionary usage. 
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Graphic Organizers (GO).  Two experimental studies—Bos and Anders (1990) 

and Fore et al. (2007)—implemented interventions using a GO or SM. Bos and Anders 

(1990) conducted a study with 61 middle school/junior high school students with learning 

disabilities. Their study employed a quasi-experimental design with random assignment 

to condition or control group. The purpose of their work was to examine the efficacy of 

three types of semantic maps: semantic mapping (SM), semantic-analysis feature (SFA), 

and semantic/syntactic feature analysis (SSFA) with a definition instruction condition 

(DI). The SMs were knowledge-based designs, or constructed to not just identify aspects 

of the word, but to instruct underlying concepts. Each of the three SMs were designed to 

use interactive discussions for prior knowledge activation, instantiating knowledge, and 

predicting and drawing conceptual relationships. The intervention was conducted in 

rounds, with two weeks between each round of instruction. Bos and Anders also included 

a follow-up four weeks after intervention and reported that SSFA and SFA generated 

significantly more vocabulary than the DI condition. Results from their study indicated 

that, compared to regular definition instruction, all interventions had moderate to large 

effect sizes: SM (ES = 1.30), SFA (ES = 1.1), SSFA (ES = 0.65). In their follow-up, all 

three interventions showed large effect: SM (ES = 0.96), SFA (ES = 0.68), SSFA (ES = 

1.42). 

Fore et al. (2007) investigated whether a GO would increase the number of 

vocabulary questions answered correctly over those using dictionary definitions. In a 

middle school sample of six students, Fore et al. used a single-subject multiple-baseline 

design to compare the effects of an interactive GO and dictionary definitions for each 
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participant. The GO required students to define the words, describe characteristics, and 

include examples and non-examples. The sessions were 20 minutes long and were held 

twice a week, for a total of nine weeks for the study. The percentages of words correct on 

the assessment ranged from 60% to 100% increases overall. 

Computer Assisted Instruction (CAI). CAI is one of the means by which 

students can access systematic and explicit instruction (Fenty et al., 2015). Sorrell et al. 

(2007) reported researchers found traditional teacher-led instruction was difficult for 

students with reading difficulties, who often were receiving less direct practice with text. 

The benefit of using CAI is that it incorporates interactivity for the students. Instruction is 

controlled by the learner and provides immediate feedback, which leads to increased 

information transfer and understanding of information (Mayer, 2009; Renkl & Atkinson, 

2007). 

CAI has also been called Computer Based Instruction (CBI), and Computer Based 

Learning (CBL). In the area of vocabulary and language learning, subfields of CAI—

Computer Assisted Language Learning (CALL) and Computer Assisted Vocabulary 

Learning (CAVL)—have begun to increase in emergence (Joseph et al., 2009). CALL is 

a format that “creates exploratory learning environments in which digital sound, image, 

text and video components are fully integrated through computer platforms and placed 

under the direct control of users who are able to follow individual pathways through data 

stores” (Watts, 1997). CAVL is a subset of CALL and applies the CALL design with 

empirical research on vocabulary acquisition (Nation, 2001). CAI is specific to sites and 
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is self-moving by the student. Another form of CAI is Content Acquisition Podcasts 

(CAPs), in which multimedia is a component and the user interacts with the podcast. 

Kennedy et al. (2015) used media podcasts to deliver vocabulary instruction to 

tenth-graders in a structured framework involving explicit instruction and keyword 

mnemonic devices. The podcasts were designed to follow specific quality indicators that 

align with evidence-based practices for vocabulary instruction and podcast development. 

The researchers examined which of four configurations of CAPs were the most effective 

and efficient in vocabulary instruction. The researchers alternated between explicit 

instruction (EI), keyword mnemonic (KMS), a combination of the two (EI+KMS), and a 

model that did not follow an evidence-based framework for CAPs design (NM). Results 

of their study indicated that effect was evident in the interaction between group and time, 

and on the post-tests of SLDs in the EI+KMS group. 

Kennedy et al. (2014) incorporated a Universal Design for Learning (UDL) 

approach to the podcast instruction. This study was both a research study and a guide to 

podcast development for practitioners. Their design of the Multimedia Design 

Framework (MDF) was made up of six evidence-based instructional practices. The 

intervention was conducted during two units of high school world history. A comparison 

of CAPs and business as usual (BAU) control was used in two social studies units. The 

tenth-grade participants were divided across two units of social studies in groups of 

students with disabilities and those without. Groups were then given either the CAP 

instruction or no CAP instruction. Results indicated students with disabilities using the 
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CAP intervention in both units showed large effect over students with disabilities not 

using CAP. 

Wood et al. (2012) incorporated the use of morphographs into a computer-assisted 

peer tutoring program. Using a simultaneous treatment design, the researchers compared 

the use of the Morphographic design over a whole word approach for vocabulary 

acquisition for 8 seventh-grade students with disabilities. Additionally, Wood et al. 

assessed the intervention as to how well the students were able to generalize to unknown 

vocabulary.  

Participants were paired in order for them to be tutors and tutees along with 

alternating morphographic and whole word conditions. The whole word condition 

consisted of students using context clues on unknown words to determine meaning prior 

to being told the correct definition. The morphographic condition utilized specifically 

taught morphemes in multiple words to be used in conjunction with context clues before 

definitions were given. Overall results indicated increases in vocabulary acquisition as 

well as generalization, which were reported in percentages of increased words using 

morphemes over whole words. One student showed better results with the whole word 

condition; however, the increase was reported to be minimal. 

The use of CAI in the classroom has been found to be effective in the instruction 

of phonological awareness and word recognition (Lai & Chang, 2006; Walcott et al., 

2014). The increased use of technology in the classroom invites more integration of CAI 

in capturing more students’ attention. The hesitancy in using it is the lack of or limited 

knowledge of how CAI compares with teacher-led instruction in developing increased 
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reading outcomes. Results of a search for studies that support CAI for CALL and CAVL 

are limited. The majority of studies encountered focused on K–3 students, including ELs 

and no focus on students with disabilities. Two studies included post-secondary/adults, 

but for upper elementary through secondary, the information was lacking. The studies by 

Kennedy et al. (2015), Kennedy et al. (2014), and Wood et al. (2012) were the 

exceptions, with studies that focused on the use of technology in the classroom that 

included SLDs.  

Summary and Conclusions  

The overall findings indicate how few research studies have been conducted on 

vocabulary instruction for middle school SLDs, while at the same time demonstrating the 

necessity for additional research on vocabulary instructional practices for SLDs, 

especially in middle school. These studies do not represent all that was conducted for 

SLDs, but rather were the ones that fit the criteria. Early childhood studies were more 

prevalent with regard to vocabulary instruction compared to middle or secondary school.  

In some studies, the design of the study incorporated a component that was 

another form of strategy. For instance, Harris et al. (2011) applied the use of morphemic 

instruction into a mapping format. Their intervention consisted of two strategies (MA and 

SM); however, what was primary under the purpose of the study was the one used for 

categorizing—the use of morphology in word learning. Bos and Anders (1990) and Fore 

et al. (2007) both looked at the use of GOs and/or SMs for learning dictionary definitions.  

CAI is another example of an intervention that incorporated other forms of 

strategies. In both CAP studies (Kennedy et al., 2014, 2015), researchers developed 
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podcasts that used keyword mnemonics, morphology, and GOs. As they were all 

embedded into a self-driven computerized intervention design, the category in which 

CAPs was placed was under CAI. Wood et al. (2012) also used a computerized self-

driven program that focused on the use of Morphographs into a program for vocabulary 

learning. The addition to this program was peer-assisted strategy for teams of two in the 

study. Kossack (2007) employed a visual dictionary for SLDs that not only provided a 

picture of the word, but did so in a context that supported and added to the text definition. 

Therefore, the word sum written twice in a “plus” fashion gave a bi-layer form of 

learning. The use of words and a picture together is a form of multimedia instruction; 

however, the study was placed under the category of dictionary because of its original 

intent, which was to explore whether a virtual or standard dictionary was more effective.  

Stand-alone strategies such as those under mnemonics (Fontana et al., 2007; 

King-Sears et al., 1992; Mastropieri et al., 1990; Terrill et al., 2004) were strictly 

interventions using the strategy. For mnemonics, stand-alone research has not been 

replicated or conducted for several years despite its large effect. For SLDs, using 

keyword mnemonics utilizes components of effective vocabulary instruction including 

meaningful and relevant words, background and/or connections, and illustrations. Effect 

sizes for Mastropieri et al. (1990) were significant in recall and comprehension over a 

rehearsal condition for both abstract and concrete vocabulary words—likewise for 

Fontana et al. (2007), King-Sears et al. (1992), and Terrill et al. (2004). Mnemonics have 

been in use for hundreds of years (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 1990). The use of mnemonics 

has a history of proven efficacy in both long- and short-term interventions.  
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There are critics who have stated that the use of mnemonics does not help with 

retention of information over the long term (Krinsky & Krinsky, 1994). However, studies 

also show the adaptability of mnemonics across contents regardless of which type of 

mnemonics (i.e., peg-word, keyword, or letter strategies) has made its use a success. 

Also, studies have shown memory improvement using the keyword method of 

mnemonics for SLDs (Terrill et al., 2004). 

In Brown et al. (2016), the two studies they conducted looked strictly at prefix 

instruction for vocabulary learning for SLDs. The difference in the second study was an 

inclusion of a sentence context instruction. Both studies focused on one strategy and the 

impact on vocabulary learning for comprehension. Seifert and Espin (2012) used 

definitions provided within text and applications in sentence writing and verbalization of 

definitions to improve science text comprehension. All of these studies focused on one 

element or strategy for improving vocabulary. All indicated medium to large effect for 

SLDs when using the strategy. The advancement of technology and the changes of the 

classroom’s pedagogy has reached into these stand-alone strategies and incorporated 

them into each other as well as into other methods of strategy instruction (i.e., CAI). 

The approaches to vocabulary learning for SLDs varied throughout the studies 

included in this literature review section. One factor that was similar across the studies, 

however, was that they all—with the exception of Kennedy et al. (2014, 2015)—had 

small numbers of participants. This may reduce the power of the study; however, the 

efficacy of the interventions were sustained by the fidelity of treatments employed. This 

does speak to the limited numbers of middle school studies and participants within 



 

40 

studies, and the need for research on practices that are employed currently in classrooms 

for SLDs. Demonstrably, whether the interventions were CAI with multiple strategic 

integrations or stand-alone strategy interventions, the effects were positive. 

Fostering Vocabulary Learning for Students Who are English Learners  

The language variability of ELs within classrooms creates an equal variability in 

their instructional levels. The use of dual languages for teaching can be beneficial; 

however, the quality of the instruction supersedes the language of instruction (Cheung & 

Slavin, 2012). Instruction for ELs must be direct, systematic, differentiated, and intensive 

(Snow, 2006); this includes vocabulary instruction. Vocabulary instruction with 

evidence-based practices contributes to English language skills development (Shanahan 

& Beck, 2006). Educational researchers also recommend vocabulary instruction for ELs 

should be given daily and throughout the day (August & Shanahan, 2006). As one of the 

major reasons ELs struggle in school, vocabulary development using best practices 

should be a high priority across content areas. The next section of this literature review 

identifies the evidence-based vocabulary practices for middle school ELs that have been 

researched and found effective in learning vocabulary. 

Presented next in this literature review is the research on vocabulary instruction 

for ELs with and without LD in grades 4–9. This age range complements the years in 

which students begin reading to learn and the strategies learned that will carry them into 

high school, where text levels are more complex. Equally, many schools consider upper 

elementary grades to be part of middle school and in some, ninth grade is considered 

middle school. To capture the essence of what strategies to use in middle school for ELs 
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and ELs with LD in vocabulary learning, the full possible range of middle school was 

chosen. The purpose was to identify what practices were researched to be effective for 

this growing population in which language learning and content vocabulary learning were 

occurring simultaneously, at grade levels where expectations are higher and content more 

difficult. 

Systemic Review Methodology 

The following key descriptors were included: vocabulary, learning strategies, 

mnemonics, dictionary, graphic organizers, multimedia, word learning, English learners, 

English language learners, English as a second language (ESOL), language minority, 

and dual language. The search spanned the years 1990–2020 and was conducted using 

the PsychInfo and Education Research Complete databases. In order to separate the 

studies from articles and practitioner pieces, the abstracts were read to look for words 

indicating the type of work completed (e.g., article or review). If clue words were not 

evident in the abstract, and identifying the type of work was difficult, it was included in 

the potential works for further reading. Ancestry searches were also conducted for other 

studies that fit the criteria. All the contenders were checked for a “Methods” section in 

order to rule out any non-studies before the first full read-through, to ensure each met the 

criteria for inclusion.  

To be included, studies had to look at vocabulary instruction for ELs and ELs 

with LD. The entire participant group did not have to be EL-specific, but ELs had to be 

included in the focus. In some cases, vocabulary instruction was part of a larger 

intervention design which included reading comprehension. In these cases, if the data on 
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vocabulary could be disaggregated from the whole intervention, the study was included. 

Participants had to be enrolled in upper elementary through middle school grade levels. 

Upper elementary was defined to include fourth grade due to the fact that learning makes 

a shift at this time and application of vocabulary knowledge and strategy knowledge 

supports learning. With that, learning and implementing vocabulary strategies at this 

point in development aid in comprehending the text they are expected to understand with 

increasing difficulty and complexity. Participants had to be either ELs or ELs with LD, or 

included ELs and/or ELs with LD with separate data (ELs were defined as being at an 

English proficiency level requiring English language services). Research had to be 

conducted after 1990 and published in a peer-reviewed journal. All studies had to be 

conducted in the United States and use English vocabulary. Additionally, the studies had 

to be experimental or quasi-experimental, mixed method or case study, and had to report 

the efficacy of the intervention in order to be accepted.  

Studies in which participants were studying English as a foreign language (EFL) 

were excluded. In these cases, the primary difference was that the study was located in 

another country, with students learning English as a foreign language. Also, studies that 

may have examined aspects of a strategy, but not for vocabulary learning specifically, 

were not considered.  

Over two hundred possibilities were located in the initial search. The coding 

protocol used to extract the necessary information from the studies included the same 

information for the SLDs protocol; participant demographics needed to ensure that EL 

numbers were in the study and the grade levels. Age was not consistently identifiable and 
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therefore not used. Next, the study design was identified as experimental, quasi-

experimental, case study, or mixed method. Measures used were either criterion 

(including researcher designed) or normed. The interventions used were aligned with 

evidence-based practices (mnemonics, morphology, GO/SM, dictionary), and lastly, 

effect sizes or data showing efficacy were included.  

Findings 

Twenty-one studies were included in this review, of which one study—Vaughn et 

al. (2009)—was composed of two separate intervention studies, for a total of 22 

interventions (see Table 2). The practices included morphology, CAI, multimedia, and a 

multicomponent form. The studies were from journals including Reading and Writing, 

Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness, Reading and Writing Quarterly, 

Journal of Literacy Research, and Reading Research Quarterly and published within the 

2000–2020 timeframe. All of the study participants were in grades 4–9. 
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Table 2 

Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction 

Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction  

Authors  Participants  Grade(s) Intervention  Design  Measures  Results  

Morphology Instruction for ELs 

Carlo et al. 
(2004)  

N= 254  

(EL=142)  

5 MA   Quasi-experimental 
with control  

PPVT-R, Researcher 
designed, Extract the Base - 
Adapted  

EL treatment = modest 
gains vary by site  

Crosson et al. 
(2018)  

N= 84   

EL only  

6–8 

9–10 

11–12 

MA   

Scripted 
Researcher 
lessons  

Quasi-experimental  

Crossed within 

Researcher designed: WMT, 
EAV, MAT, LDT, ACCESS-
ELL  

Treatment showed 
varying significant 
ES  

Crosson & 
Moore 
(2017)  

N= 82  

EL only  

6–8 

9–10 

11–12 

RAVE, Latin 
Roots,  

Quasi-experimental 
Within-subjects   

WMT, TFWKT, MAT, 
ACCESS-ELL  

Treatment showed 
varying significant 
effects in post-tests  

Davidson & 
O’Connor 
(2019)  

N=9   

EL only  

4, 5 MAS  Case study – multiple 
baseline  

Researcher designed - DVM, 
TVM,   

PND = effective 8/9  

Goodwin 
(2016)  

N= 203  5, 6 MA  Quasi-experimental Criterion 

MC vocabulary Morphology 
assessment 

Large effect 

Goodwin et al. 
(2013)  

N= 157   

EL only  

5 MA, PD   Quasi-experimental 

Longitudinal 
modeling  

WLPB, CAAS, ETB  MA = significant effect 
EOs, Vocabulary  

Computer Assisted Instruction for ELs 

Dalton et al. 
(2011)  

N= 106  

(EL = 31)  

5 ICON  Quasi-experimental 
Pre-post   

G-MRT-V, G-MRT-C, ICON 
assessments  

Strong effect on G-
MRT-V  

Proctor et al. 
(2007)  

N-30  

(EL=16)  

4 ULE  Quasi- experimental 
Pre-post 

G-MRT-V, GMRT-C  V-no significant 
growth, C-no 
significant growth  
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Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction  

Authors  Participants  Grade(s) Intervention  Design  Measures  Results  

Proctor et al. 
(2011)  

N-240  

(EL=118)  

5 ICON  

(SDR)  

Quasi-experimental 
Pre-post 

G-MRT-V, G-MRT-C, VBT, 
VDT-Definition, VDT-
Caption  

Significant effect 
indicated for 
vocabulary growth 
in all participants  

Tretter et al. 
(2019)  

N= 79  6, 7, 8 3-Strand 
literacy for 
Science  

Repeated Measures 
Mixed Methods  

Science Attitude Likert scale, t-
test  

Significant and 
stabilized increase 
(ES = 0.43)  

Multimedia Instruction for ELs 

Billings & 
Mathison 
(2012)  

240  

EL only  

4 TBAO on 
HMDs/DVD  

Quasi-experimental 
with Mixed Method 
design  

Researcher designed MC 
assessment, activity, SITP 
assessment  

ELs effect with HMD 
and DVD higher 
than FEPs (EOs)  

Multicomponent Instruction for ELs 

August et al. 
(2009)  

N= 890  

(ELs = 562)  

6 QuEST  Quasi-experimental  GRADE, Researcher-
developed  

Significant effects in 
treatment groups for 
ELs in vocabulary  

Jozwik et al. 
(2020) 

  Multi-
component 

Multiple probe design Researcher designed  

Lara-Alecia et 
al. (2012) 

N = 246 5–6 Multi-
component 

Quasi-experimental Standardized and district 
designed tests 

Small to medium effect 
in treatment groups 

Lesaux et al. 
(2010)  

N=476  

(EL=346)  

6 ALIAS  Quasi-experimental, 
mixed methods  

Vocabulary – SAT, TWM, WA, 
MA, WMC  

SAT - d=0.005; TWM-
d=0.39; MD-d=0.22; 
TWA - d=0.15  

Lesaux et al. 
(2014)  

N= 2,082  

(EL=1,469)  

6 ALIAS  Quasi-experimental 
randomized field 
trial  

G-MRT-V,  

Researcher developed: AWM, 
WA, MA, MA-DEC, MA-DER  

WM – d=0.41,  

WA – d= 0.22, AWM – 
d= 0.17, MA-DEC- 
d= 0.40, MA-DER – 
d= 0.21  

Snow et al. 
(2009)  

N= 697  

(EL = 438)  

6, 7, 8 Word 
Generation  

Quasi-experimental  Researcher-developed 
Multiple-Choice   

ES = 0.33-0.65  
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Interventions by Type of Vocabulary Instruction  

Authors  Participants  Grade(s) Intervention  Design  Measures  Results  

Townsend & 
Collins 
(2009)  

N= 37 ELs  6, 7, 8 Language 
Workshop  

Within and Between 
experimental  

V-MAV, PPVT, VLT  MAV-A-d =.42, G B d 
=.71; PPVT G A – d 
= 0.18, G B - no 
sig.; VLT no sig.  

Vaughn et al. 
(2018)  

N= 358  9, 10 RIA  Quasi-experimental 
Pre-post 
randomized 
groups  

G-MRT-V, TOWRE  Vocabulary g= .41, G-
MRT-V g= 0.0  

Vaughn et al. 
(2009)  

N=381  

(EL=97)  

7 Composite 
Design 

Pre-post 
experimental 
consecutive years 
non-overlapping  

Researcher-designed   Vocabulary ES = 0.53  

Vaughn et al. 
(2009)  

N=507  

(EL= 106)  

7 Composite 
Design  

Pre-post 
experimental 
consecutive years 
non-overlapping  

Researcher-designed  Vocabulary ES = 0.50  

Williams & 
Vaughn 
(2020)  

N= 85  

ELs w LD  

9 RIA  Quasi-experimental 
Pre-post 
randomized 
groups  

TOWRE-2 (SWE, PDE), 
GMRT-V  

GMRT-V g= -0.10, 

PDE g= 0.18, SWE g= 
0.08  
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Morphology Instruction. The use of morphemic analysis for word learning and 

development has gained momentum as a means to instruct ELs in vocabulary. The 

premise is that Latin-based roots would be more familiar to speakers of other Latin-based 

languages such as Spanish. From roots, words can be expanded through prefixes and 

suffixes, thereby increasing vocabulary through word families, again with the main root 

being familiar. Carlo et al. (2004) conducted a study with 254 fifth-graders (n = 142 ELs, 

n = 94 English Only (EOs)) from four schools with largely working-class minorities, 

predominantly with a Spanish background. Their intervention was composed of 15 weeks 

of instruction, with 10–12 target words each week. For four days a week, participants 

received 30–45 minutes of instruction, with reviews of the previous words every fifth 

week. 

The intervention began with a preview of words for the Spanish speakers in 

written and audio format, then an introduction of the words, on the first day. This was 

followed by a whole group lesson on the second day, and small heterogeneously grouped 

participants by language worked on cloze-type tasks on the third day. Day four involved 

activities for word depth practice, and the fifth day, Friday, was reserved for activities 

that involved word analysis by roots, affixes, polysemy, and cognates. Results indicated 

the intervention showed within-subjects with a significant effect over time. Morphology 

showed a marginal significantly differential gain on condition and site; however, in some 

sites, an interaction between morphology, mastery, and word association indicated a 

larger gain for the intervention than for the comparison group. 
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In a study that investigated the effects of a bound root intervention, Crosson et al. 

(2019) employed a crossed within-subjects design with 84 EL students on morphemic 

analysis for word learning and building. Participants were grouped in bands by grade 

level (grades 6–8, 9–10, 11–12), evenly divided by bands, and were in both the treatment 

group with roots and the condition group without roots. The time periods for each group 

session were 10 weeks for each semester for a total of 20 weeks, during which 48 words 

(24 each session) were taught. Each word was carefully chosen to contain bound roots 

and were academic or literary and Tier II words. The intervention consisted of word 

analysis in multiple and authentic context, word use examples, and opportunities for 

active processing. The condition contained a Robust Academic Vocabulary Encounter 

(RAVE) program, which has been shown to have positive effects in word learning and 

comprehension for native English speakers. 

Results for the study indicated the Word Meaning Task post-test scores were 

significantly higher regardless of condition or group, and Evaluation of Academic 

Vocabulary also showed significance in the post-test scores regardless of condition. 

Morphological results indicated a large effect for the Latin Root Treatment for each 

group: Group 1 (ES= 1.33); Group 2 (ES= 1.48), between groups indicated significant 

effect: Session 1 (ES =1.20); Session 2 (ES = 1.31). 

Crosson and Moore (2017) used a within-subject design to determine the effects 

of bound Latin roots on academic word learning and morphological problem-solving 

skills with ELs. Crosson and Moore added morphology to the treatment condition in their 

counter-balanced design, and the comparison was academic vocabulary instruction 
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without morphology. The participants were 82 EL students separated into three bands by 

grade: 6–8, 9–10, 11–12. In the study, the comparison group used the RAVE, which 

consisted of six weeks of instruction on 24 general academic words, with each lesson 

approximately 20–25 minutes long. RAVE employs techniques such as analysis of target 

words in a variety of authentic text and multiple opportunities for active processing of 

words. The morphology intervention was designed much like the RAVE intervention, 

with lessons of the same length and style but with a component of morphological analysis 

of the target words. The emphasis on the morphological analysis was on bound roots and 

the relationships those bound roots had to other derivatives with the same bound root. 

Results indicated the roots condition had significant effect between pre- and post-

test scores for grades 6–8 (ES = 0.57), 9–10 (ES = 1.46) and 11–12 (ES = 2.21). The 

RAVE condition also showed significant effect in post-test scores for grades 9–10 

(ES=1.43) and 11–12 (ES=1.42), and the middle school RAVE participants’ scores were 

not significantly higher than pre-test scores. 

Davidson and O’Connor (2019) examined the use of morphology in increasing 

and generalizing taught words with 3 fourth-grade and 6 fifth-grade ELs. Davidson and 

O’Connor also wanted to determine if taught morphemes for specific words could be 

generalized by ELs for other words containing the same morphemes. Participants worked 

with the experimenters for 15 minutes a day for 10 sessions, during which 91 derived 

words were taught. The morphemic analysis strategy (MAS) used was composed of four 

steps: (a) read the word, (b) look for the suffix, (c) find the base word, (d) say the 

meaning of the suffix first and then the base word. The steps were explicitly 
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demonstrated and taught for the first session, with fading support in the rest of the 

sessions. Results of the strategy indicated high effect levels in which all but one 

participant showed a percentage of non-overlapping data (PND) of at least 90% (ES = 

1.83–1.96). In following the initial training phase, participants continued using the 

identification and circling of word parts on their daily vocabulary measures without 

prompts to do so, indicating a level of automaticity. 

Goodwin (2016) examined using morphological problem-solving strategy or 

“word solving” practices for content vocabulary as part of reading comprehension 

support. This quasi-experimental pre-post intervention included 203 fifth- and sixth-

graders (ELs n = 28; language minority youth [LMY] n = 46), and English speaker (n = 

129) students. The difference between EL and LMY was that LMY students tested to be 

English-proficient (EP) despite speaking another language at home. Using a matched-

pairs design, one random student from each pair was assigned to the intervention 

morphological problem-solving strategy or the comparison comprehension strategy 

instruction. Those in the comparison group were pre-taught the challenging words and 

given definitions, and they discussed the terms using examples and non-examples. The 

intervention condition consisted of students identifying units of words they knew to 

determine meanings. Reinforcement games included writing as many morphologically 

similar words as they could think of or identifying impostor words that did not have the 

same morphemes but overlapped orthographically. 

The intervention consisted of 215 instructional sessions that were given either two 

or four weeks apart with varying degrees of difficulty. Results of the study indicated the 
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intervention had moderate effect over the comparison group in the areas of supporting 

vocabulary knowledge (ES = 0.41 multiple choice; ES = 0.47 self-perceived), 

morphological awareness (MA) assessment via producing morphologically related words 

(RW) (ES = 0.51 MA-RW), and the sum of morphologically related words produced (ES 

= 0.69 MA-sumRW). Even though the use of morphological instruction produced 

significant effect when combined with comprehension strategy instruction, there were no 

differentially effective differences in reading comprehension, word reading, and fluency. 

Goodwin et al. (2013) explored the MA of 157 ELs in fifth grade. Their study 

showed the contributions of fourth-grade MA did not make a significant effect on reading 

comprehension of fifth-graders when controlling for phonological decoding, word 

reading, and reading vocabulary. Fourth-grade MA did have a moderate contribution to 

fifth-grade reading comprehension with reading vocabulary. The authors used 

longitudinal modeling to determine the unique contributions of fourth-grade MA and 

phonological decoding (PD) to fifth-grade across time. Results for MA showed 

significant effect on vocabulary, which affected reading comprehension. 

CAI. Billings and Mathison (2012) examined the use of handheld mobile devices 

(HMDs), primarily iPods that were loaded with a technology-based advanced organizer 

(TBAO), versus whole class viewing with a digital video disc (DVD). This quasi-

experimental mixed methods design investigated how TBAOs affected the academic 

performance of 240 fourth-grade EPs and ELs, including understanding academic 

language for concept comprehension. The components of this technologically advanced 

organizer consisted of podcasts with text, videos, pictures, and frontloaded vocabulary 
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that was reinforced through the lessons. For these reasons, this study was placed under 

CAI as opposed to GO, much like the CAPS studies under CAI for SLDs. The TBAO 

also follows the description and usage as defined by Schoen and Schoen (2003) that an 

advanced organizer introduces the information systematically and in an organized way to 

help students develop a foundation before instruction of the new content. Participants in 

the intervention were divided into three groups: the control (n = 120), which did not 

incorporate any intervention; treatment 1 (n = 60), which included whole class viewing 

of the DVD in English only pre-post each lesson; and treatment 2 (n = 60), which used 

the TBAO on HMDs in both English and Spanish. Lessons centered on science, and 

classes were held in the School in the Park (SITP) museum-school collaboration. The 

researchers reported significant effect in both of the treatment groups over the control. 

Multimedia. The use of multimedia has advanced quickly as the internet moves 

constantly to more advanced, available, and included forms of social and technical media. 

The use of multimedia in education has also advanced into an entity that allows for 

extending platforms to instruct on levels conducive to ELs’ abilities and language levels. 

Some of these forms incorporated researcher-designed interventions that focused on 

vocabulary building, development, and acquisition. ELs are able to read text with 

embedded vocabulary words and are able to pull up definitions in their L1 and L2 

languages. Images can pop up specifically over a word or phrase, which provides the 

visual to accompany the term. Short videos can also be embedded to expand on concepts 

and provide more context to difficult concepts. Multimedia instruction incorporates 

interactivity and level of engagement, which supports longer engagement times for 
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learning. Optimizing on these engaged times provides opportunities to not only build 

stronger vocabulary, which promotes better reading comprehension, but to also develop 

all forms of literacy interactively. Dalton et al. (2011) examined the reading 

comprehension strategies and interactive vocabulary in Improving Comprehension 

Online (ICON). The researchers used this universally designed learning (UDL) web-

based environment with scaffolded text to improve vocabulary and comprehension of 106 

fifth-grade participants (EL = 31). Dalton et al. focused on the potential of scaffolded 

digital reading (SDR) in more than one language to meet the linguistic diversities of 

classrooms. ICON is composed of eight folktales and informational text with embedded 

activities, with prompts asking the reader to choose a reading strategy at key points, 

animated coaches to assist in their use of ICON, and the opportunity to provide readings 

in read-aloud mode in either English or in their L1. Participants were divided into three 

ICON conditions: reading comprehension, vocabulary, or a combination of 

comprehension and vocabulary. 

Results from pre- to post-test intervention indicated significant effect for students 

as a whole on the Gates-MacGinitie Vocabulary test (ES = 0.48); the researcher-

developed measure vocabulary effect size was also significant (ES = .272). The 

researchers also concluded that application of reading comprehension strategies alone 

proved less effective than direct interaction with word meanings and word relationships 

connected with the text. Bilinguals showed to have more difficulty with developing 

vocabulary when indirectly addressed through reading comprehension. 
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Proctor et al. (2011) examined the effects of ICON on standardized and 

researcher-designed measures of vocabulary and comprehension. Through the use of 

eight short digital texts with additional options such as Spanish translations, human 

voices, and Spanish-English bilingual pedagogical “coaches,” five targeted words a week 

were taught. The majority of the words were Spanish-English cognates, and came with 

various parts of speech additives for syntax and grammar learning. For each word given, 

students were also provided additional exposure to semantically related terms (anxiously 

– nervous, calm). 

Results on comparison of Spanish/English (treatment) to English (control) 

speakers indicated significant effect for vocabulary for the Vocabulary Depth Test  

(VDT) assessments: VDT-Definition (ES = 1.26), VDT-Caption (ES = 1.12), and the 

Vocabulary Breadth Test (VBT) (ES = .84). The Gates Vocabulary and Comprehension 

tests also showed significant effect for vocabulary growth among all participants. 

Although the study was designed to assess the ICON on assessments, the SDR 

intervention had an effect on EL students’ vocabulary learning. 

In another study, Proctor et al. (2007) used a Universal Literacy Environment 

(ULE), which contained hypertexts with embedded vocabulary, translations, example 

sentences, and graphics comprehension strategy with pedagogical coaches to model 

appropriate responses to strategy prompts, and a text-to-speech read-aloud function to 

determine vocabulary development for 30 fourth-grade ELs. Results for this study 

demonstrated significant growth in vocabulary from pre- to post-testing between ELs and 

EOs, and significant growth on comprehension for EOs over ELs. 
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Tretter et al. (2019) used a mixed methods approach and investigated the use of 

two conditions—Extended Science and Extended Literacy, and Extended Science and 

Literacy—and the impacts of these conditions on newly arrived EL students’ attitudes to 

learn science. Extended Science and Extended Literacy was composed of planetarium-

based visualization, vocabulary, comics, and trade books. Extended Science and Literacy 

was composed of planetarium-based visualizations and vocabulary. Planetarium 

visualizations included a variety of media including dynamic, live flights through 3-D 

data, videos, still images, and dynamic animations. Nine planetarium sessions were given 

approximately 2–3 weeks apart through two science units. A list of 6–8 vocabulary words 

associated with the lessons was given on Mondays, followed by a week of direct 

instruction practices of identification of the words, a level-friendly definition, images 

associated with the word, practice with pronunciation, and opportunities to practice in 

various group sizes. Newly identified vocabulary words were entered into students’ 

Vocabulary Journals. 

Tretter et al. (2019) incorporated functional vocabulary instruction using a three-

step instructional model (present, model, practice). The focus of these terms was on 

functional categories often associated with science (e.g., cause/effect – “if….then,” 

sequencing/process – “first…then…finally”). The researchers focused on the difficulties 

with science terminology of newly arrived middle school ELs and how it affected their 

attitudes to learn. Indicators measured how the quality of the instruction (conditions – 

including vocabulary) supported ease of learning. Using the first and ninth lessons for 

comparison showed three indicators had medium effect—Clear (ES = 0.56), Easy (ES = 
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0.55), and Exciting (ES = 0.52)—indicating interest and engagement did not wane over 

time. 

Multicomponent Instruction. This strategy for vocabulary learning varied 

slightly from one study to another. The designs included integrating multiple evidence-

based practices or different pedagogies for vocabulary learning into a multi-faceted 

strategy to use in the classroom. The purpose of these multi-faceted practices was to 

provide a comprehensive vocabulary instruction that would benefit ELs’ vocabulary 

learning by utilizing multiple pedagogies to meet multiple goals. In applying a multiple-

faceted instruction practice, ELs would receive an instruction that was aimed to enhance 

comprehensibility of vocabulary, develop deeper vocabulary knowledge, and increase 

student engagement. The pedagogies included explicit and robust instruction, visual 

supports (SMs and GOs), use of technology, peer discussions, multiple opportunities and 

exposure to vocabulary, and a writing component (McKeown & Beck, 2004), any and all 

of which can be used in whole group or one-to-one instruction.  

In Vaughn et al. (2009), the authors integrated four areas of best practices for 

vocabulary learning pedagogies in a pre-post intervention in two studies conducted in two 

consecutive non-overlapping years. Their intervention was a combination of (a) use of 

GO with writing, (b) use of visuals and purposeful talks to build concepts, (c) explicit 

vocabulary and concept instruction, and (d) peer pairings. Their purpose was to determine 

the effects of their design on vocabulary learning and reading comprehension specifically 

for older adolescent ELs. Participants for both studies in treatment and control groups 

were seventh-grade EL students in social studies classes. The treatment was implemented 
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for 50 minutes each day, five days a week for 9–12 weeks. A researcher-developed 

content-based measure was used pre- and post-intervention on all participating students. 

Vaughn et al. (2009) also incorporated structured pairing in the classrooms to 

support instruction in three ways: (a) increase accessibility for practice with content 

vocabulary, (b) create an interactive and motivating area for reading and discussing ideas 

and concepts, and (c) provide opportunities for scaffolding and practice that could lead to 

further discussions. The outcome measure was used pre- and post-intervention and was a 

content-based measure designed to cover the students’ understanding of content through 

vocabulary and comprehension. Both studies indicated high effect. Study 1 had a large 

effect (ES = 0.53), as did Study 2 (ES = 0.50).  

Vaughn et al. (2018) used a two-year extensive reading program to study its 

effects on high school struggling ELs. The number of participants (N= 358) included 226 

current ELs and 132 formerly identified ELs. The study began in the fall of their ninth-

grade year and continued through the end of their 10th-grade year. The Reading 

Intervention for Adolescents (RIA) was adapted for this study to meet the needs of ELs. 

The intervention incorporates structured instruction using informational text, selected 

vocabulary, GOs, and multiple opportunities to interact with the specific vocabulary 

through written, spoken, and listening activities. An adaptation of the intervention to 

support ELs was the inclusion of additional videos, visuals, and GOs to increase student 

understanding. Students worked in collaboration with peers in groups to maximize usage 

of the targeted vocabulary. 
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Participants in Vaughn et al. (2018) were randomly assigned to one of four 

conditions: RIA, RIA+ dropout prevention intervention (DO), DO only, or business as 

usual (BaU). Treatment groups were RIA and RIA+DO, comparison groups were DO and 

BaU. Phase I of II was implemented during the first semester of year 1, Phase II was 

implemented for the next three semesters and contained 14 units, which corresponded 

with social studies and science curriculum II. The beginning of each unit introduced the 

six to eight new vocabulary words related to the topic. These vocabulary terms were 

explicitly taught using a six-step process in which students pronounced the word, were 

given a friendly definition, discussed the word, provided examples and non-examples, 

engaged in deep-processing activities, and created sentences developed by the Vaughn 

Gross Center for Reading and Language Arts at The University of Texas at Austin. 

The vocabulary results in Vaughn et al. (2018) reported for the treatment groups 

showed varied effects. The proximal RIA vocabulary measure indicated there was a 

medium effect (ES = 0.41), and the Gates-MacGinitie Vocabulary measure had no effect 

reported (ES = 0.00). 

Townsend and Collins (2009) looked at 37 EL students in sixth, seventh, and 

eighth grades on a program for development of academic vocabulary. Their treatment 

strategy, Language Workshop, was designed for middle school ELs to accelerate 

academic vocabulary development in an after-school program. Students were divided into 

two treatment groups and each was the other’s control as well as their own control group 

for a within and between measure. The study was conducted in 20 sessions, each session 

lasting approximately 75 minutes. The strategy followed a mix of pedagogies, including 
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learning target words through explicit instruction in a rich verbal environment, having 

multiple exposures to the target words in multiple contexts and multiple opportunities to 

use the target words and develop personal meanings. 

Townsend and Collins (2009) used three vocabulary measures: the Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale, the Vocabulary Levels Test (Schmitt et al., 2001), and the Peabody 

Picture Vocabulary Test – III (PPVT) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997). The students were assessed 

individually three times during the course of the intervention. Effects for the Vocabulary 

Knowledge Scale for group A showed a medium effect (ES=0.42), and group B showed a 

high effect (ES=0.71). On the PPVT, group A had a small effect (ES= 0.18), and group B 

was listed as no significant growth. Both groups had no statistical significance on the 

Vocabulary Levels Test. 

Lara-Alecio et al. (2012) examined the effects of a quasi-experimental 

multicomponent intervention, RIA, on 358 ELs in eighth grade. Participants were 

identified as current (n = 226) or former (n = 132) ELs and were randomly assigned to 

one of four groups: RIA only, DO prevention intervention (DO), RIA+DO, or BaU. The 

two-year intervention began at the beginning of participants’ eighth-grade year and final 

post-test assessments were given at the end of their ninth-grade year. Phase I focused on 

word study, fluency, and vocabulary through an explicit instruction program, REWARDS 

Secondary, given three to four days each week for the first semester of the first year. The 

REWARDS program, created by Archer, Gleason, and Vachon (2005), taught students a 

strategy for decoding multisyllabic words consisting of (a) prefixes and suffixes, (b) 

saying the word parts, (c) saying the whole word, and (d) making the real word. The 
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repeated practice builds automaticity for decoding words in isolation, and working with 

affixes builds vocabulary knowledge related to content area instruction. 

Phase II began the second semester of year 1 and continued to the end of the 

second year and focused on vocabulary and comprehension. Fourteen instructional units, 

which followed science and social studies curriculum, were given during Phase II. The 

units were designed to apply best practices beginning with activating prior knowledge on 

the topic, using GOs, and recording the purpose for reading in their learning logs. The 

treatment condition resembled the condition in Vaughn et al. (2018) in which the 

vocabulary was limited to 6–8 words per unit, and lessons followed the six-step explicit 

instruction procedure as designed by the Vaughn Gross Center for Reading and Language 

Arts at The University of Texas at Austin. Additionally, participants were provided with 

oral and written opportunities to practice the words across content areas. Results for the 

Gates-MacGinitie Vocabulary assessment demonstrated no effect (ES = 0.0), and the 

RIA vocabulary assessment indicated a medium effect (ES = 0.41). 

Lesaux et al. (2010) conducted a large study with 476 sixth-grade students, of 

which 346 were identified as EL. The authors used the text-based Academic Language 

Instruction for All Students (ALIAS) program during an 18-week study. Their design 

consisted of 2 eight-week units and 2 one-week review units and was designed for low-

performing middle schools with high concentrations of language minority (LM) students. 

The lessons focused on a sequence of specific activities designed to build word 

knowledge incrementally. The steps involved were designed to work through the targeted 
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words from first exposure through use and analysis of the words, to student writing with 

the words. 

On one hand, the study was conducted to add to the limited amount of research on 

vocabulary instruction for LMs in middle schools, and on the other hand the authors 

wanted to apply an intervention based upon the use of a multi-faceted academic 

vocabulary intervention designed for use in middle schools with large populations of low 

performing LMs. The importance of more vocabulary research at the middle school level 

was not only to promote development of comprehension and analyzing text, but also to 

determine if teaching practices implemented in middle school EL classrooms differ from 

general education classrooms (Lesaux et al., 2010). 

The vocabulary measures included one standardized, norm-referenced measure, 

the Stanford Achievement Test-10th Edition: Reading Vocabulary Subtest, and four 

researcher-created instruments: Target Word Mastery (TWM), Word Association (WA), 

Morphological Awareness (MA), and Word-meanings Context (WMC). The study also 

looked at comprehension measured using the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Test, Fourth 

Edition: Reading Comprehension. Results of the intervention on post-test adjusted means 

between language minorities and native English speakers indicated significant effect on 

all vocabulary measures, with the largest effect on Target Word association (ES = 0.60) 

and the smallest effect on Word Meanings in context (ES = 0.39). 

Lesaux et al. (2014) tested an academic vocabulary intervention through a 

randomized field trial with sixth-grade students (N = 2,082), including linguistically 

diverse students (n = 1,469). The researchers employed the ALIAS intervention, which 
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consists of 9 two-week units with lesson plans and review units given in 45-minute class 

times. This study was conducted in ELA classes using information text. Vocabulary 

words chosen were high-quality academic words found in text and were on the Academic 

Word List (AWL) (Coxhead, 2000). Activities with the vocabulary instruction included 

working in various group sizes, scaffolded independent activities to build word 

knowledge and activate prior knowledge, morphological analysis, applications in novel 

context, and writing with the terms. 

Results of the intervention indicated low-medium effect (ES = 0.41) for the 

Academic Word Mastery (AWM), small effect for Word Association (WA) (ES = 0.22), 

low-medium effect for Morphological Awareness Decomposition (MA-DEC) (ES = 

0.40), and low effect for Morphological Awareness Derivation (MA-DER) (ES = 0.21). 

The researchers indicated that effects were greater on word-level measures than they 

were on words in text for comprehension. For the language minority participants, there 

was medium effect (ES = 0.49) that was greater than the effect for the English-only 

students (ES = 0.21), indicating the benefits of the intervention were stronger for 

language minority students.  

August et al. (2009) utilized a Quality English and Science Teaching (QuEST) 

intervention to assess its effectiveness on academic science language for middle school 

ELs. The participants (N = 890) included both ELs (n = 562) and EP (n = 328) students 

in sixth grade from five different schools. QuEST contained two science units—one a 

five-week unit and the other a four-week unit. Each week of the units consisted of five 

40-minute lessons that aligned with the state standards and followed the Five “E” 
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approach to learning: engage, explore, explain, extend, and evaluate. Vocabulary 

instruction consisted of explicitly teaching 15 new vocabulary words per week obtained 

from the textbook and included both general and discipline-specific words. Students were 

given glossaries of the vocabulary that included images, simple definitions, and Spanish 

translations. Added strategies to help learn the words included using roots and cognates. 

Weekly guided reading promoted opportunity to see words in context and clarifications 

added. ELs were partnered with EPs to support oral language usage. 

Professional development of the intervention and the study was provided by the 

researchers. Ten sixth-grade teachers agreed to participate, with four sections of Science 

classes each, for a total of 40 Science classes. Each teacher implemented the QuEST 

intervention to two sections and regular standard curriculum instruction to the other two 

sections over a period of nine weeks. The reported results for post-test unadjusted 

vocabulary indicated a significant effect.  

Jozwik et al. (2020) combined instructional components into a single intervention 

package to determine the effects of peer-assisted multimedia vocabulary instruction on 

building content-specific terminology for ninth-grade ELs with and at risk for LD. The 

intervention assessed with “multimedia” instruction; however, upon further reading, the 

multimedia was one of several components, leading to this study being listed under 

multicomponent and not multimedia. The multiple baseline design was implemented to 

six ELs with or at risk of LD.  

The components of the intervention included (a) narrated PowerPoint 

presentations with embedded audio, visual, and textual content focusing on discipline-
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specific vocabulary; (b) a GO containing student-friendly definition, example sentence, 

keywords, and word-knowledge rating scale; (c) a self-regulation sheet for goal setting, 

progress, completion, and a self-rating scale; and (d) word sets with content and general 

vocabulary words, of which 70% were cognates and modified dictionary definitions. 

Results after completion of five sessions indicated a significant effect of PND = 91%. 

Snow, Lawrence, and White (2009) conducted a quasi-experimental study using 

the Word Generation program. Six middle schools, grades 6–8, participated (N = 697,  

n = 438) in the pre-post study. 

Summary and Conclusions 

As one of the fastest growing populations in the United States, ELs have helped to 

recast the approaches to learning in schools for ELs and ELs with LD. In parallel, 

research on best practices for ELs has also grown, creating a wealth of studies. Just like 

research for middle-grade SLDs and vocabulary learning, the research for ELs in middle 

grades has shown to have few empirical intervention studies conducted with EL 

(Calderon et al., 2005; Lesaux et al., 2010) and of the studies conducted, most of the 

focus has been on elementary students (Lesaux et al., 2010). Early childhood education is 

important, especially when a larger part of the language minority population in the United 

States immigrated before kindergarten or are U.S.-born children of immigrants (Capps et 

al., 2005). However, by the time they reach middle school, their academic vocabulary is 

below grade level despite their English abilities in the social context. 
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The studies included in this review for ELs and ELs with LD show the forward 

thinking and integration of technology for vocabulary instruction. Of these studies, there 

were two notable characteristics among them: participants, and strategy type and design. 

Researchers on vocabulary instruction for ELs and ELs with LD have had 

opportunities to conduct their studies on large numbers of participants. Of the 22 studies 

discussed in this section, 14 had numbers of participants in the hundreds—August et al., 

2009; Billings & Mathison, 2012; Carlo et al., 2004; Dalton et al., 2011; Goodwin, 2016; 

Goodwin et al., 2013; Lara-Alecio et al., 2012; Lesaux et al., 2010; Lesaux et al., 2014; 

Proctor et al., 2011; Snow et al., 2009; Vaughn et al., 2009 [2 studies]; and Vaughn et al., 

2018. The largest participant group was with Lesaux et al. (2014) (N = 2,082, EL n = 

1,469) and the smallest of the large group participants was Dalton et al. (2011) (N= 106, 

EL n = 31). Only Davidson and O’Connor (2019) and Jozwik et al. (2020) had 

participant numbers less than 10. The majority of the studies with the largest number of 

participants were conducted between 2009 and 2018, a span of less than 10 years, 

whereas the studies from 2017–2020 had numbers of participants less than 100, and the 

two with numbers less than 10 were conducted in 2019–2020.  

Strategy types and designs in the studies were not all composed of stand-alone 

strategies. Eleven of the studies—August et al., 2009; Jozwik et al., 2020; Lara-Alecio et 

al., 2012; Lesaux et al., 2010; Lesaux et al., 2014; Snow et al., 2009; Townsend & 

Collins, 2009; Vaughn et al., 2009 [2 studies]; Vaughn et al., 2018; and Williams & 

Vaughn, 2020—were composed of multicomponent strategies in which the combinations 

of strategies were integrated into single intervention strategies. CAI strategy, which also 
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included more than one form of strategy, accounted for four of the studies—Dalton et al. 

(2011). Proctor et al. (2007), Proctor et al. (2011), and Tretter et al. (2019).  

All of the studies discussed in the above sections on SLDs, ELs, and ELs with LD 

were varied, covering a range of interventions with different approaches and styles of 

instruction. An example is the CAPs studies—Kennedy et al. (2014) and Kennedy et al. 

(2015)—which used media as an instruction tool to deliver structured vocabulary lessons 

through podcasts, and Billings and Mathison (2012), which incorporated podcasts in dual 

languages on an advanced organizer for ELs with and without LD. Media has changed 

and advanced quickly, giving rise to a number of programs designed for developing 

aspects of vocabulary learning for reading comprehension. One of the advantages of 

using technology is the ability to individualize the tempo in which students learn. Using 

software, media, or other forms of technology allows for modifications and meets certain 

accommodations of students’ Individualized Education Programs (IEPs) without piling 

additional work on teachers (Kennedy et al., 2015). Another aspect of using media-based 

instruction is the opportunity to incorporate it into other frameworks of instruction for 

additional support in learning, as Kennedy et al. (2014) described incorporating UDL into 

the model.  

Morphological studies were also varied in approaches to instruction. Of the nine 

total studies using morphology for vocabulary instruction identified for SLDs and ELs 

with and without LD, three were case study designs—Brown et al. (2016 [2 studies]) and 

Davidson and O’Connor (2019)—and six were quasi-experimental—Carlo et al. (2004), 

Crosson et al. (2019), Crosson and Moore (2017), Goodwin (2016), Goodwin et al. 
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(2013), and Harris et al. (2011). Additionally, morphology was the only strategy almost 

evenly matched with SLD, having four studies, and the EL list had five studies. 

The dates when the studies were published ranged from 1990 to 2020, which 

followed the criteria. During that timeframe, there were 13 studies for SLDs included in 

this paper and 22 for ELs with LD. The number of studies published within the past 10 

years proved interesting—6 out of the 13 SLD studies, and 15 out of the 22 ELs with LD 

studies. 

Researchers have presented characteristics of effective vocabulary instruction for 

all students. They include (a) explicit and purposeful instruction, (b) multiple 

opportunities and exposures to engage with the words, (c) applying more than one 

strategy to engage students, and (d) building background knowledge. As one of the five 

components of reading development, vocabulary plays an important role in developing 

better reading comprehension (Biemiller, 1999; Chall et al., 1990; Lesaux & Kieffer, 

2010; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). What the current literature on vocabulary instruction 

demonstrates is a definite need for additional research at the middle school levels for 

SLDs, ELs, and ELs with LD.  

The conduct of studies regarding reading comprehension for all learners is an 

important and well researched contributor to educational success. The studies provided 

evidence of strategies that had shown to be effective in bridging the gap between 

disability and comprehension as well as language and comprehension. In the dictionary 

studies, both cases demonstrated efficacy compared to control groups. In Kossack (2007), 

her study looked at an advanced method of dictionary use, the virtual definition. This 
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method employed visual representations of the words, which could be a picture depicting 

what the word represents by using either shape or font. For example, the word reptile 

would be written in the shape of a reptile or the word sum is written in crosswise to 

resemble a plus sign. Much like mnemonics, this method requires students’ interaction 

with the word, collaboration with others, linguistic application through verbal responses, 

and visual representation. Kossack predicted that using multiple channels to the brain 

provided stronger and deeper understanding of vocabulary words. 

Townsend and Collins (2009) noted the lack of academic vocabulary for ELs 

necessary for success as they transition to mainstream classes and secondary grades. The 

authors also followed the principles of vocabulary instruction advocated by McKeown 

and Beck (2004) of rich vocabulary instruction, direct instruction of target words, 

multiple exposure in multiple contexts, and opportunities to use the words. These authors 

developed their study as an after-school program to focus strictly on academic 

vocabulary. Their results showed large effect sizes in the Measure of Academic 

Vocabulary; however, the Vocabulary Levels Test had no statistical significance, and the 

Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test had small to no effect. Vaughn et al. (2010) also had 

large effect with an intervention that employed four strategies: explicit and direct 

instruction, GOs, purposeful talks, and peer pairings. The authors also stressed the 

importance of using the ELs’ primary language to increase secondary language 

vocabulary and comprehension through cognates. 

The studies included in this review have shown efficacy in vocabulary learning in 

the middle school grades. Lesaux et al. (2010) focused on sixth-grade learners using a 
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combination of three principles: (a) promoting deep understanding of a few words in rich 

contexts by delving into their elements and semantically and morphologically related 

words (Graves, 2006; Stahl & Nagy, 2006); (b) teaching high quality words that are 

general-purpose academic words found across content as much as possible (Beck et al., 

2013; Graves, 2006; Stahl & Nagy, 2006); and (c) using a combination of direct 

instruction and strategies for independent learning such as morphological awareness 

skills (Baumann et al., 2002; Kieffer & Lesaux, 2008; Nagy et al., 2006). This trifecta of 

pedagogies resulted in notable effect in all areas of vocabulary.  

The interventions employed in these studies were designed to target traditional 

pedagogies in the classroom for efficacy by layering instruction using three well-

documented strategies and pedagogies in teaching vocabulary for all learners: Vaughn et 

al. (2010) used a multi-faceted system of instruction, Townsend and Collins (2009) 

demonstrated the effects of a multi-faceted program for after school, and Lesaux et al. 

(2010) used an intervention that approached vocabulary instruction with the same idea of 

a multi-faceted program. 

Included in the fostering of vocabulary learning for ELs, but again not the focus 

of the study, is the contribution of L1 as well as C1. The literature on fostering C1 has 

only recently begun to be researched; however, some the research identified in this 

literature review indicates advantages and efficacious results.  

Elena Andrei looked at multiliteracy in middle school English as a Second 

Language (ESL) ELA classrooms. In her study, Andrei’s definition of multiliteracy was 

derived from Caws’ (2006) definition, which integrated critical, electronic 
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(technological), and socio-cultural literacies. Her purpose was to identify how and/or if 

ELs were developing multiliteracy in ELA ESL classes. Her results indicated some 

electronic literacy was observed in use across all classes despite technology and Internet 

access being limited. Critical literacy involved the ability to analyze text in either 

electronic or paper-based format. What Andrei observed was students’ need to develop 

stronger analytical skills with digital formats. In her observations for social-cultural 

literacies that focused on interaction with digital realities, Andrei did not observe any 

development across all classes. It was noted that the students did not own cell phones or 

have prior exposure to social media platforms. Use of websites at the school was closely 

monitored to ensure students were only accessing specified websites for instruction. 

Yu Ren Dong (2017), a teacher of secondary teachers, looked at using ELs’ prior 

knowledge for social studies instruction. His theoretical framework looked at a 

combination of culturally relevant pedagogy (Gay, 2010) and linguistically responsive 

teaching (Lucas & Villegas, 2010). His participants included secondary social studies 

teachers. His idea was based upon the changing of the social studies curriculum to a more 

student-centered focused approach. For example, studying the U.S. Civil War may not 

have much impact on ELs as it is; however, having students tap into their own 

experiences with civil wars in their primary home is a connection that brings the concept 

of the lesson forward. His conclusion indicated his teachers developed a deeper 

understanding of where their students came from and what funds of knowledge they 

possessed. Understanding cultural relevance and linguistically responsive teaching helped 

his teachers develop lessons with the culturally diverse students in mind. 
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Lee and Buxton (2013) released an article on integrating science and Els’ 

proficiency. Their argument included the prospects of using ELs’ L1with the content 

vocabulary and using C1 to connect to any prior knowledge ELs may have that can be 

used to develop science concepts. The authors also describe how the students’ funds of 

knowledge may have more bearing on the content than was known.  

Méndez et al. (2015) conducted a study that looked at two approaches on 

receptive vocabulary instruction: bilingual culturally and linguistically responsive (CLR) 

instruction, and English culturally responsive (ECR) instruction. The difference between 

the two modalities was the language of delivery; in this study, the CLR language was 

Spanish. The culturally relevant materials used included CLR storybooks, visual aids, and 

props. The materials used between the two groups had to follow the criteria, including 

depicting similarities in topic and characters, and contain familiar aspects and details to 

build upon prior knowledge. Both groups had a storybook read to them in English on the 

first day, but only the CLR group had a similar book read in Spanish and the target words 

given in both L1 and L2. Their results indicated that immediately following the 

instruction, the CLR group acquired significantly more English vocabulary than the ECR 

group.  

These examples are a sampling of what research has been showing regarding 

incorporating C1 with instruction. Science, social studies, and ELA ESL classes were 

noted to have benefits when C1 and L1 were used for content class instruction.  
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Observation Studies  

Identifying best practices that should be incorporated into instruction to foster 

vocabulary development of students is critical. Research has identified the best 

vocabulary practices effective for general education and special education students, 

which evidence-based practices are used in the classroom for ELs and ELs with LD.  

Observation research studies indicating appropriate instructional practices for 

middle school SLDs and ELs with LD were few. More were focused on elementary 

grades than on secondary. The need for placing a high priority on academic literacy 

research for secondary SLDs and ELs with LD coincides with the need to assess if the 

research-based practices are reflected in schools (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; E. A. 

Swanson & Vaughn, 2010). Observation studies allow a bird’s eye view of actual 

classroom instruction as it occurs (E. A. Swanson, 2008). Vocabulary instruction is only 

helpful to students, especially SLDs and ELs with LD, when provided in the classroom 

and taught with intent. The identification of vocabulary instruction and practices in 

middle schools for struggling populations provides insight and guidance for teacher 

professional development and for future research.  

Information and parameters on what has been applied in the field needed to be 

identified to inform the methods in the current study. Of concern was the time and 

frequency of the observations, recording instruments used or created, and duration of 

previous observation studies. The strategy or practices conducted had to center on 

vocabulary or reading with integrated vocabulary. The intentionality of this review was to 

focus on the instructional practices of the teachers, since the current study also looked at 
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instructional practices of special education and general education teachers. The results 

from studies that met theis criteria reflects the needed information. 

E. A. Swanson and Vaughn (2010) observed 10 special education resource room 

teachers in grades 2–5 on the quality of reading instruction, including vocabulary. For 

three consecutive days and a total of 2,178 minutes of observations, the authors indicated 

the quality of instruction was average to high average, and both teachers and students 

were on task during instruction time, resulting in statistically significant gains in oral 

reading fluency.  

In another study, E. A. Swanson et al. (2012) observed special education teachers 

in grades 3–5 in an entire school district. Their two-year observation study looked at the 

instructional practices of these special education teachers in a district implementing a 

response to intervention (RTI) framework. The study also included the perceptions of 

these special education teachers in their responsibilities for delivering reading (including 

vocabulary) and math instruction to students with IEPs and those without, but required 

interventions based on universal screenings. The results from 6,069 minutes of 

observations indicated significant interaction of students and teachers in both classes, and 

perceptions of RTI were favorable for instruction, but not so favorable with the additional 

duties involved.  

Vaughn et al. (1998) hypothesized that reading instruction in third-grade resource 

rooms would show differentiated instruction compared to general education rooms. In 

this study, the authors wanted to observe the reading instruction practices, groupings, and 

teachers’ perspectives on special education instruction. They observed 14 special 
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education teachers three times over the course of a school year, with 60–90 minutes for 

each observation. Their findings indicated the 14 special educators observed did not 

provide differentiated instruction to SLDs in resource rooms, the materials used were the 

same as what the general education teachers used, and instruction was given in whole 

groups.  

Two years after the Vaughn et al. (1998) study, Moody et al. (2000) conducted a 

follow-up observation study. The focus was also on the reading instruction, grouping 

practices, teacher’s continued perspectives, and outcomes for SLDs. Six of the original 

resource room teachers participated in four observations each—that ranged from 60 to 

120 minutes—over the course of a school year. The results indicate that three of the six 

participating teachers showed more individualization practices for SLDs. Also noted was 

the change in perception of phonics instruction for developing better reading. 

Participants were more open to discussing phonics instruction and the importance of 

students learning through phonics.  

Klingner et al. (2010) conducted 124 observations on 41 special education 

teachers in grades 3–5 to determine how they promoted the reading skills of SLDs. The 

observations ranged from 30 to 100 minutes and were conducted in resource and 

inclusion classes. Another objective was to determine if instruction for SLDs had 

changed since the study conducted by Vaughn et al. in 1998. What the authors found was 

that instruction in the resource rooms they observed had changed little in 12 years. For 

instance, Vaughn et al. reported the absence of differentiated instruction or leveled text 

for SLDs. Klingner et al. reported rare instances of scaffolded instruction or the use of 
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leveled text for SLDs. Klingner et al. also indicated that despite the findings, the teachers 

seemed more aware of the need to incorporate instruction on strategies into their teaching 

for SLDs.  

Unlike in the previous studies, Ko (2012) observed high school teachers 

conducting reading instruction for ninth-grade SLDs. For eight weeks, Ko observed eight 

special education teachers in special education settings three times for a total of 1,120 

minutes of observations. At the end of her study, she indicated her observations showed a 

number of reading strategies were implemented in classes for SLDs; however, when and 

how to use the strategies were not explicitly taught to the students during her observation 

sessions. 

The results of the findings included how much time was spent on specific areas of 

reading instruction through varied instructional practices (Klingner et al., 2010; Ko, 

2012; Moody et al., 2000), reading with RTI (E. Swanson et al., 2012), reading with 

grouping practices (Vaughn et al., 1998), and reading with vocabulary (E. A. Swanson & 

Vaughn, 2010). All but Vaughn et al. (1998) were conducted since 2000, and only Ko 

(2012) was conducted in secondary grades. All of the observations were conducted in 

resource rooms or special education settings (Ko, 2012) with observation times varying 

from 30 minutes (Klingner et al., 2010) to 120 minutes (Moody et al., 2000), and the 

number of observations varied from three to four.  

The information that was obtained from these studies supplied the necessary 

characteristics of observation studies which were used as a guide. This obtained 

information provided the parameters for the methodology used in the current study. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

In order to identify what vocabulary instruction occurred in middle school content 

area classes for SLDs and ELs with LD, an observation study was conducted. It is the 

nature of observation studies to extract information and answer specific questions about 

behaviors of participants as they happen in information-rich contexts. Findings from 

observation studies have reported the alignment of empirically validated practices with 

classroom practices and the extent to which practices are provided (E. A. Swanson, 2008; 

Walker & Stevens, 2017). It was through direct observations in the classroom that the 

following research questions were answered: 

• RQ 1. How much class time was used for vocabulary instruction across 

middle school, (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, science, social 

studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-contained, 

inclusion)? 

• RQ 2. What types of vocabulary instruction did general and special education 

teachers apply in middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, 

science, social studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-

contained, inclusion)? 

• RQ 3. What instruction methods were used when teaching vocabulary in 

middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes (ELA, science, social 

studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-contained, 

inclusion)? 
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Equally important to the amount, type, and pedagogical practices for vocabulary 

instruction was identifying and understanding the thought processes and decisions of 

general and special education teachers regarding the vocabulary instruction they provide 

in their classes—primarily the practices for SLDs and ELs with LD. To address this 

influence on instruction, semi-structured interviews with participating teachers were 

conducted and recorded post-observation. Specifically, the following research question 

was explored: 

• RQ 4. What were the decision processes teachers used related to vocabulary 

instruction in content area classes (ELA, science, social studies) where dually 

identified students were taught (self-contained, inclusion)?  

Research Design 

This observation study was conducted across a range of settings. First, to account 

for developmental changes that occur in middle school, observations occurred across 

seventh and eighth grades. The differences in the maturity level between seventh-graders, 

who were recently in elementary school, and eighth-graders, who will soon be going into 

high school, can be significant. Additionally, eighth-grade curricula involve deeper 

metacognitive content than those used in seventh grade, and a deeper analysis of 

vocabulary occurs. The level and amount of vocabulary that confronts students in middle 

school who struggle with learning becomes a major roadblock if not taught using 

vocabulary learning strategies. 

Second, to account for variability in vocabulary targeted in content classes, 

observations occurred in three vocabulary-heavy content areas: ELA, science, and social 
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studies. The types of words used in each content area vary in their context and syntax, 

and many do not transfer across content areas. Vocabulary in ELA classes are dense with 

narrative writings and readings, idioms, and use of multiple meaning words, often 

requiring making inferences for meaning. Science vocabulary is factual, with strong use 

of Latin and Greek roots. Even some content classes in different grades can have 

different vocabulary requirements and needs. For instance, although scientific inquiry and 

lab work are prominent with Latin, life science and physical science content vocabularies 

are unique to each subject. The vocabulary in social studies classes encompasses 

concepts that are often new and foreign to students without the relevant background 

knowledge. For instance, the notion of suffragettes may not be a concept found in some 

countries where women do not vote; hence, the concept attached to the word makes it 

more difficult to learn when there is little or no background knowledge or familiarity.  

Third, to account for differences in instruction that inherently occur by type of 

classroom where special education services are delivered, both self-contained and 

inclusion/inclusion classes were observed. The instruction in self-contained and 

inclusion/inclusion settings varies despite having the same curriculum. The level of 

services can affect the decision making regarding how much and what type of vocabulary 

instruction occurs between a homogeneous group of students all struggling with 

disabilities and a heterogeneous group composed of SLDs, ELs, ELs with LD, and 

general education students. For instance, inclusion/inclusion classes have integrated 

SLDs, ELs, and ELs with LD in general education classes and may have both a general 

education teacher and a special educator in the room. These classes often move at a faster 
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pace with fewer scaffolds. This can make the curriculum more rigorous and demanding in 

the amount of knowledge expected to be learned.  

Lastly, the observations were conducted during the 2018-2019 school year. First 

contacts occurred at the end of the first semester and continued to the end of the school 

year. All data collected during observations including teacher interviews were completed 

the school year prior to the closing of schools due to the Covid-19 pandemic in March of 

2020.  

SLDs in an inclusion setting receive their instruction in as close to a general 

education setting as possible and still receive special education services per their IEPs 

with the support of a general education and special education teacher. A self-contained 

setting is often composed of a smaller group of students, all of whom have an IEP. Self-

contained settings are more restrictive, and these students require additional services, 

accommodations, and modified instruction to support learning as indicated in their IEP.  

The observation of vocabulary instruction across middle school grades, content 

areas, and special education class types resulted in a total of 24 classrooms (see Table 3). 

Within each setting, multiple observations were conducted to minimize threats to internal 

validity (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). In addition, multiple observations were conducted 

to minimize the threat of a Hawthorne effect—the concern in observation research that 

participant actions are altered due to being studied (McCambridge et al., 2014). Further, 

multiple observations increased the likelihood that the observations were representative 

of vocabulary instruction of SLDs and who are dually identified in content area middle 

school classes.  



 

80 

 

Table 3 

Number of Classrooms for Observations 

SPED Class Type/Content Area 7th Grade 

(n = 11) 

8th Grade 

(n = 10) 

Inclusion 

Science 

Social Studies 

ELA 

 

2 

3 

3 

 

2 

4 

2 

Self-Contained 

ELA 

 

3 

 

2 

 

This observation study included 44 observations (n = 2 per class) for a total of 

3,540 minutes. This amount of observation time per class was consistent with previous 

research (i.e., E. A. Swanson & Vaughn, 2010; E. Swanson et al., 2012). See Table 4 for 

a visual display of the observation minutes across content areas and between classroom 

types. 

 

Table 4 

Observations in Minutes by Special Education Class Type and Grade 

SPED Class Type/Grade English Language 
Arts (1,675 Minutes) 

Science 
(860 Minutes) 

Social Studies 
(1,005 Minutes) 

Inclusion 

7th Grade 

8th Grade 

 

465 

290 

 

380 

480 

 

370 

635 

Self-Contained 

7th Grade 

8th Grade 

 

540 

380 
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Setting and Participants 

Participant Sampling  

Purposeful sampling was used in selection of the schools and participating 

teachers. Purposeful sampling optimized the opportunity to understand certain 

phenomena from specific settings or participants on important matters related to in-depth 

studies (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Patton, 2002). Observing specific groups in specific 

settings provided an information-rich environment in which to obtain the necessary data 

to answer the research questions. In this study, the information-rich environment was the 

middle school content area classroom where instruction was provided to ELs with LD.  

To increase the likelihood of ELs with LD in the selected classrooms, three 

middle schools in three separate school districts were selected that had EL populations. 

Observing in three schools provided a greater opportunity for observing ELs with LD in 

multiple classes in different settings. All three districts had inclusion settings. An 

inclusion setting, as the name suggests, contained both general education students and 

SLDs, and were taught by general education teachers. These settings could include an 

instructional assistant (IA), or a special education teacher who could assess students 

requiring services according to their IEP. Two of the school districts also had self-

contained classes, but those were only for ELA and math. (Math was not included in this 

study.) The self-contained classes had fewer students in order to maintain a smaller group 

setting for SLDs or ELs with or without LD who require more structured instruction. 

These classes were taught by either a special education teacher or EL teacher, often with 

an IA.  



 

82 

Teachers within the selected schools were asked to participate if their classes had 

at least one student who was dually identified as an EL with LD. These teachers were 

asked to participate because dually identified students were taught in targeted content 

area classrooms. How they provided instruction for a variety of diverse students, and the 

methods of instruction they believed to be effective in their inclusive settings, was a 

perspective from a content-rich environment that contributed to the research questions.  

Participant Recruitment 

Participant recruitment began after the researcher obtained Institutional Review 

Board (IRB) approval from George Mason University and approval from the districts 

selected for the study. See Appendix A for the teacher consent form.  

The researcher followed district procedures for contacting principals in schools 

that met the study criteria. Initial communication included a detailed overview of the 

study with the inclusion criteria for settings and participants. Principals were asked for 

the contact information of a gatekeeper in their school. Gatekeepers were asked to 

identify teachers who fit the criteria as well as the protocol for contacting teachers for an 

introductory meeting.  

At the meeting, a description of the study was provided to the teachers. The 

teachers were informed that participation was voluntary and the information obtained 

from the questionnaire and the recorded structured interviews would be kept confidential. 

Next, teachers who agreed to participate were asked to complete a consent form followed 

by a questionnaire for demographic information such as their backgrounds, education, 

and teaching history. Finally, the first round of observations was scheduled.  
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Participating Schools 

The study included three middle schools from three separate districts located on 

the East Coast of the United States. See Table 5 for demographic information including 

the number of students, data related to student minority breakdown, EL and special 

education numbers, and state accreditation.  

 

Table 5 

School Demographics 

2019–2020 
Academic Year 

School A School B School C 

Enrollment 864 1,271 794 

Accreditation Fully Accredited Fully Accredited Accredited with Conditions 

Ethnicity    

Hispanic 

White 

Black 

Asian 

2 or more races 

Native American/ 
Hawaiian 

65% 

15.5% 

7.9% 

5.3% 

6.15% 

0 

44.1% 

18% 

23.1% 

8.7% 

5.7% 

0.2% 

23.6% 

26.3% 

37.8% 

5.4% 

6.7% 

0.3% 

Free/Reduced Lunch 68.4% 50.6% 50.4% 

Special Education 12.4% 13.2% 12.2% 

English Learners 52.9% 33.2% 18.5% 

Source: Virginia Department of Education School Quality Profiles, https://schoolquality.virginia.gov/. 

 

Participating Teachers  

The teacher participant data are reported in Table 6, including (a) age, (b) years 

teaching, (c) ethnicity, and (d) highest level of degree.  
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Table 6 

Teacher Demographics, Training, and Experience 

Demographic  

Age range 26 – 66+ years 

Gender (n) 

Male 

Female 

 

6 

17 

Years teaching 

Range 

Mean (SD) 

 

1-26 

11.48 (7.78) 

Degree (n) 

Bachelor’s  

Master’s  

 

13 

10 

Ethnicity (n) 

Caucasian 

African American 

Unanswered 

 

15 

4 

4 

 

Data Sources 

Data sources were both quantitative and qualitative and were used to capture 

vocabulary instruction in middle school classrooms. What follows is a description and 

explanation of the different data sources used for this study: classroom observations and 

teacher interviews. Previous studies—Klingner et al. (2010), Ko (2012), E. A. Swanson 

and Vaughn (2010), E. Swanson et al. (2012), and Vaughn et al. (1998)—used 

observations and interviews to examine uses of evidenced-based practices in the 

classroom.  

Classroom Observations 

Studies involving direct observation focused on categories or specific events 

toward a target or key idea (Stake, 1995). The observer or researcher in this study acted 
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as a passive participant, being present but not interacting with or engaging in activities in 

the classroom. The critical role was for the observer to document the instruction and 

practices that occurred in the classroom.  

A formal observation instrument that captured data electronically was used in this 

study (see Appendix D). The observation instrument was based upon previous 

observation studies—Ko (2012) and Schumaker et al. (2002)—and allowed for both 

targeted coding and anecdotal information about events that occurred within each lesson. 

General information such as date, school, teacher, subject, type of classroom (self-

contained or inclusion), number of students present, and class beginning and ending time 

were entered at the beginning of the observation. Next, the instrument captured the 

amount and type of vocabulary instruction, the instructional methods used, and field 

notes of other relevant information from the observation. 

Amount of Vocabulary Instruction. Interval time sampling was used for this 

study to answer the question of how much time was spent on vocabulary instruction. 

Time intervals for this study were in five-minute segments. Once the bell rang for class to 

begin, the observer started coding the time intervals. Any vocabulary instruction that 

occurred within a five-minute interval was coded as instruction occurring for that 

segment and continued that way until end of instruction or class end. Any segments not 

fully observed in the five-minute length were omitted; these segments occurred in the last 

few minutes of class time when students were preparing to leave. 

Type of Vocabulary Instruction. Vocabulary instruction was categorized or 

identified as direct instruction, indirect instruction, or vocabulary exposure/ 
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reinforcement. Table 7 provides a list of the characteristics of the strategies identified in 

the literature and a brief description of those characteristics.  

Direct instruction included new instruction as well as instruction continued from a 

previous lesson (e.g., “We left off last class with ….”; Use your graphic organizers for 

these words.”). These were coded using one of the predetermined codes. Anecdotal notes 

were taken during instruction to note details of the instruction.  

Indirect instruction included students reading for any number of minutes, either 

independently or as a whole class. At times, indirect instruction included educational 

films or videos that overtly illustrated vocabulary concepts. For example, when students 

read in small groups and collaborated over the lesson or the task at hand and the teacher 

was only providing support, indirect instruction was noted as class read with anecdotal 

details. Independent reading was used when students had individual texts they were 

reading.  

Vocabulary exposure/reinforcement included (a) worksheets; (b) lecture or 

presentation, during which students wrote down provided definitions as notes; and (c) test 

preparation. 

Anecdotal records indicated any other forms of vocabulary instruction not 

captured in the predetermined codes (e.g., type of GO used, whether vocabulary words 

were targeted). When a variety of practices was observed, the primary practice was coded 

with additional notes on other observed practices included (e.g., a class using a GO to 

map out a word by its word parts was coded as GO with a notation of its use for 

analyzing word parts). 
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Table 7 

Instruction Categories 

Teaching Practices Description Examples 

DIRECT Teaching Practices 

Dictionary Any form of dictionary or glossary used to look for words and definitions.  Can 
included bilingual dictionary (e.g., Spanish/English) 

Standard book or electronic format 

Mnemonics Use of memory devices to assist retention of information. Can include acrostic 
or keyword mnemonics (e.g., concrete, acoustically similar keyword to 
associate with unfamiliar word to be learned). 

PAVPANIC – 8 parts of speech; 
jettison (keyword: jet) – jet 
pictured as throwing cargo 
overboard 

Morphology Instruction, use of, breakdown of words into components of roots, affixes and 
the meanings. Can included morphemic analysis. 

Pre+view+ed (meaning: before + see 
+ past tense) 

Graphic Organizer Visual tool used for organizing information.  Can include semantic mapping (i.e. 
definition, synonym, antonym, sentence use) and semantic feature analysis 
(i.e., comparing/contrasting characteristics of word meanings). 

KWL chart; Venn diagrams; Frayer 
model (also called 4 square) 

Multi-media / 
Technology 

Multi-media formats for vocabulary can be used in a group setting.  Can include 
online/internet applications. 

Flocabulary; Brainpop; Kahoot 

Computer Assisted 
Instruction (CAI) 

Technology designed specifically for learning vocabulary words, including 
content area vocabulary.  

Content Acquisition Podcasts 
(CAPs); Computer Assisted 
Language/Vocabulary Learning 
Modules (CALL, CAVL) 

INDIRECT Teaching Practices 

Independent Reading Independent reading for a segment of class time. 

Can include teacher assigned or student chosen books. Can included leveled 
books. 

Books (or other print materials) from 
a designated classroom, school, 
or public library. 

Supported Reading Students follow along as teacher reads or computer supported reading (a 
recorded/electronic book reads aloud). Can include questions from the 
teacher (or a computer program) and/or discussion to assure 
comprehension.   

Teacher-led reading (e.g., 
book/eBook, magazine); 
Readworks; IXL 

Content Specific 
Videos 

Videos specific to content with information that accompanies class 
work/content.  Can follow instruction to reinforce information/vocabulary 
learning 

Holocaust movie (war settings); 
historical fiction (non-fiction); 
video clips 
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Teaching Practices Description Examples 

Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement 

Worksheet Fillable sheets designed to be used as reinforcing information or 
comprehension check.  Can be hard copy or electronic. Generally, a passive 
learning situation with students working and teacher monitoring to help when 
needed. Students may refer to computer. 

Formats can include matching, fill in 
the blank. Lab work may use 
workbooks 

Lecture/Notes Vocabulary exposure within lecture/notes. Generally, information is presented 
by teacher with some explanations or details with students listening to the 
lecture and taking notes. 

PowerPoints; Prezi; interactive 
notebook; CLOZE notes; 
structured notes 

Test/test prep Designed for use to study, prepare, self-study vocabulary. Can include 
electronic or paper formats, manipulatives for studying, or games for 
reviewing.  Can also include handwritten or typed assignments using 
vocabulary in the supporting lesson (test writing) 

Flip chart; foldable; silent speedball; 
writing to answer prompts; long 
responses to content questions 
(i.e., summaries from lab work, 
stories read) 
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Field Notes. An integral source for this study was the set of field notes taken, 

which constituted the raw data and were required to be factual, honest, taken efficiently, 

and without bias (Loftland et al., 2006, p.112). Any form of interpretation of observations 

was not given, as this would alter objectivity. All observations made were in third person 

objective point of view. In this style, observers were not participants and only indicated 

what was happening without narration. For example, the observer’s note, “The teacher 

praised students while working,” was acceptable because the actions of the teacher were 

noted without descriptive narration. When possible, direct quotes were captured within 

field notes, indicating context. Observations were used to document instructional 

methods used during vocabulary instruction. For SLDs and ELs with LD, explicit 

vocabulary instruction has been identified as an effective practice (NRP, 2000). 

Additionally, vocabulary learning is not achieved with “dependence on a single 

vocabulary instruction method” (NRP, 2000). Therefore, explicit vocabulary strategy 

instruction comprised modeling, guided or directed practice, and independent practice. 

Opportunities to use the words in writing were also noted, as well as any use of visuals 

and differentiation that was provided. Forms of differentiation observed were anecdotally 

noted and coded as pedagogical practices. 

Other occurrences that affected instruction were noted, including interruptions 

such as a student’s sudden illness, intercom interruptions, classroom phone calls or 

unexpected visitors, school assemblies, and last-minute calls for meetings (i.e., IEP, 504, 

eligibility). There were several instances in which classes were interrupted and teachers 



 

90 

had to leave the room in the care of the IA or other teacher. Classroom behaviors that 

drew students off task were also noted in field notes, as these affected lessons.  

Teacher Interviews  

The recorded individual teacher interviews were conducted after observations 

were completed (see Appendix E). To help ease any tensions, the interview began with 

thanking the teacher for their participation before re-establishing the confidentiality of the 

recorded interview. Following this, a short recap on the two days of observations was 

given to the teacher and each was asked if there was anything that they would like to add 

to their statement (“During the observation I saw this type of instruction….Would you 

say that was accurate? Is there anything you would like to add?”). If the answer was yes, 

it was followed with a question asking about their process for deciding on that type of 

instruction. If the answer was no, it was followed with a question asking them to describe 

what they typically did for vocabulary instruction (“With the type of instruction I saw, 

would you say it was an accurate representation of your class instruction?”).  

Next, based on the previous answers, the teacher would be asked to walk through 

their process in planning their vocabulary instruction (“How do you decide what type of 

instruction to use? Could you walk me through your process for deciding?”). Adding to 

that line of inquiry was a question on their use of other forms of strategies (“Have you 

tried other forms of instruction or strategies for vocabulary? Could you tell me about 

them?”). For responses that included previous forms of instruction, they were asked 

about their perceptions on the effectiveness for their students (“How well would you say 

it worked for your students?”). This was followed with a question on the vocabulary 
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words chosen for the observed lesson (“Could you explain to me your thought process for 

choosing the vocabulary words?”).  

Next, teachers were asked about grouping in the classroom (“I saw this type of 

grouping in your class. Is this typical grouping for your class? Do you ever try other 

group sizes?”). This was followed with a question on the decisions for grouping (“Could 

you explain to me how you decide what groups will be used for your lessons?”).  

When the students were engaged in independent reading, the teacher was asked to 

tell why they chose that reading assignment (“I saw that you had the kids reading for X 

amount of minutes. Is independent reading regularly scheduled during class? Could you 

tell me more about how you decide when and for how long?”). Wide reading is regarded 

as a contributing factor for increasing vocabulary for SLDs and ELs with or without LD. 

Since the classes observed had SLDs and ELs with LD, the teachers were asked about 

their thoughts on vocabulary instruction for SLDs (“What are your thoughts on 

vocabulary instruction for students with LD? How do students with LD influence your 

thought processes on providing vocabulary instruction for them?”) and on vocabulary 

instruction for ELs with LD (“Could you walk me through your thought processes on 

deciding and implementing vocabulary instruction for ELs with LD?”). Finally, the 

teacher was given an opportunity to add or explain anything else regarding vocabulary 

instruction (“Could you take a moment and tell me if there is anything you would like to 

add regarding vocabulary instruction?”). At that time, the teacher was thanked for their 

participation and reaffirmed the audio recording was confidential (“Thank you for 

participating in this study. Your responses will be kept confidential.”). 
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Procedures 

This study occurred over 15 school weeks once consents from teachers were 

acquired. This timeframe was adequate to achieve the information for this study and was 

comparable to other studies. Observation studies reported in the literature review 

indicated duration times ranging from eight weeks (Ko, 2012) to one year, with 

observations dispersed across the time (E. Swanson et al., 2012; Vaughn et al., 1998). 

The length of the cycle at each school varied with the number of teacher participants and 

observation schedules. Each cycle was composed of teacher demographic and consent 

form collection, two observations, and an interview. The consent forms and demographic 

information collection occurred during the first week of each school’s cycle, followed by 

the two observations at intervals, and an interview at the closing. Scheduling was aided 

by bell and teacher schedules provided by the gatekeeper at each school. Those schedules 

were used to provide options for teacher observations and interviews.  

Pilot Testing of Data Collection Instruments 

Two types of instruments were designed for this study. One instrument was used 

during observations and collected quantitative and qualitative data (see Appendix D). The 

other instrument was developed for interviews and collecting qualitative data (see 

Appendix E). 

The observation instrument was piloted over the summer term in an unrelated 

middle school’s special education and EL classes. In total, five summer term classes were 

observed in various contents. While using the instrument on the first day observing three 

classes, notes were taken on the instructional practices as well as notes on adjustments to 



 

93 

the instrument. Revisions were made to increase ease of use in identifying elements of 

observed practices and to accommodate the additional space needed for extensive field 

notes. During the second visit to the school, two classes were observed to test the 

corrected instrument. After any additional adjustments were made from the pilot, it was 

tested again on videos of vocabulary lessons. 

Prior to the start of observations, the interview questions were presented to middle 

school teachers not affiliated with this study and to professors experienced in 

interviewing teachers. Their feedback, such as question ambiguity, leading questions, and 

relatedness to teacher perceptions on vocabulary instruction, was provided and edits were 

made. The interview questions were revised and aligned with the research questions until 

the form was valid and an inter-rater agreement of 100% was achieved.  

Observer Training 

Observers included the doctoral-level researcher and one trained research 

assistant. Trainings were conducted by the researcher prior to the study. The assistant met 

with the researcher to review the study and receive a tutorial on the observation tool. 

Practice using the tool commenced following the overview, using videos of classrooms 

during reading instruction obtained online to work through any difficulties with the tool 

or identification of vocabulary instruction. 

When the overview was completed, the observation tool was used by both persons 

in practice sessions with three videos, coded independently, then compared, and the 

codes used were discussed. Discussing the codes supports establishing a standard that 

contributes to reliability (E. Swanson et al., 2016).  
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Inter-observer agreement for training was established prior to the first 

observations. The researcher and assistant independently observed videos different from 

prior practice using the observation instrument. Percent agreement was calculated by the 

number of agreements divided by the total number of possible codes. An agreement of 

90% was achieved initially, then differences were discussed until 100% agreement was 

achieved. Prior to the second observations, both parties met again for an agreement check 

before proceeding to ensure 100% agreement was again obtained.  

Observation Procedures 

On the scheduled observation days, the researcher entered the room prior to class 

beginning and conferred briefly with the teacher on a nondescript seat that worked best 

for them and the class. The researcher did not speak with anyone unless the teacher 

requested an introduction or explanation by the researcher of their intent. In those cases, 

she explained that her role was to observe only and not make judgments or evaluations on 

anyone (Glesne, 2006). At the beginning of class, the researcher noted the time and began 

recording the activities in the room on the observation protocol. Once the class period 

was over, the observer thanked the teacher and confirmed the dates of the next round of 

observations and that an email reminder would be sent. This process was repeated for the 

second round of observations, with the exception that at the end of the observation a 

request for an interview time was made. 

Inter-rater Reliability  

Observations. The researcher served as the primary observer and the assistant the 

second observer. Thirty-three percent of the observations were calculated by taking the 
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total number of observations (n = 46) and multiplying it by 0.33. This total number of 

observations was used for inter-rater reliability (IRR). The total number of observations 

completed by both the researcher and the assistant for IRR was 16. The observations 

selected were at the same times and locations across different settings. Observations by 

both the researcher and the assistant were conducted across content, grade level, and class 

type in all participating schools. The researcher and the assistant sat in different parts of 

the room and did not make eye contact, gestures, or conversation. The observations 

conducted by the researcher and the assistant were coded and checked for agreement.  

Interviews. A spreadsheet was developed which separated information from the 

interviews into six categories: the three practices (direct, indirect, exposure/ 

reinforcement) were in separate columns and were color coded red, SPED/EL Best 

Practices was purple, SPED/EL Characteristics was blue, and Teaching Confidence or 

Self Efficacy was coded green. Each interview was read through and information which 

fell into those categories was copied into the spreadsheet. For example, responses that 

included descriptions of  a specific vocabulary instruction practice such as morphology 

were placed under direct vocabulary practice.  

When responses included more than one category, for instance included “roots 

and affixes” (morphology) response and “I’m not sure how that would work” (self-

efficacy) response, the quote would either be placed under both columns with only the 

relevant sections color coded accordingly or the quote was separated by the specific 

category and placed appropriately. This was decided based upon whether the quote could 

still maintain integrity if separated and the length of the quote. In order to reduce 
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confusion where certain quotes were used more than once, the exact word or phrasing 

was color coded to match the category it was placed. So, for the response with both 

morphology and self-efficacy, the quote would be placed under direct instruction and the 

words “roots and affixes” would be change to red, and the same quote would be under 

self-efficacy with the words “I’m not sure how that would work” changed to green. 

Comparing these responses on vocabulary instruction practices provided a closer 

examination of how much knowledge or awareness there was of the needs of their SLDs 

and dual identified. 

A non-participant professor provided the reliability check for the interview 

codings. The researcher provided eight interview transcripts (36%) that were checked 

against a coded spreadsheet. 

Conduct of Interviews 

Prior to the scheduled second observation, a confirmation via email was sent that 

included a friendly reminder about an interview meeting time. The in-person request to 

schedule the interview was made at the end of the second observation, and an email 

reminder was sent the day before for confirmation. The interview was conducted with 

each teacher in a one-to-one meeting at a location of their choosing within their school 

(i.e., classroom, lounge, or library). Teachers were interviewed by the researcher in a 

semi-structured format. Recordings of the interviews were carried out via micro-

recorders with the teacher’s full knowledge and consent of the recording. At the end of 

the interview, the researcher thanked the teacher. After the study concluded at the school, 

thank-you gift cards were sent to the teachers for their participation. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

This chapter presents the findings from the observation study. The information is 

presented by research question.  

RQ 1 Findings 

Following are findings from Research Question 1: How much class time was used 

for vocabulary instruction across middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes 

(ELA, science, social studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-

contained, inclusion)? Each action related to vocabulary instruction was identified and 

recorded on the observation instrument (Appendix D). Each coding sheet was entered 

into a Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) file with each segment of time 

identified with the activities that occurred in terms of vocabulary instruction. The data 

were entered as segments of time in which vocabulary instruction was captured. The total 

number of segments under each type of vocabulary instruction was multiplied by 5 for 

the five-minute segments captured on the observation instruments.  

In all, 708 five-minute segments totaled 3,540 minutes of observations in 

participating classrooms. During these observation minutes, 39% of instructional time 

intentionally addressed vocabulary instruction (1,381 minutes), 53% involved other 

content area instruction that exposed students to new vocabulary or reinforced previously 
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taught vocabulary (1,876 minutes), and 8% did not address vocabulary at all (283 

minutes). See Figure 2. 

 

 
Figure 2: Overall Percentage of Class Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction 

 

Of the 1,381 minutes of instructional time observed that intentionally addressed 

vocabulary, more instructional time was devoted to indirect vocabulary instruction (921 

minutes, 26%) compared to direct vocabulary (460 minutes, 13%).  

Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Grade 

The amount of instructional time spent on the various types of instruction was 

separated by grade to assess how each grade level was observed on vocabulary 
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instruction. According to the data, the amount of time spent on direct, indirect, and 

vocabulary exposure/reinforcement showed eighth grade spent more time on direct 

instruction than seventh grade, however seventh grade spent more time on vocabulary 

instruction overall than eighth grade.  

Seventh grade was observed for a total of 1,750 minutes. Of that total time, 

intentional vocabulary instruction was observed for 46% of the time (805 minutes) with 

direct instruction observed 11% of that time (193 minutes) and indirect instruction 

comprising 35% of that time (612 minutes). Content exposure/reinforcement was 

observed for 48% of the time (840 minutes) and no vocabulary instruction was observed 

for 6% of the time (105 minutes). 

Eighth grade was observed for a total of 1,790 minutes. Of that total time, 

intentional vocabulary instruction was observed for 32% of the time (573 minutes)—of 

which direct instruction comprised 14% (251 minutes) and indirect instruction comprised 

18% (322 minutes). Content exposure/reinforcement was observed for 58% of the time 

(1,038 minutes) and no vocabulary instruction was observed for 10% (179 minutes). 
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Figure 3: Percentage of Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Grade 
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Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Content Area 

Data on vocabulary instruction by content area demonstrate the disproportionate 

amount of overall vocabulary instruction time difference between ELA clsses and content 

area classes. See Figure 4. 

The total amount of time for ELA in both seventh and eighth grades was 1,670 

minutes. Of that time, intentional vocabulary instruction was observed for 58% of the 

time (969 minutes), with 17% on direct vocabulary instruction (284 minutes) and 41% on 

indirect vocabulary instruction (685 minutes). Of the total time, 38% comprised 

vocabulary exposure/reinforcement practices (634 minutes) and 4% comprised no 

observed vocabulary instruction (67 minutes). 

The total amount of time observed in content combination classes (science and 

social studies) for both seventh and eighth grades was 1,870 minutes. Of the total time 

observed, 21% comprised vocabulary instruction (393 minutes), with 8% direct 

instruction (150 minutes) and 13% indirect instruction (243 minutes). Of the total 

observed time, 67% comprised vocabulary exposure/reinforcement practices (1,253 

minutes) and 12% comprised no vocabulary instruction (224 minutes). 
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Figure 4: Percentage of Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Content Area 
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Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Class Type 

ELA was the only content that offered both self-contained and inclusion/inclusion 

classes. The data show more time was spent on vocabulary instruction in inclusion 

classes than in self-contained.  

There was an even number of self-contained classes (n = 5) and inclusion classes 

(n = 5) across participating schools. ELA inclusion classes were observed for 750 

minutes and self-contained for 920 minutes. Despite the diffrences in time for an equal 

numbr of classes, two inclusion classes were not 90 minutes in length. See Figure 5.  

Of the 750 minutes of inclusion class time, vocabulary instruction was observed 

70% of the time (526 minutes), with direct instruction observed 17% of that time (128 

minutes) and indirect instruction observed 53% of that time (398 minutes). Of the total 

time, vocabulary exposure/reinforcement was observed 27% of the time (202 minutes), 

and 3% of the time no vocabulary instruction was observed (22 minutes). Self-contained 

classes were observed for a total of 920 minutes, with vocabulary instruction occurring 

50% of the time (46 minutes), of which direct instruction was observed 18% of that time 

(166 minutes) and indirect instruction was observed 32% of that time (294 minutes). Of 

the total observed time, vocabulary exposure/reinforcement occurred 46% of the time 

(423 minutes) and 4% of the time, no vocabulary instruction occurred (37 minutes). 
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Figure 5: Percentage of Time Spent on Vocabulary Instruction by Class Type  
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RQ 2 Findings 

Following are findings for Research Question 2: What types of vocabulary 

instruction did general and special education teachers apply in middle school (7th, 8th 

grades) content area classes (ELA, science, social studies) where dually identified 

students were taught (self-contained, inclusion)? Identification of types of vocabulary 

instruction observed was indicated by whether or not an instance of the practice was 

observed on either of the two observations of each teacher. Therefore, the findings report 

use of the practice by each teacher, rather than the number of times the practice was 

observed in class. Teachers using more than one strategy in an observed class were coded 

to have used all observed practices in that class time. Therefore, the sum of individual 

percentages does not calculate to 100% because an individual teacher may have used 

more than one strategy or practice. Findings are disaggregated into three categories: 

direct instruction, indirect instruction, and exposure/reinforcement. 

Exposure/reinforcement encompasses the multiple ways students interact with 

vocabulary, such as through worksheets, lectures/notetaking, or even movies. Not only 

are these moments supporting vocabulary exposure to students, but they can also be 

counted as formative assessing to determine mastery of strategy use or vocabulary 

knowledge. There were even games played in some classrooms that incorporated content 

vocabulary.  

Direct Vocabulary Instruction 

The direct instruction practices comprised the six strategies identified in Chapter 

Two: (a) morphology; (b) multimedia/tech; (c) dictionary; (d) GO/semantic map; 
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(e) CAI; and (f) mnemonics. Observations of evidence-based direct instruction practices 

are presented in Figure 6. According to the data, 12 teachers (52.17%) were observed for 

their use of direct vocabulary instruction practices. No teachers were observed using 

mnemonics, morphology was used by 7 teachers (30%), dictionary by 3 teachers (13%), 

GO/semantic map by 3 teachers (13%), CAI by 3 teachers (13%), and multimedia/tech by 

7 teachers (30%).  

 

 
Figure 6: Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices Overall 

 

Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Grade. The overall data on types 

of direct vocabulary instruction were further analyzed by a comparison of 7th grade and 

8th grade. Grade 7 data indicated the use of Morphology and Multimedia were observed 

in use by 4 teachers, each followed by GO/Semantic Map observed used by 2 teachers 

and CAI used by 1 teacher. Dictionary and Mnemonics were not observed used in grade 
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7. In Grade 8, Morphology, Multimedia/Tech, and Dictionary were observed used by 3 

teachers for each practice, CAI used by 2 teachers, and GO/Semantic Map used by 1 

teacher. Mnemonics was not observed used by any teachers in Grade 8. The data show 

that in both grade levels, Morphology and Multimedia/Tech were observed used the most 

by teachers in both grade levels. Grade 8 teachers used Dictionary in equal number of 

teachers as used Morphology and Multimedia/Tech, unlike Grade 7 teachers, who were 

not observed using Dictionary. More Grade 7 teachers were observed to use 

GO/Semantic Map than in Grade 8, whereas CAI was observed used by more teachers in 

Grade 8 than in Grade 7. Both grade levels indicated no use of Mnemonics. See Figure 7 

for specific direct instruction practices by grade. 
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Figure 7: Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Grade 

 

Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Content Areas. The overall data 

on types of direct vocabulary instruction were further analyzed by a comparison of ELA 

classes with content classes (social studies and science classes combined). The data show 

ELA classes were observed using more types of direct vocabulary instruction than 
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content area classes. The data also show neither ELA nor content classes used 

mnemonics as a strategy. See Figure 8.  

 

 

 
Figure 8: Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Content Area 

 

Of the 12 teachers observed using direct vocabulary instruction practices, 8 were 

ELA teachers and 4 were content class teachers. ELA data indicated mnemonics was not 
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observed, morphology was used by 7 teachers (30%), dictionary by 3 teachers (13%), 

GO/semantic map by 3 teachers (13%), CAI by 2 teachers (09%), and multimedia/tech by 

3 teachers (13%).  

In comparison, content class data indicate teachers only utilized Multimedia/Tech 

(n  = 4, 18%) and CAI (n = 1, 4%). 

Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Social Studies and Science. The 

data show in both social studies and science classes the use of technology was the 

predominant form of direct vocabulary instruction. The data show 1 (4%) social studies 

teacher and 3 (13%) science teachers were observed using direct vocabulary instruction 

practices. The social studies class observed showed CAI and multimedia/tech was used 

by 1 teacher (4%). Science data show only multimedia/tech was observed, used (n = 3, 

13%). See Figure 8 for specific direct instruction practices used by teachers. 
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Figure 9: Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices Used by Social Studies and Science Teachers 

 

Direct ELA Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Class Type. A total of 10 

ELA teachers were observed. Separated by class type, 5 were self-contained teachers and 

5 were general education teachers instructing in inclusion classes. Eight ELA teachers 

were identified to have used direct vocabulary instruction practices. The data show both 

groups used morphology for direct vocabulary instruction more times than other forms of 
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vocabulary instruction. See Figure 10 for specific direct instruction practices used by 

teachers.  

Self-contained class data show morphology was used by 4 teachers (17%), 

dictionary by 2 teachers (9%), GO/semantic map by 1 teacher (4%), CAI by 1 teacher 

(4%), and multimedia/tech by 1 teacher (4%). Comparatively, in inclusion classes, 

morphology was used by 3 teachers (13%), dictionary was not observed in use, 

GO/semantic map by 1 teacher (4%), CAI was used by 2 teachers (9%), and 

multimedia/tech by 2 teachers (9%). 
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Figure 10: Direct Vocabulary Instruction Practices by ELA Class Type 

 

Indirect Vocabulary Instruction 

Indirect practices consisted of independent reading, class read, and the use of 

visual supports. Fourteen teachers (61%) were observed using indirect vocabulary 

instructional practices: independent reading by 6 teachers (26%), class read by 9 teachers 

(39%), and visual supports by 6 teachers (26%). See Figure 11.  

 



 

114 

 
Figure 11: Indirect Vocabulary Instruction Strategies Overall 

 

Indirect Vocabulary Instruction by Grade. The data on types of indirect 

vocabulary instruction were further analyzed by a comparison of 7th grade and 8th grade. 

Grade 7 data indicated independent reading was observed used by 5 teachers (42%), 

supported reading observed used by 5 teachers (42%) each, and content-specific videos 

observed used by 2 teachers (16%). Eighth-grade data indicated independent reading was 

observed used by 5 teachers (50%), supported reading by 4 teachers (40%), and content-

specific videos by 1 teacher (10%). Both grade levels showed more teachers were 

observed to use independent and supported reading than content-specific videos. Overall, 

independent reading was observed to be used by more teachers in both grades 

collectively than supported reading or content-specific videos. See Figure 12 for specific 

indirect instruction practices by grade level. 
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Figure 12: Indirect Vocabulary Instruction Practices by Grade  

 

Indirect Vocabulary Instruction by Content Areas. Ten ELA teachers (44%) 

and 13 content class teachers (56%) were observed for their use of indirect vocabulary 

instruction practices. The data show ELA classes had more independent and supported 
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reading occasions than content classes. See Figure 13 for specific indirect instruction 

practices by teachers. 

Data for ELA classes show independent reading was used by 6 teachers (26%), 

class read by 8 teachers (35%), and visual supports by 2 teachers (9%). The combined 

social studies and science content classes showed that use of independent reading was not 

observed by any teachers. Class read was was observed for 1 teacher (4%), and visual 

supports by 4 teachers (17%).  
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Figure 13: Indirect Vocabulary Instruction Strategies by Content Area 

 

Indirect Vocabulary Instruction Strategies by Social Studies and Science. 

Teachers in 13 content classes (57%) were observed using indirect vocabulary 

instructional practices. Of the 13 classes, 7 (30%) were social studies classes, and 6 

(26%) were science classes. The data show content-specific videos were the dominant 

form of indirect vocabulary instruction. Within the 7 social studies classes, independent 

reading and class reading practices were not observed and visual supports were used by 2 
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teachers (9%). In the 6 science classes, independent reading was not observed, supported 

reading was used by 1 teacher (4%), and visual supports by 2 teachers (9%) See  

Figure 14 for specific indirect instruction practices by teacher.  

 

 

 
Figure 14: Indirect Vocabulary Instruction Strategies Used by Social Studies and Science Teachers 
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Indirect Vocabulary Instruction by ELA Class Type. The 10 ELA classes 

(44%) were equally divided, with 5 (22%) self-contained classes and 5 (22%) inclusion 

classes. The data show supported reading was the primary form of indirect instruction 

rather than independent reading in both ELA class types. See Figure 15 for specific 

indirect instruction practices by teachers. 

In the 5 self-contained classes, independent reading was used by 2 teachers 

(33.33%), class read by 3 teachers (50.00%), and visual supports by 1 teacher (16.67%). 

In the inclusion classes, independent reading was used by 4 teachers (40.00%), class read 

by 5 teachers (50.00%), and visual supports by 1 teacher (10.00%).  
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Figure 15: Indirect Vocabulary Instruction by ELA Class Type 

 

Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement 

In this study, exposure/reinforcement encompasses the multiple ways students 

interact with vocabulary, such as worksheets, lectures/notetaking, or even tests or test 

prepping. Twenty-two teachers (100%) were observed using exposure/reinforcement 

vocabulary practices. Worksheet was used by 16 teachers (70%), lecture/notetaking by 14 

teachers (61%), and test prep by 15 teachers (65%). See Figure 16.  
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Figure 16: Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement Overall 

 

Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by Grade Level. The data on 

types of Content Vocabulary/Reinforcement vocabulary instruction were further analyzed 

by a comparison of 7th grade and 8th grade. Nine grade 7 teachers (41%) were observed 

using worksheets, 5 teachers (23%) were observed using lecture/notetaking as well as 5 

(23%) observed using test prep practices. Grade 8 data indicated 11 teachers (38%) used 

worksheets, and 8 teachers (28%) used lecture/notetaking and 8 (28%) used test prep. 

The data indicated worksheets were observed used by more teachers in both grade levels, 

with higher numbers of teachers in Grade 8 than Grade 7. More teachers in Grade 8 were 

observed using lecture/notetaking than Grade 7, and test prep was observed used by more 

teachers in Grade 8 than in Grade 7. See Figure 17 for specific content 

vocabulary/reinforcement instruction practices by grade level. 
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Figure 17: Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by Grade 

 

Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by ELA and Content Classes. 

The data on ELA and content classes shows test/test prep and lecture/notes was more 

prevalent in content classes than ELA classes. Ten ELA teachers (44%) were observed 
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using vocabulary exposure/reinforcement practices. Worksheets were used by 9 teachers 

(39%), lecture/notetaking by 4 teachers (17%), and test prep by 4 teachers (17%).  

Thirteen content class teachers (57%) were observed using content exposure/ 

reinforcement practices. Seven content class teachers (30%) were observed using 

worksheets in their class, lecture/notetaking by 10 teachers (43%), and test prep by 11 

teachers. See Figure 18 for specific content exposure/reinforcement practices by content 

classes.  

 

 

 
Figure 18: Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by Content Area 
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Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by Social Studies and Science. 

The data for content vocabulary exposure/reinforcement in social studies and science 

classes shows test/test prep equally used by both, science used lecture/notetaking more 

than social studies, and worsheet was used the least by both contents. Thirteen content 

classes (social studies and science) were observed using exposure/ reinforcement 

practices. See Figure 19 for specific content exposure/reinforcement practices by social 

studies and science classes.  

Separately, social studies teachers totaled 7 teachers observed. Three social 

studies teachers (13%) were observed using worksheets, lecture/notetaking by 5 teachers 

(22%), and test prep by 6 teachers (26%). Six science teachers were observed using 

vocabulary exposre/reinforcement practices. Worksheets were used by 4 science teachers 

(17%), lecture/notetaking by 6 teachers (26%), and test prep by 6 teachers (26%).  
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Figure 19: Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement Used by Social Studies and Science 

Teachers 

 

Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement by Class Type. ELA self-

contained and inclusion class types were equal in number. Each class type had 5 teacher 

classroom observations. In both self-contained and inclusion ELA classes, worksheet 
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accounted for more instances than lecture/notes and test/test prep. See Figure 20 for 

specific content exposure/reinforcement practices by class type. 

Four self-contained ELA teachers used worksheets (17%), lecture/notetaking was 

used by 1 teacher (4%), and test prep by 2 teachers (9%). Inclusion ELA teacher data 

showed worksheets used by 5 teachers (22%), lecture/notetaking by 3 teachers (13%), 

and test prep by 2 teachers (9%).  

 

 

 

Figure 20: Content Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement Instruction by Class Type 
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RQ 3 Findings 

Following are findings for Research Question 3: What instruction methods were 

used when teaching vocabulary in middle school (7th, 8th grades) content area classes 

(ELA, science, social studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-

contained, inclusion)? Findings are disaggregated by: (a) direct instruction, (b) indirect 

instruction, and (c) vocabulary exposure/reinforcement.  

Direct Instruction 

Identifying the instructional practices by teachers required a qualitative look at the 

observation protocols to extract the teachers’ classroom practices in relation to explicit 

instruction of the strategies. Direct instructional practices included opportunities for 

students to practice as well as modeling more thatn once (“I do, We do, You do”). 

Morphology. All cases of observed usage were by 6 ELA teachers in both 

seventh and eighth grades and in both self-contained and inclusion settings. 

Morphological use, often referenced by teachers as using word parts, was used for 

vocabulary instruction in situations of intention for vocabulary building as well as word 

meaning identification. The practice of word building used a set of roots and affixes in 

combinations to create multiple derivational words. This practice focused on students 

using roots and affixes to develop words, identify the meanings by the word parts, and 

record them in the student’s personal vocabulary list. An example of this intentional 

vocabulary building practice was demonstrated by an eighth-grade ELA self-contained 

teacher whose pseudonym is Sue. Her lesson on one of the observed days included 

baggies of cut tiles distributed to each student at the beginning of class. Inside the 



 

128 

baggies, each tile had either a root or affix on one side and a one-word definition on the 

other side. These baggies contained predetermined vocabulary words that students would 

see again later in the upcoming lesson. Students manipulated the tiles and formulated 

words that they believed were “real” words according to the meanings derived from the 

back of the tiles. For example, one side of a tile would contain a root word struct with the 

one-word definitions build on the back, another tile would have the prefix con with the 

definition together, and a third tile would have the suffix ion with the definition process 

on the back side. Students would move the tiles around to formulate words they believed 

to be real words con+struct+ion = construction. The definitions on the backside would 

assist them in working through a definition of the word together+build+process. The 

next step was to look in the dictionary to see if there was a real word listed and to 

corroborate their own definitions with the one listed in the dictionary. When the 

predetermined words were formed and defined in the students’ own words, these new 

vocabulary words were added to their own personal dictionaries, which each student kept 

in a classroom binder.  

Students could either work with a partner or they could work independently. 

Throughout the task, Sue maintained a level of communication with the students, either 

to encourage them to discuss their work among themselves or, in the case with two of her 

students, work with her at a semi-circular table. When a student announced they were 

finished, she asked them to read one or two of the statements they made using the word. 

She and the whole class were involved in deciding if the definition was appropriately 

used, and if not, what changes could be made. Sue maintained a high level of interaction 
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with and among her class members in verbal practice, which is another element of best 

practices.  

The lesson continued into the next task, which included seeing and using the 

words in context. Providing multiple opportunities to see and use the words promoted 

vocabulary learning. The vocabulary learning continued into the next task, which 

included reading using a program that contained roots or words that were just discussed. 

This use of multimedia will be explained further in the multimedia section. 

The second method of using morphology was in the form of text identification. 

This form was used as a structured practice for development of a self-reliant or 

independent strategy, or as a method of seeing targeted words in context during reading 

times. Teachers would draw attention to words that were either pre-selected or incidental 

during class or independent read times. Predetermined vocabulary in the class readings 

would often contain word parts learned earlier. Teachers were observed using this 

practice to draw out the meaning of the words and reinforce knowledge of word parts.  

An example of this form of practice was performed by Tom (pseudonym), a 

seventh-grade inclusion general education ELA teacher. He asked his students to write 

the word postmortem as they were working on their warm-up. He broke the word down 

into two parts, post and mort, asking the students for meanings as they worked. He 

provided additional words that contained the same root to emphasize the meaning as a 

means of presenting derivatives to the root mort. He spoke of the words immortal and 

amoral as examples using the same root and different affixes and connected the meanings 

to the root mort. He also included the root word nat that he had covered the previous 
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month. He reminded his class that the root was one they had learned and did provide the 

meaning, and also reminded them of the running list of vocabulary in their binders. This 

form of circular learning helps to keep vocabulary words in circulation throughout the 

year instead of a one-day lesson and no repeats.  

When it came to the next part of their class, Tom read an article on sharks from a 

youth science magazine. As he read, he came across words that contained the roots nat 

and mort and paused at each term to discuss its meaning (mortuary, native). Tom 

completed reading the article while his students worked on their note taking, which 

included highlighting familiar terms containing recognizable roots and underlining 

unfamiliar words for consideration.  

Tom’s intentional use of predetermined roots taken from text to be read was an 

example of connecting text and vocabulary in a more seamless way. He drew students 

into short conversations on meanings of words that contained the roots. This allowed 

students to also identify for themselves the vocabulary in text and apply the meanings of 

roots to derivations that supported comprehension. Students were also connecting 

vocabulary learning across content areas (ELA to science), which reduced subject 

isolation of terms. This increased interaction between students, teachers, and text. Tom 

emphasized words that contained the same roots and that would also be heard in science 

classes. He also chose an article that proved to hold his student’s interest, with graphic 

details of sharks and the power of their natural characteristics. Using interesting text 

helped to keep the attention of his students while he read to them and encouraged their 

identification and use of targeted vocabulary. 
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Word parts were also used by teachers as a general practice for helping to identify 

unfamiliar words during class and independent reading times. In these situations, the 

words were not always content-specific vocabulary, but rather random words that 

students came across while reading. One self-contained ELA teacher, Jane (pseudonym), 

was asked by a student during independent reading time what immeasurable meant. She 

worked the student through the root, asking the student what measure meant and then the 

prefix im. To help with this meaning, she provided additional words that began with the 

same prefix (impossible, immature), working through those meanings and what the prefix 

did for those meanings. Then she went back to the word immeasurable and had the 

student tell her what he thought the word meant. She worked with him on developing the 

meaning before he returned back to his reading.  

This example showed how students worked through the meaning of a word using 

morphemic analysis, especially when guided through the steps. Through the process, the 

student worked with the teacher in a familiar way to determine the meaning of the word. 

There was a sense of some independence in working through unfamiliar terms. It seemed 

as though working through a word was a regular practice with Jane in her class. She 

would not “give” a definition to a word, but rather would stop and have the class or the 

student work through meanings. This also allowed repeated practices of word part 

identification in real text for rigorous learning.  

Jane also gave her students a list of the most common roots and affixes and 

indicated that they may encounter them during testing. Jane reminded them that they 

received the list some time back. She suggested the students refamiliarize themselves 
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with the word parts. She did not go over any of the parts with them, but rather provided a 

study guide for them to review independently. Whether the parts were learned during the 

course of the school year or they were new to the students was not made clear. Providing 

her students with a pre-made list of the most common roots and affixes as a study guide 

continues to show her consistency on having her students work through the process with 

as much independence as possible. 

Dictionary. The use of dictionaries was observed in both English dictionary and 

bilingual formats, but all instances were in ELA classes. Sue had her students use the 

dictionary to verify definitions that the students developed through their roots and affix 

tile work. In this case, the dictionary was a tool to assess student’s ability to formulate 

meaning from word parts. As a means of word learning and development, her students 

were engaged in the ongoing creation of a personal dictionary with definitions created 

and understandable by them. At the end of the year, her students would take their 

dictionaries with them. Each student added their work into their dictionaries without 

prompting, which indicated the habitual nature of creating their books. Once definitions 

were verified and Sue signed off on their work, it appeared evident that with continuous 

practice, her students knew exactly what to do with the new words.  

The self-contained ELA class of another teacher, Pam (pseudonym), had students 

who spoke limited English and whose first languages spanned Spanish, Urdu, and 

Vietnamese. Her use of dictionaries was specific to bilingual dictionaries, and her 

students knew they should pick up their assigned dictionary as they entered the room. 

Pam incorporated the languages spoken in her room into the lesson when possible. When 
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she read to her students, at least one student asked about a word. She would have all the 

students look up the word in their bilingual dictionary. Part of that instruction included 

her reviewing how to look up a word. This proved to be difficult since she did not speak 

any of the represented languages in her class and struggled with spelling words in those 

languages. What she did do was have each student say and spell words they looked up so 

all could experience words in other languages. The students liked doing this and 

volunteered regularly to “show and tell” their language. Pam encouraged her students to 

retain their L1s while learning in L2. In her youth, she was also an EL in school, so she 

could relate to them and regale them with stories of her experiences in comparison to 

theirs. Her use of the dictionary was straightforward as a tool that bridged two languages.  

Pam also understood that her students would have as an accommodation the use of a 

bilingual dictionary. She had repeatedly said that they should take advantage of using 

their dictionaries, especially for testing, or they would lose the accommodation.  

CAI. The use of CAI differed from multimedia in that CAI consisted of modules 

developed specifically for a class or content. The difference between CAI and multimedia 

can be better explained in their uses in a lesson by Heather (pseudonym), Heather’s use 

of a commercial program that featured a narrated animation was multimedia. After this 

group activity, she transitioned her students into a podcast module that focused on 

building specific isotopes. This interactive CAI module was specific to the school and, as 

each student had their own assigned laptop, the software was laptop-specific. The podcast 

contained the vocabulary discussed in its scientific context. Once students finished 
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creating their isotopes, a screen shot was taken and turned in for credit. What followed 

her use of multimedia was CAI. 

Heather’s use of CAI at the end of the lesson was also a means of assessment. 

Students began with notes on terms, then were engaged in a fun activity that required 

collaborating with peers and using terms in context, and then finished with an 

independent activity in which application was required and a product was submitted for 

assessing understanding. Students were able to complete all the tasks by the end of class, 

indicating a good focused lesson that had high interest and was engaging.  

Debbi (pseudonym) also used CAI during one of the observations of her seventh-

grade inclusion science class in the same school as Heather. Debbi began with a 

discussion of vocabulary terms that they had begun in the previous class (not observed). 

Students were set to a task of completing a series of podcasts on tropisms. Each podcast 

focused on one type of tropism and had a series of questions that needed to be answered 

at the end of each podcast. A worksheet with images and diagrams was given to each 

student to complete as they went through the podcasts. These podcasts were made 

specifically for the lessons that followed the science curriculum. As the terms discussed 

in the beginning of the class were on aspects of tropisms, the podcasts were about the 

academic terms discussed. Debbi’s use of CAI was independent work in which students 

used what was learned during regular whole class learning and then applied to indicate 

understanding. The entire podcast assignment took approximately half the class period 

and was followed up with a final coloring assignment related to tropisms. 
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In both cases, CAI was a large component of instruction in these science classes. 

The video clips were not overly long, as this could create fatigue for the students, 

especially those with attention or limited language difficulties. Students could rewind and 

replay for additional clarity without having to raise their hands and feel uncomfortable 

about asking questions. The work could be completed at a pace more conducive to their 

own learning. Heather’s class ended with the CAI after a whole class interactive task, and 

students seemed more apt to be able to complete the podcasts without difficulty. Debbi’s 

use seemed less engaging and more of a perfunctory science lesson. Her students had a 

harder time staying on task and appeared more passive in their work habits.  

Multimedia. Multi-media instructional practices can included short videos, 

animated narration, games (electronic or physical), pictures, music, and illustrated 

reading materials. As a direct form of instruction, using various forms of media is 

interactive and engaging for students to participate more in their own learning. Sue’s 

morphemic analysis lesson described above extended into students working on their 

laptops in an assigned reading program containing vocabulary with the same roots 

discussed in class. During their online task, Sue was able to watch her students' progress 

through the program’s teacher view application. A running score was kept so students 

could compete with each other on their responses. In an effort to keep her students 

focused on the task, she emphasized that no score was permanent. If the student did not 

do well on the vocabulary quiz associated with the reading, they could re-take the quiz.  

Sue’s use of multimedia technology applied components of what children like 

about computers—games or gaming; that was one aspect of the entire multi-component 
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lesson in which the students fully participated. They used physical manipulatives, 

physical reading, electron games, and verbal collaboration and communication among 

peers. Students’ engagement could be observed by the way they competed and strove to 

do better than their classmates and tried to achieve the highest score for the day. This 

appeared to be a regular activity they enjoyed, as their participation was complete and 

focused. The reading and subsequent quiz was not long and was leveled to her student's 

readability levels. The design of the program allowed Sue to differentiate the text level to 

meet her students at their instructional reading levels. As an added bonus for her ELs 

with LD, the program they used also allowed for words to be identified in Spanish. It was 

unclear if other languages were available, but the program did offer the option to read the 

word in Spanish or English; thus, students did not have to struggle or become so 

frustrated that they shut down over an unfamiliar word.  

An example of using multimedia in a group setting was the eighth-grade science 

teacher, Heather, who taught a large inclusion class. Her multimedia lesson incorporated 

a few forms of multimedia, including notetaking with images and clips on isotopes, a 

web-based interactive instruction program shown and used on her Smartboard, and a 

computer-based design program that showed comprehension of the lesson. The short 

animated lesson was no more than a 5-minute-long video. During their viewing, Heather 

would pause the video and have students fill in notes on worksheets. At the end of the 

lesson was a 10-question quiz that was presented like a game and was played in groups. 

Heather used this program to continue their lesson on isotopes in a fun, interactive way. 

Several content vocabulary words regarding isotopes were identified in the video and 
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explained with a visual animation of the words’ meanings. The quiz at the end was 

conducted in teams, where each table was a team. Each team was chosen to answer at 

least one question and, if they answered correctly, received a point. The winning team 

was the one that earned the most points, and they were awarded a small token. Students 

ended the lesson with a task in which they had to identify and manipulate isotopes 

according to the directions provided and submit their results before leaving. 

As was the case with Sue, Heather was able to conduct her lesson and maintain 

engagement and interaction even in a large active inclusion class. She began with an 

introduction on the content and the vocabulary associated with it, followed by an 

engaging and fun activity that applied the vocabulary in its science content. Her students 

were also able to have discussions with their tablemates on the content and vocabulary, 

and receive awards for their accuracy. This could only have occurred if the class was 

focused on the lesson and the video. Her lesson did have an additional component, which 

was discussed in the section on dictionary. 

In another instance, Mike (pseudonym), a seventh-grade social studies teacher, 

embedded in his slide show links to video clips of regions in the United States so that 

students could see notable physical features of the regions. He also included music forms 

that represented areas (e.g., The Beach Boys for West coast California, John Denver for 

Midwest Colorado). He also showed images for certain vocabulary words derived from 

the curriculum. Given the décor of his classroom, Mike was a fan of theatre and 

entertainment. His students enjoyed the added audio and visuals, which kept them 

intrigued as to what would come next.  



 

138 

Indirect Instruction 

Part of the best practices for vocabulary development is time on reading. The 

indirect teaching practices that emerged from the data were organized into categories of 

independent reading, class reading, and visual supports. Where the first two are self-

explanatory, visual supports included use of films and/or videos that were nonfiction to 

support instruction. Visual supports provided additional learning practices that supported 

multiple exposures to learning.  

Independent Reading. The practice of allowing students the time for 

independent reading in class was evident in some classes. In one instance, the time 

provided for independent reading was interspersed with other activities. The engagement 

with text was not intentional and bouts of resentment were heard when redirection 

occurred to read quietly. It seemed that in this case, the practice was not structured and 

therefore some disgruntlement was heard. There were two special education teachers in 

separate teamed classes who worked with students one-to-one on their independent 

reading. In each case, the special education teacher would alternately read with the 

student, or read to them, or listened while read to, all the while identifying and discussing 

words. When applicable, word parts were extracted from certain words and meanings 

were discussed using those parts. The support of using an evidence-based practice with 

independent reading promoted vocabulary learning.  

One example was Rachel (pseudonym), a special education inclusion teacher who 

sat with a pair of low-performing EL students while they read a short piece together. 

During the reading time, questions on words were often asked and she worked with the 
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students in developing definitions that they were able to understand. The small books this 

group read were the same, so all three could work together through the story. At times, 

the students would speak among themselves when Rachel stepped away and it seemed 

they were discussing what was happening in the story. Their fingers guided them across 

the text while they spoke, and every now and then one would read a word aloud as if 

testing her own pronunciation. The support of this small group increased student’s 

exposure to new words and terms while collaborating and communicating concepts. 

Rachel and her general education teacher provided independent reading that was 

structured, supportive, and engaged by the class.  

Class Reading. Class reading was observed more than the other forms of indirect 

instruction for vocabulary learning. ELA classes were observed to have the most 

observed occasions of class-wide reading, although one science class was also observed 

to have a class reading. There were different approaches to class reading with vocabulary 

instruction. One form was to use class reading to introduce or reinforce specific words 

and the other was spontaneous, in which students would ask for meanings as they read. In 

the former cases, words were either pre-selected from the curriculum or were words 

specific to the content. For instance, Mary’s (pseudonym) eighth-grade inclusion ELA 

class was reading the performance play version of Frankenstein. While reading, Mary 

noted the word oxymoron from the narration and reminded them that was a word 

introduced in the beginning of the unit under figurative language vocabulary. She paused 

in her reading to show how the word was used in context and prompted a response on the 
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meaning of the word. This was a planned use of class reading to identify and 

contextualize a vocabulary term.  

An eighth-grade self-contained teacher, Sandy (pseudonym), not only identified 

specific words and word parts that were previously discussed, but also introduced words 

that assisted with comprehension that were not part of the mandated curriculum 

vocabulary list. For example, she prefaced the text she was about to read with the word 

bazooka and directed them to listen for the context clues in order to get a sense of the 

meaning. Her intentionality with this word bridged the completely unfamiliar with a less 

unfamiliar understanding to assist with comprehension. Sandy explained the meaning 

once the students worked through on their own and only a gist of the meaning was 

developed. She also suggested that this word should be recorded in their personal 

vocabulary lists, which they did without resistance.  

In another instance, Rayna (pseudonym), a special education inclusion teacher, 

worked with a small group of students during class reading time and focused on 

vocabulary and comprehension of the text. As she sat with her group while they read, she 

would guide them through the pre-selected vocabulary as well as any incidental words 

that arose while reading. For Rayna, class reading was an opportunity to help SLDs and 

ELs with LD expand on their vocabulary by providing more dedicated assistance with 

learning additional words. She took steps to help them by breaking words down into their 

roots and affixes and walking them through defining the words easily understood by 

them. Then she had brief discussions to check for understanding and ask comprehension 

questions. Periodically, she would leave the group for them to work together, but would 
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check on their progress regularly. The transitions she made between small group and the 

rest of the class was relaxed and seamless, which indicated this was a normal occurrence 

in the class structure and instruction. 

These examples provided a look at the different ways class reading was used to 

promote vocabulary. Whether intentional or randomly chosen, class reading time allowed 

students to see the words in context, which supported understanding of the word itself 

and increased comprehension of the text being read. The students were open to asking for 

help with a word read to them and, in each case, the teacher provided assistance. What 

most teachers refused to do was to give the students definitions of words right out. 

Instead, students were asked to work out meanings using strategies learned (e.g., 

morphology) or available tools (e.g., dictionary). As in the cases with Sandy and Rayna, a 

definition was provided only after the students tried on their own first and could not reach 

a level of meaningful development. In the three examples, students interacted with the 

reading because they were asked about both vocabulary and comprehension. This drew 

students into discussions and responses, allowing for another opportunity to use the terms 

discussed.  

In one observed case, class reading was conducted in a more unintentional style 

than the other observations. The class reading time was overlaid with opportunities to 

complete other full or incomplete assignments, or conduct independent reading. While 

some students followed along with the teacher, others were occupied with other activities. 

This was a passive form of learning that did not require student participation. During 

Nancy’s (pseudonym) seventh-grade inclusion ELA class, not all students were engaged 
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with the class reading, which refocused the potentiality of class reading time from an 

opportunity to expand vocabulary to optional listening. Small groups of four students 

each were allowed to go to the library; the in-and-out process seemed distracting. The 

class reading practice observed seemed to be a regular occurrence in which the whole 

class was not actively engaged with the novel. When questions were raised regarding the 

reading, few responses were given. 

Visual Supports. The use of visual supports provided another layer of exposure 

to content words through images with which to inlay the vocabulary words in any 

content. Visual supports were often embedded into lessons, which exemplified the 

content of the lesson. In one social studies class, the teacher, Wendy (pseudonym), used 

video clips of the president meeting in the White House and conversing with members of 

his staff and Congress to demonstrate the presidential powers and the roles of the 

president. The videos depicted how the process of nominations and appointments 

occurred, which highlighted the focus of the unit at the time. Her purpose was to visually 

assist the students with the terms on one day and then review what they heard, saw, and 

read the next day. Many of her students were ELs, and having visual supports to the 

required vocabulary helped in their ability to understand and have a point of reference for 

her to bring back into the conversation. The clips Wendy used were short and focused on 

the specific roles of the president. Between clips, she had discussions about the concepts. 

Some of her students were on task and participated, were engaged, and asked 

questions, but several students were not at all interested in the current president’s actions 

and vocalized their dislike openly. Wendy listened to those outbursts and paused to have 
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discussions on the students’ issues in order to help them understand the importance of the 

right to vote. Although these moments did not reflect vocabulary learning, they were 

helpful in keeping her students focused on the curriculum and lesson. The students 

seemed to have a level of trust that allowed them to speak their minds in her class without 

judgment or bias, and with her flexibility in addressing their issues, many in turn would 

ask questions regarding the president’s roles. Her demonstration of the relationship she 

built with her students was evident on both sides. 

Mary (pseudonym), who was previously discussed in the section on class reading, 

was another ELA inclusion teacher who used video clips to show aspects of mood and 

tone, two concepts in ELA. The videos showed the same movie trailers in a positive light 

and a negative light through the use of facial expressions, lighting, and music. Her 

discussion of themes was interspersed with movie trailers in which the students had to 

identify the themes they saw in each. These were also part of the lesson for the day, 

which focused on aspects of fiction and plot—key points in ELA. The video clips were 

entertaining and depicted movies from 50 years ago, but were classic and known by the 

students. Her students were engaged and responded to her questions on tone and mood, 

and the questions she posed to them were open and required responses. Describing tone 

and mood, or emotions of any kind, requires a larger knowledge of terminology that 

reflects the multitude of emotions available. This activity called for her students to 

respond with terms reflecting tone and mood in a class-wide discussion. Like Wendy’s 

class, there was a sense of trust and positive relationship between Mary and her students. 

When she directed them to an activity or task, they did so without comment. She 
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demonstrated that her instructional day was planned and consistent in its execution. Her 

students knew how she started and ended her classes.  

Vocabulary Exposure/Reinforcement 

Vocabulary exposure/reinforcemnent was categorized into practices of 

worksheets, lecture/notetaking, and test prep. There were instances in which teachers 

incorporated additional elements in their lectures that included games as a way to review. 

In instances when lecture presentations included visual supports, the visual supports 

aspects were separated to be included in indirect instruction, and the lecture presentation 

was kept in reinforcement practices. Images included in lecture presentations were not 

separated.  

Worksheets. The use of worksheets was observed more commonly than other 

forms of vocabulary exposure or reinforcement. The types, forms, and purposes of the 

worksheets also varied by intentionality and/or amount of reinforcement of instruction. 

There were observations of worksheets given with the intent to be completed during an 

ongoing lesson, or after a lesson, to reinforce the content through practice, or as a means 

of less engaging work. An observation of worksheets to be completed during a unit 

lesson occurred in Debbi’s inclusion science class. Students had just completed the 

experimental part of their lab on osmosis, and Debbi gave them a worksheet with 

questions that they needed to answer from information gathered from the lab. A portion 

of the worksheet work required them to use their laptops as well, but the work was a 

complement to the lab. During this time, students were not collaborating or talking about 

the work. Students worked well for a good portion of the class, with the exception of a 



 

145 

very small group. Despite efforts by Debbi and the IA to assist, these students did not 

work much. The majority of the class did the work, turned in the sheet, and went on to 

the next worksheet. The students’ level of engagement decreased noticeably when the lab 

part of the lesson was over and the worksheets began. What was not observed was a 

reading of the worksheet aloud. The IA did spend most of his time with a small group set 

off to the side, which seemed to be a natural and practiced occurrence of support. 

In another inclusion science class, the students were given a worksheet about 

watersheds that needed to be filled in as they went through Study Island (work stations). 

Hannah (pseudonym) taught eighth-grade inclusion science. Each station she set up 

required a pair of students to provide the answers to corresponding questions on that 

concept before moving to the next station. This practice allowed for students to interact 

and collaborate with their teammate and to move around the room. Islands were a 

combination of visual and tactile lessons, which appealed to the class. They moved about, 

discussed the island contents, and worked together. The items on the islands were the 

physical representations of the vocabulary related to energy, force, and power. The 

engagement of the students with filling in a worksheet on a large interactive lesson 

reflecting the vocabulary was well received by the class. Hannah only had to say that they 

would be doing Study Island and the students knew what needed to be done. This 

suggested that her use of the practice was part of her regular instruction style. 

There were situations in which the worksheets to be completed were opportunities 

to practice using vocabulary learning strategies. A seventh-grade ELA inclusion teacher, 

Jane, who was previously discussed in the section on direct instruction, started her class 
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with a worksheet that covered roots, affixes, and development of word meanings. In this 

class, the type of worksheet work was observed to be an ongoing practice, as students 

were given the worksheets in a weekly packet form. As they finished sheets, they were 

turned in at the end of the week and a new one was ready for the following week. As a 

regular practice in the classroom, the students knew what was expected of them at the 

beginning of each class. They completed the worksheet and there was some discussion if 

a student had a question. The consistency of applying the skills taught using morphology 

by introducing roots and affixes follows the practice of repeated exposure for learning. 

However, the students did not engage much with discussion or asked questions. The 

interaction level was low. Worksheets were also observed to be completed independently. 

Students were given packets that contained short reading passages with questions, which 

they completed silently and turned in. For this particular form of worksheet work, the 

observations included either independent reading combined with comprehension 

questions or work that was less involved or engaging.  

Mary’s eighth-grade ELA class was given worksheets that asked for answers 

pertaining to text they had just read as a class. The work was to be completed 

independently; however, the students were allowed to confer with each other. This 

opportunity to collaborate provided a strong use of expressive learning. Mike 

(pseudonym), a seventh-grade inclusion social studies teacher mentioned previously in 

the section on direct instruction, gave his students a worksheet which asked them to 

select three inventors from a list of inventors and perform research on them. The 

information they needed to find was specific, and the last section asked for longer 
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responses regarding the inventors. Students could work in pairs or independently, but 

they completed their worksheets individually.  

Mike’s students were given the entire class period to complete the assignment. 

Through this lesson, students learned about inventors and their inventions as well as the 

impacts the inventions had on the world. This was a part of the Industrial Revolution unit, 

and students were able to learn about it through famous inventors and inventions. The 

work seemed engaging for them. They compared and shared what they discovered with 

each other in a form of collaboration. They helped each other with the reading and the 

comprehension. The activity level was high, the engagement was evident, and despite the 

size of the class and the fact that Mike was the only teacher, there was very little off-task 

behavior. Mike never rushed his students and moved about the room constantly to assist. 

When a student finished their research, they could complete a short writing piece at the 

end. This was another form of expressive engagement with the content that supported 

more interaction with the vocabulary. When a student asked about one of the terms, Mike 

would pose the question to the class first and give prompts before supplying an answer 

himself. 

A less engaging form of worksheet work was observed in Nancy’s ELA inclusion 

class. In this case, the worksheet packet was handed out, directions read, and students 

began work independently. The first page contained a reading passage with questions, 

and the second and third covered analogies and figurative language. They were told not 

to talk or work together. The teachers assisted students as hands were raised. The work 

was to be completed in class and turned in at the end. Students did just that, with a more 
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lackluster attitude towards the work. There was assistance when asked, but both teachers 

seemed more engaged with their own conversation at their desks. The room remained 

quiet as the students worked without any objections, as though this was a common 

occurrence for the class. 

Lecture/Notetaking. Some teachers were observed to have vocabulary 

instruction embedded in their presentations. The most common form of presentation was 

a slide show in which vocabulary words and definitions were given for students to copy 

down in their notes. In these cases, learning was more passive, but covered more content 

in smaller segments; information was reduced to bullet points. One exception to the 

ordinary presentations was given by Mary, who used a Prezi (animated video) for her 

lectures. Having movement on the screen while students wrote down what was presented 

was helpful. The motion of the presentation alone helped to keep students’ attention 

while taking notes. There were even small sound effects from a student when the image 

“zoomed” to the next slide. Using this form of slide presentation showed Mary’s 

understanding of the importance of having interesting notetaking sessions. Hers was the 

only class observed that used the format. 

In some cases, the use of worksheets was a method of providing notes for 

students. This was observed in several classes in which the teacher provided cloze notes 

worksheets. One instance was in Tom’s seventh-grade inclusion science class. The 

worksheet the students received followed along with notes that he was giving. The 

students only had to fill in the blanks with the missing word that was provided in the slide 

show. The engagement level was low and the students did not ask questions. They talked, 
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but not on topic. The necessity of relaying information to students in the form of 

notetaking has a long history with education. Observations indicated that despite efforts 

to engage students in the task, notetaking was not an interactive moment in class. 

Test Prep. Some observations occurred at a time when classes were reviewing 

content in preparation for state assessments. The data show three forms of how 

vocabulary was reviewed during these test prepping times. One seventh-grade social 

studies inclusion teacher, Peter, used games to review vocabulary and concepts. The first 

part of class was notes, then he had students stand and play silent speedball. This 

involved tossing a small soft ball to each other quickly, trying to oust classmates through 

misdirection. Each time a ball was tossed and caught by a student, the teacher asked the 

recipient a question regarding either vocabulary or concept. If the student answered 

correctly, he remained in the game; if not, the student was asked to sit down. There was 

no question as to whether the students found the activity engaging, but rather how well 

the reviewing worked on assessing knowledge of the content. Answers given by students 

were mostly accurate; when they weren’t, Peter would take a moment and explain. It 

seemed the students were more excited about continuing the game than reviewing.  

The second style of test prepping involved taking released state assessments. 

Linda, an eighth-grade social studies inclusion teacher, set her class up to take a released 

state assessment. Her room was set up as it would be during testing, with students seated 

in single desk rows with a test, a bubble answer sheet, and strict no-talking conditions. 

There was a small group to the side that did have the test read to them by the special 

education teacher. Eventually, she took the small group out of the room to another 
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location because their off-task talking was disruptive. Linda informed the class that not 

only would the test show areas that needed work, but also that she was grading them as a 

test grade. This alone seemed to keep the students on task and working quietly.  

The third observed style was in Pam’s self-contained ELA class. In her class, 

students took a released test with her. She projected the test in front while they took it 

online. She guided them through questions and modeled what to do for each type of 

question. She showed them the “slash and trash” strategy, identifying word parts, having 

them look words up in dictionaries, and annotating text to narrow and identify answers. 

As a group, they conversed on answers and provided some justifications on why they 

chose certain answers. Pam focused more on test-taking strategies with her students as a 

means to help prepare them. The students were engaged and willing to tell her what they 

thought the answers were and ask questions. The students seemed very comfortable with 

Pam and they had a good relationship. 

RQ 4 Findings 

Following are findings for Research Question 4: What were the decision 

processes teachers used related to vocabulary instruction in content area classes (ELA, 

science, social studies) where dually identified students were taught (self-contained, 

inclusion)? In analyzing teacher data, two primary instructional decision processes were 

involved—processes that were student-centered and processes that were curriculum-

driven.  
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Student-Centered 

Student-centered instruction reflected certain characteristics that emerged from 

teachers’ responses. For teachers who utilized student-centered instruction processes, the 

needs of SLDs and dually identified students factored into their decision processes. 

Teachers spoke with an amount of intentionality in their instruction practices for SLDs 

and the dually identified. There were teachers who applied their knowledge of direct and 

indirect practices to support SLDs and dually identified students with intentionality; their 

responses reflected the needs of their struggling student populations. This was evident by 

their use of not one practice, but by the use of more than one in an interconnected way. 

Interconnectedness involved each of these practices used in support of the other practices. 

Another form of student-centered decision processes that emerged from the 

interviews was by teachers who responded with examples of what they did for their SLDs 

and dually identified students, but may not have realized what they were describing was a 

best practice for meeting the needs of these learners. An example of the latter type of 

student-centered instructional decision making came from Wendy, an eighth-grade 

general education social studies teacher previously mentioned in the section on RQ3 

findings. Wendy described her use of multimedia as part of a series of steps in her 

delivery of content terms. For example, when learning about the roles of the President of 

the United States, she showed video clips of past presidents performing their various 

duties. “So they’re going to see the different presidents in action.” She did not identify 

her actions as a form of multimedia instruction, rather she spoke of it as her regular form 

of instruction. She continued into the next day, when she revisited the terms and set 
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students in small groups to collaborate on identifying the roles from images. On one of 

the last steps she has the students “do a little cartoon for me in their own interpretation of 

it.” Her explanations were geared towards trying to meet the needs of her lowest 

performing students through media and using the best practices of multiple opportunities 

to engage.  

She further described giving quick, short assessments a couple of times a week, 

which drove her instruction. Those assessments helped with identifying which terms 

students continued to struggle with or could not clearly comprehend and needed to be 

retaught. She explained how she worked with the students who continued to struggle. 

So that’s when I just break it off and differentiate in different groups. So if 

I notice six kids are struggling the hardest, I might do a whole day where 

we just split up and go, ‘Okay, you guys do this activity (an extension 

activity). This group, we’re going to do remediation; we’re going to do more 

hands-on activities, and we’re going to do small groups.’  Because there are 

some kids who just need you to sit there with them and walk them through 

that. 

To help herself and her SLDs and dually identified students, Wendy began her 

semesters with previewing IEPs of SLDs coming into her class. This provided some 

background on their needs for instruction. She explained that if she found her instruction 

was not very successful, she then collaborated with special education teachers and the 

ESOL department for ideas and support. Additionally, Wendy talked about creating 
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appropriate vocabulary instruction that engaged students on their level. “So for me, just 

finding a motivating way to teach vocabulary without making it boring for the kids.” 

Hannah, an eighth-grade science teacher previously discussed in the section on 

RQ3 findings, had a different approach on being student-centered in her instructional 

practices. Where Wendy applied what she knew in the best ways she knew how for SLDs 

and dually identified, Hannah’s approach was research-based instruction with vocabulary 

instruction practices. She was the only teacher who responded with her training and 

application of the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) model, which was 

developed specifically to address the academic needs of ELs (Center for Applied 

Linguistics, 2018) and the Multiple Intelligences (MI) theory (Gardner, 2000) which 

focuses on the multiple ways people process information.  

I use two strategies: SIOP [the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol] lesson 

planning guide, and Multiple Intelligence practices when delivering instructions, 

particularly vocabulary. Instructions need to be repetitive as SIOP suggests and 

each repetition needs to be delivered in a way to support different types of 

learners based on research in the MI theory.  

For Hannah, it was not about the vocabulary practices she used, but rather the 

teaching techniques used with multimedia and reading supports. Her training with 

research-based instruction strategies designed for students with needs including language 

learners was a factor in her decisions for student-centered vocabulary instruction. 

Even with her notetaking practice, “vocabularies are tackled as concepts” as 

opposed to individual words or terms not directly related to content. Hannah also keeps in 
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mind what specifically her students need to know to understand science concepts, “If it 

serves the learning and supports the overall understanding of the student, I introduce the 

vocabulary. If it will not serve the purpose, I eliminate extra terms that are unpractical 

and irrelevant.”  

Sue was an eighth-grade special education teacher in self-contained and inclusion 

classes, previously discussed in the section on RQ3 findings, who was an example of 

teachers using several vocabulary learning practices together and differentiated her 

instruction to meet individual needs. Her description of what practices she used for 

vocabulary instruction in her self-contained classes included using GOs for morphemic 

analysis and multimedia and CAI to support additional learning. She also explained how 

she used supported reading programs to focus on vocabulary learning. “If we’re studying 

roots, we can assign it (reading programs) to any grade level. If we have advanced 

students, we can do a little mini-lesson with them and then give them different word 

origins.” Her responses reflected how much her focus in class was on developing 

vocabulary through reading on a daily basis just by the number of ways she kept her 

students actively learning. The programs she spoke of varied—online quizzes, group 

interactive media, modules, and games. All those programs focused on word learning and 

vocabulary skill practicing and could be differentiated to the student’s instructional 

levels. 

Beyond the technology, Sue also supported her students with whole class reading 

sessions. As much as technology was a part of her instruction, reading physical novels 

together as a class was part of her process. 
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When we’re reading, Ms. [instructional assistant or general education 

teacher] will have a small group, I’ll have a small group, and then the other 

ones are doing something different, and when we work with them, we pull 

out certain vocabulary as well and incorporate that in our reading, in our 

writing, so these are some of the roots that we’ve already done. 

Sue understood that to meet the needs of her students with disabilities, she had to 

differentiate her instruction. “When you have someone that has a severe disability or 

auditory (disability), we’ll do a little bit more physical, kinesthetic type of things.” Sue 

also expressed a “wish there was something we could find that would open the box on 

vocabulary, because I think it is sorely lacking from [young children] on, and I don’t 

think there is enough vocabulary, I just don’t think it’s there.” 

In an inclusion setting, special education teacher Rayna’s (previously discussed) 

role was to provide special education support in inclusion classes across all core content 

classes. Her practices aligned with the general education teacher; however, her student-

focused style allowed her to work with SLDs and dually identified students with those 

practices in a more individualized or differentiated way. When a term needed to be 

introduced or clarified, Rayna would “break it down, so we chunk the word, so not quite 

into phonemes, just a little bit past it.” She spoke of her work to help her students find 

“recognizable pieces to the word” in order to develop a meaning that would fit in the 

context. She pointed out that SLDs and dually identified students were slow and reluctant 

readers, needed differentiation, had difficulty with attention, and needed explicit 

instruction that included repetition and multiple opportunities to engage with their work. 
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“It’s really just going over it multiple times. It’s repetition. Repetition is the key.” As a 

special education teacher, she also knew the importance of repeatedly checking for 

comprehension, which contributed to her decision process of instruction. “If they still 

aren’t getting it at that point, then we’ll go over and discuss [it].” As they discussed the 

vocabulary, Rayna had the students use the word in context either by conversation, 

writing, or drawing, all of which supports understanding content.  

One technique Rayna did not favor was the use of dictionaries for her SLDs and 

dually identified students and she explained why: “I’ve found limited success with it, just 

because going into a dictionary, the kids have to understand how to look in the 

dictionary, and that’s a skill that a lot of them haven’t gotten.” Her rationale was that 

learning vocabulary was a difficult enough task for her students, and that to learn another 

skill at the same time would cause her students with difficulties already to shut down.  

The school where she taught was engaged with a reading program that Rayna 

explained restricted her from doing novel studies, or allowing students to read for 

enjoyment during independent reading time. “We are stuck with [program name], and 

we’re not allowed to move from it. It is the bane of almost every English teacher’s 

existence.” One of the components of the program that discouraged her was how the 

program approached vocabulary learning; it “isn’t in context. It’s give me the definition 

of this word, give me the definition of this word.” In her reflection, Rayna felt “teachers 

need to be able to have autonomy in the classroom; to be creative with their students and 

to get vocabulary across in a myriad of different ways.” 
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As a new self-contained teacher in her school, Jane (previously discussed) taught 

all core content areas in a small group setting. Jane’s processes for vocabulary instruction 

were student-focused; although limited in her variety of practices, her application was 

directed towards supporting her students. This became more evident when she described 

how vocabulary was attended to during class. “When we introduce a unit, we will 

introduce the vocabulary that pertains to that particular unit, and then we will have them 

read a fantasy book and discuss the vocabulary.” In her class during supported reading, 

she emphasized the use of context clues, “That’s very important for them to first try to 

sift through and see what type of information they can pull out, and then we’ll use what 

they were able to pull out from reading the material.” 

Jane understood that her lower performing SLDs and dually identified students 

needed additional support during reading times when context clues were used.  

For some of the students, I have to break it down and just give them parts 

at a time, and then let them make a connection later. I can’t give them too 

much at a time because it overwhelms them and they’ll shut down. 

Jane felt her students needed was what she called a “traditional method” of 

vocabulary instruction: “giving them their vocabulary list, having them do the definitions, 

and then even using the word in a sentence to show that they can understand what that 

word means.” However, she also realized the limited familiarity her students had with 

dictionaries and used them sparingly. Her work through supported reading included one-

to-one conferencing with her students on a regular basis: 
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I also use one-on-one techniques with them to have them give me feedback 

so that I know they have an understanding, and it does help them, I believe, 

retain information when they can repeat their lesson to me. So I use that 

technique as well. 

Curriculum-Centered 

In comparison, for teachers whose instructional decision processes were 

curriculum-centered, the characteristics of SLDs and dually identified students were not a 

factor in their decision making process for vocabulary instruction. There were also two 

types of curriculum-centered instructors—teachers whose delivery used little or no direct 

or indirect vocabulary practices, and teachers who did apply some vocabulary practices, 

but not with the students’ needs in mind.  

Mike, a seventh-grade social studies teacher (previously discussed) was an 

example of the former type of teacher. His responses for vocabulary teaching practices 

reflected the use of dictionaries and having terms displayed on his board.  

I usually try to give them some sort of vocabulary every class, and I usually 

start out by saying, ‘Here’s a word or two that we’ll focus on today,’ and I 

usually stick them up there after we’re all done. So I do have a little word 

wall kind of thing up there. 

What was not said was how he applied this for his students who struggled or required 

additional support. Even in his explanation for his extended vocabulary development, 

Mike used worksheets and had his students look words up. What he did not say was 

whether there was any differentiation or modification to the worksheets. Instead, he 
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commented that for him, “I just know there is a whole lot to teach with history and we 

only have a semester to teach it.” When specifically asked about SLDs in his class, he 

explained that his use of repetition on certain words was key for him, but again within 

reference to curriculular demands: “There are certain words out there that they are just 

going to see a lot, and you can’t really replace them because when test time comes along, 

those are the words they are going to see on standardized tests.” 

In his response to supporting the ELs and dually identified students, he admitted 

that he did not have any particular process he used to provide them instruction because he 

was not familiar with any. He added that a concern to support them was his lack of a 

second language. “I wish I knew some more, because like I said, I don’t speak Spanish at 

all. If I knew some secrets, I would be more than welcome to try them out.” 

Peter, a seventh-grade social studies teacher (previously discussed) was new to 

teaching. His responses also did not reflect a variety of evidence-based instructional 

practices. The descriptions he gave of his practices leaned more towards the use of 

multimedia and activities. His multimedia practices included whole class and 

independent computer games, as well as online flashcards. Where those practices are 

considered direct instruction and exposure/reinforcement, Peter’s description of his use 

was for providing another opportunity to engage with the terms and for test prepping. 

According to him, his method of delivery was through note taking. “It starts with a 

PowerPoint, so it’s just kind of like the basic, write the term down, we’ll define it in a 

minute, but I want you to have the definitions.” For him, supports for SLDs and dually 

identified students was explained with, “Here’s the term, write it down. Then we’re going 
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to use it, we’re going to practice it, we’re going to figure out where it goes in context 

with what we’re learning.” His description with support for his ELs was reduced to 

“making sure they understand what the word is in English, and maybe being able to put it 

into terms they’re more familiar with.” In the case with Peter, he admitted, “This is only 

my second year teaching, I haven’t really figured out what works for me yet, I don’t think 

so. So I’m still working on that.” Teaching SLDs and dually identified students was an 

unexpected and overwhelming experience for him. 

I mean it’s not designated to be special education or ESOL, but there’s a 

very large population of special education and ESOL, and it’s difficult 

because I’ve got kids on so many different levels, and there’s no way, you 

know, 30 different sheets of paper for each individual students every single 

day, and so a lot of times, looking through IEPs, some students will get stuff 

read out loud, some students have to complete 70% of an assignment to get 

the full credit for it. I have 10–12 kids that are supposed to be sitting in the 

front, and they can’t all sit in the front. 

Peter concluded with an insightful response to his thoughts on vocabulary 

instruction for all his students, “I used to kind of go through not thinking words would be 

a challenge for certain students and kind of forgetting I’ve spent most of my life studying 

this stuff, of course I know it, but they don’t.” 

Gary (pseudonym), a seventh-grade science teacher, was an example of a teacher 

using vocabulary practices in a less than intentional way. He explained that he used 

multimedia, CAI, and roots identification in his lessons, but generally his decision focus 
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was to “teach all the terms they are giving us; terms we definitely see on multiple SOLs.” 

This focus was more evident in the way he described how he used those vocabulary 

practices independently of each other. Their uses provided multiple opportunities through 

interaction with various forms of technology and word parts; however, the intentionality 

of their use was not focused on SLDs and dually identified students. His responses 

revealed his knowledge of best practices for SLDs and dually identified students as him 

“just trying to hit it multiple ways to see if something sticks.” His decision processes 

were more related to “give them the terms and kind of give them things they know or can 

relate to.” Gary’s mention of how he supports vocabulary instruction of his struggling 

students was explained by saying “stuff in Spanish so they can kind of remember it,” or 

“giving them highlighted words so they can instead of trying to focus on the entire 

vocabulary, just that section of the sentence that you need them to do.” His explanation of 

vocabulary learning conveyed a sense of mixed messaging with regard to vocabulary 

instruction. “It’s not something you can really teach, you either give them different ways 

of learning it, give then different pictures for it.” He also expressed a belief that 

ownership of student learning was the responsibility of the students themselves, “It’s just 

something they have to inherently want to learn.” He felt that the “hardest part is getting 

kids to learn vocabulary, or to take it seriously enough to try and learn it.” 

ELA teachers were not immune to curriculum-centered instruction. An example 

of this was Stacy (pseudonym), a seventh-grade general education teacher who also 

taught inclusion classes. Her approach to direct vocabulary instruction included using 

GOs with morphology as well as regular opportunities for supported reading. Stacy did 
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not respond with knowledge of SLD or dually identified characteristics, but her use of the 

types of best practices she employed in her room included providing routine instruction, 

checking for understanding, multiple opportunities to engage with vocabulary, and pre-

teaching words and word parts. However, her knowledge or experience with the needs of 

SLDs and dually identified students was low. She had made no specific identifiers of 

their characteristics and how her use of best practices was to support those populations. 

Her instruction practices were for the class as a whole, and when explicity asked about 

SLDs and ELs, she was not able to clearly identify students who may be struggling.  

I don’t do anything specific exactly. We have a word wall. If I see students 

struggling, whether they’re ESL, special ed. or gen. ed., I’ll put the word up 

there and make sure to use it a few times so that they hear it, see it, but I 

don’t really notice anyone struggling more than any other student.  

In her reflection, she recognized that teaching vocabulary is an important aspect of 

learning content, but teaching vocabulary was an unrealistic expectation and therefore not 

a priority. “Vocabulary is hard to teach. It is a difficult skill. The more they’re exposed to 

words, the better they will be.” Also, a struggle she described was the volume of 

terminology, “I mean, there’s so many words in the English language, I can’t possible 

teach all of them,” and the balancing with instruction, “We’re just trying to hold onto 

their interest, so I won’t do as much with vocabulary.” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

This study explored vocabulary instruction for SLDs and ELs with LD in multiple 

content areas across two grades in middle school. Findings showed a larger percentage of 

overall observed class time was spent on vocabulary exposure/reinforcement practices, 

which included worksheets, notetaking, and test prepping. Content vocabulary exposure/ 

reinforcement practices were consistent across teachers, ranging from 66% to 73% of 

teachers observed using worksheets, lecture/notetaking, or test prep. Test prep may have 

been as prevalent as it was because the observations occurred in the second semester and 

were closing in on end-of-year state testing. Eighth-grade students began test-prepping 

earlier due to one of the tests being given in early spring. Worksheets were more 

prevalent in ELA, while lecture/notetaking and test prep were more prevalent in social 

studies and science classrooms. There were negligible differences in exposure/ 

reinforcement activities between self-contained and inclusion ELA classes. 

Of vocabulary instruction time, twice as much indirect instruction (26% of total 

class time) occurred than direct vocabulary instruction. This shows that despite the 

difference between direct and indirect vocabulary practices, there was a prevalence of 

supported reading that occurred in the classrooms. For example, Tom’s class read an 

article on sharks and used that to identify certain words that had roots and affixes that 

they had previously learned. He was able to show the terms in context and have a short 
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discussion on them. Nancy’s regular class routine included 20–30 minutes of supported 

reading time in which a class novel was used to demonstrate elements of fiction. Mary 

was another teacher who used a fiction piece for identifying elements of plot; hers was 

also a play. This allowed her students to read parts and be more interactive in the reading. 

In all these examples, students were exposed to vocabulary through content reading. 

Although less overall time was spent on vocabulary instruction in the 8th grade 

classrooms observed, this was due to significantly less indirect vocabulary learning 

through reading (indirect instruction); direct instruction of vocabulary was actually 

slightly higher than in 7th grade. Overall, teachers infrequently used direct vocabulary 

instruction practices. About a third were observed using Morphology & 

Multimedia/Tech; around 10% used dictionary, GO, or CAI; and none used mnemonics, 

although this approach has the strongest evidence base (Dolean, 2014; Scruggs & 

Mastropieri, 2000; Scruggs & Mastropieri, 2007). 

It should be noted that there was much greater emphasis on vocabulary instruction 

(both direct and indirect) in ELA than in content area classes, where observed vocabulary 

instruction was negligible. Surprisingly, more vocabulary instruction occurred in 

inclusion classes than in self-contained classes, primarily due to a larger amount of time 

spent in indirect vocabulary learning; direct instruction time between these settings were 

comparable.  

Analysis of qualitative teacher interviews revealed two primary orientations of 

teachers: those who were primarily focused on the curriculum and those who were 

primarily focused on individual students. Interview responses from teachers revealed that 
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teachers differed in how they approached vocabulary instruction based on whether they 

were primarily student-focused or curriculum-focused in their decision making. 

Teacher Orientation Influence on Vocabulary Instruction 

The finding that more time was spent on vocabulary reinforcement than direct/ 

indirect vocabulary instruction is understandable because both teachers with a curriculum 

focus and a student focus expressed a belief that multiple exposures to vocabulary terms 

are important. Research has shown that multiple exposures to words support a deeper 

understanding of vocabulary when the exposures are meaningful encounters (Beck et al., 

2013; Berkeley & Ray, 2020; Calderon et al., 2005; NRP, 2000; Stahl & Nagy, 2012). 

There was a wide variety of multiple opportunities for exposure, including daily warm-

ups (“We have daily warm-ups, so we constantly review,”), personal notebook 

dictionaries (“We look it up, we get our vocabulary notebook out, we use it in a 

sentence”), writing components using the vocabulary (“The vocabulary would apply to 

the writing component”), and recapping or reviewing (“Extra practice,” “Flash cards,” 

“Review and recap”). Some teachers had word walls and used visuals. An example of 

using pictures occurred on one of the days Debbi’s class was observed. Debbi had her 

students complete a coloring activity on biotic and abiotic things as a closing item at the 

end of class. Some teachers provided opportunities for exposure using a combination of 

practices. For example, Sue indicated in her interview that she used warm-ups with root 

word practice, multimedia, and reading. She was observed to begin her class with a 

warm-up activity that included manipulating tiles to build words with specific roots and 

affixes. Students then added those words to their vocabulary notebooks, followed by the 
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class having a supported reading time, which was then followed up with time on a 

multimedia program. Even using collaboration among students was an opportunity to talk 

about the terms in context. Hannah was a teacher who incorporated and promoted 

collaboration between students to discuss their lab work as was observed during her 

lesson using Study Island. This was one of the few observations of collaborative use of 

vocabulary in context. Students worked in pairs and the pairs conferred with other pairs 

of students on findings as they worked from station to station. 

Curriculum-Focused Teachers 

Teachers who were more curriculum-focused in their decision making about 

vocabulary instruction tended to describe their vocabulary instruction practices as being 

affected by (a) a focus on state testing of curriculum standards, (b) a limited about of time 

to teach the amount of vocabulary within the curriculum, and (c) a lack of knowledge on 

how to differentiate instruction for students with disabilities and language learners. 

Interview responses revealed that state standards or state testing were important factors in 

these teachers’ decision making. For example, Denise commented, “It comes from what 

the state deems they should be learning.” Tom’s explanation also reflected the 

importance of state testing, “We try to organically teach [vocabulary] because it’s a big 

part of their [state testing].” Gary indicated he focuses on terms that are “more prevalent 

on the [state test].” Research has shown that content area classes have reduced the 

number of instructional practices, have more coverage of disparate topics, and show an 

increase in test preparation such as drill and practice (Haney, 2000; McNeil, 2000; 

McNeil & Valanzuela, 2001; Smith, 1991; Smith & Rottenberg, 1991). 
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Another common idea that emerged with content-focused teachers was their 

perceptions related to the volume of content that needed to be covered within the 

curriculum. Debbi commented, “With this grade level, the amount of vocabulary in the 

content is humongous.” Stacy also commented on the amount of vocabulary, “There’s so 

many words in the English language I can’t possible teach them all.” These sentiments 

are compounded by one of the more repeated explanations of impact to decision process: 

lack of time—more specifically, the lack of or limited instructional time to provide 

regular vocabulary instruction or more vocabulary instruction. Phil’s response infers the 

time constraints he faces in teaching the Social Studies curriculum and related 

vocabulary, “Here’s the term, write it down, we’re moving on.” Linda wanted to have a 

Social Studies book club, “but I don’t have the time.” These findings are consistent with 

previous research that has found that content area teachers feel they are teachers of their 

content and not reading teachers and trying to teach vocabulary is time they cannot afford 

to spend away from content (Ely et al., 2014; Moats, 1994; Washburn et al., 2011).  

With the aforementioned perceived limitations, teachers felt limited in their 

ability to differentiate for SLDs and ELs with LD. Mike’s response demonstrated his lack 

of knowledge about how to effectively differentiate, “If I knew some secrets, I would be 

more than welcome to try them out.” Phil responded with, “This is only my second year 

teaching; I haven’t figured out what works for me.” In these two cases, Mike was a 

veteran teacher and Phil was a new teacher, yet both felt unsure about how to attend to 

students with a range of learning needs. Research shows that approximately 80% of SLDs 

receive their instruction in inclusive settings (Aud et al., 2012; Fleischman et al., 2010; 
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NAEP, 2009), yet the data from teacher interviews indicated both veteran and new 

teachers felt inadequately proficient to teach their diverse populations. 

Student-Focused Teachers 

Conversely to curriculum-focused teachers, teachers who were student-focused in 

their decision making about vocabulary instruction tended to (a) focus on identifying the 

learning needs of individual struggling students, (b) assess individual learners to guide 

instruction, and (c) describe a range of strategies for differentiating instruction. In the 

beginning of each school year, Wendy reads the IEPs of her SLDs to become familiar 

with their goals and accommodations. “Then throughout the semester, depending on what 

we’re doing with the SLDs, I’m either going to ask the special ed. teacher for advice, or 

another teach who taught them.” Mike adds, “I’m trying to scaffold for them, but also 

hold the high expectations.” Sandy understood that her students required a little more 

than general education students, “In the small group, it’s a lot more one-on-one, just 

because if they’re in here, they definitely need that direct instruction.” Sandy described 

how she worked with her vulnerable students who struggle with reading, saying it is “A 

lot of me sitting with them reading it to them or helping them use the process of 

elimination. Especially with my kids who are dually identified, it can be tough for them.” 

Kathy identified her use of “chunking passages and summarizing sooner instead of closer 

to the end.” SLDs and ELs with LD have difficulty with learning vocabulary more so 

than their general education peers (Jitendra et al., 2004) and with the difficulties of 

language struggles, processing delays, working memory, and retention (Berkeley & 

Taboada, 2015; Bryant et al., 2003; Klingner & Eppolito, 2014; Stahl & Nagy, 2006), 
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understanding the challenges these students continually face helps with providing 

appropriate education.  

Identifying what areas to focus on for struggling students is made less difficult by 

using short and quick formative assessments. This type of targeting instruction as such 

helps counterbalance the difficulties SLDs have with memory, focusing on tasks, and 

organizing thoughts and ideas (Klingner et al., 2010, Torgeson & Licht, 1983). Teachers 

were observed using assessments to help guide their instruction. Wendy was one such 

example. In her interview she indicated using short assessments three to four times a 

week to guide the instruction of her students by their individual needs. During my 

observation of her classroom, Wendy did assess her students on one day and she did have 

small group work on her other observed day. Sue was another teacher who focused on 

what her students needed to learn. In both her responses and in observations, Sue used a 

multimedia program that provided real-time data on how each student was performing 

and what areas they may need to revisit. She knew what her SLDs and ELs with LD 

needed in terms of instruction. In her interview she spoke about which students were able 

to read at what levels, “We go to the library once a week, monitor the books they take 

out, and have them do the ‘Open to the page’ kind of thing,” (quick readability indicator). 

While students work on their laptops, Sue monitors and adjusts their technology levels as 

needed. “We do [program] at different levels, we do [different program] on their 

independent level.” Both Wendy and Sue provided rich vocabulary instruction for their 

students (Beck et al., 1987), which provided multiple opportunities or exposures to words 

in various contexts, working in small groups and monitoring individual progress. 
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Wendy used the data from her quick assessments to create “different groups,” 

then her groups did “extension activities, hands-on activity, and small group reading until 

they feel comfortable enough to move on.” From the research, these direct instruction 

practices as well as scaffolding and modeling are highly effective means of instruction 

for vocabulary (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; Gersten et al., 2001; Mastropieri & Scruggs, 

1997; NRP, 2000). Sandy was another teacher who spoke about how she and her co-

teacher worked the students in smaller groups, “They’re going to need more in the 

vocabulary, maybe this one needs more with roots and affixes, context clues, and then 

that kind of helps us figure out this group over here, let’s do this with them. This group 

over here, I might have to pull out and do more direct instruction with.” 

One of the ways teachers differentiated instruction for their SLDs and or ELs with 

LD was to provide separate activities surrounding the topic. Mary described it as, “I’ll 

give them separate activities, where they’ll have to do two of six activities.” Nancy 

described how the program her school uses includes teachers having “one-to-one 

conferences during their reading time so we are making up little lessons for each of them 

as we meet with them. So, it’s addressing then at their reading level, at their need level, 

and what specifically does each child need to work on.” Sue was another whose lesson 

using multimedia was programmable to set at the students’ reading level. Gary and Linda 

both used translated notes or translated words to help the ELs with and without LD in 

their classes. “A lot of times, I’ll translate the words into their language, Spanish or Farsi, 

I think is our number two language here,” was Linda’s comment. Both Nancy and Gary 

provided specific notes for their students. Nancy’s response included what the team 
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special education teacher offered as well, “She also copies out the notes in a bigger font if 

they need it, and they do consistently receive the closed notes.” Gary narrows down his 

cloze notes, “Giving them highlighted words so they can, instead of trying to focus on the 

entire vocabulary, just that section of the sentence that you need them to do.” Several 

teachers reported using GOs and some were observed to have used them. Hannah used 

SIOP (Short et al., 2011), which was another form of differentiation for her Els. 

“Particularly vocabulary instruction needs to be repetitive as SIOP suggests and each 

repetition needs to be delivered in a way to support different types of learners based on 

their needs.” Differentiating instruction focuses on best practices to meet the students’ 

needs for developing prerequisite skills and content knowledge (Stanford et al., 2010). 

Missed Opportunity for Vocabulary Development in Content Area Classes  

Observation data showed that little class time was spent on vocabulary instruction 

in social studies and science content classes—13% on indirect instruction and 8% on 

direct instruction. Further, the findings from this study show students were almost 

exclusively reading in ELA classes. This was a surprising finding because the amount of 

vocabulary involved in content area classes is also complex and dense (Dexter et al., 

2011; Lembke et al., 2017; Saenz & Fuchs, 2002; Seifert & Espin, 2012). The lack of 

vocabulary instruction in content classes found in this observation study is of concern on 

two points: (a) reading helps students to learn more vocabulary, and (b) students get more 

out of what they read when they have been pre-taught the vocabulary.  
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Reading for Vocabulary Learning 

It is possible that content area teachers are restricting reading as a part of 

instruction because textbooks in content classes are dense with terms and concepts that 

are difficult to understand, especially when learning is impeded with unfamiliar 

vocabulary and language. Textbooks have been the primary means of content class 

instruction (Kinder et al., 1992; Myers & Savage, 2005), and the text and concepts 

become more complicated with each advancing grade. Researchers have analyzed 

textbooks, given the dense nature of the content and the level of readability including 

vocabulary, and have reported the incompatibility of textbook reading with students, 

including SLDs and ELs with LD (Berkeley et al., 2014; Harniss et al., 2001; Kantor et 

al., 1983; Kinder at al., 1992). Readability has been an issue due to textbooks often 

written above grade level (Mastropieri et al., 2006; Saenz & Fuchs, 2002). For instance, 

Armbruster and Anderson (1998) identified that science textbooks in high school have a 

readability level ranging from ninth grade to third year of college, which poses a problem 

with SLDs reading below grade level. Additionally, textbooks had little or no analysis of 

content (Pappa & Tsaparlis, 2011). Even if actual textbooks are not used, the information 

is extracted from textbooks and is above grade level (Kaldenberg et al., 2015) given that 

vocabulary and concepts remain, whether in books, online, or given in notes. For 

example, social studies texts provide a lot of useful information; however, transferring 

the information to e-text is not any easier to read electronically (Twyman & Tindal, 

2006). As in the case with social studies texts, the information is still given as events 

without added substantive links between the events and ideas (Beck et al., 1989). As 
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such, the necessary tools and level of comprehension needed to cognitively grasp the 

concepts using vocabulary remains the same (Twyman & Tindal, 2006). However, 

restricting content area reading has numerous consequences for student learning.  

One of the most effective ways that students build vocabulary knowledge is by 

reading (Beck et al., 1982; Graves, 2006; NRP, 2000). Reading provides exposure to 

words in context, builds background knowledge, and supports better reading 

comprehension (Berkeley & Taboada, 2015; Stahl & Nagy, 2012). Reading provides 

opportunities to encounter words in a variety of text related to content. If the average 

child graduates from high school with approximately 40,000 words, they would have had 

to learn seven words a day, every day, through every year from first grade (Cunningham 

& O’Donnell, 2012). To reach beyond the average number of words, a reader would just 

need to read 20 minutes a day. This exposes the average child to approximately 1.8 

million words of text every year (Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988). By providing 

opportunities for supported and independent reading in the classroom, especially if the 

text is content-related, students would have multiple exposures to content vocabulary 

within context.  

Further, as state standards become more rigorous and designed for concept-based 

learning, SLDs and ELs with LD would benefit from the practice of identifying and 

determining the meaning of terms embedded in text related to the concepts. In fact, the 

guidelines of CCSS (2018) and other state standards require that students in (a) ELA 

determine or clarify the meaning of unknown and multiple-meaning phrases based on 

grade-level text (CCSS, ELA Literacy); (b) social studies, grades 6–8, determine the 
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meaning of words and phrases as they are used in a text, including vocabulary specific to 

domains related to history/social studies (Reading History [RH] 6-8.4); (c) science, 

grades 6–8, determine not just words, but also the meanings of symbols, key terms, and 

other domain-specific words and phrases as they are used in a specific or technical 

context relevant to grades 6–8 texts and topics (Reading Science [RST] 6-8.4). The 

operative point being in text, specifically grade level text which struggling readers have 

difficulty achieving without content vocabulary knowledge acquired through vocabulary 

practices. Thus, reading, and particularly supported reading, provides students multiple 

opportunities to engage with vocabulary connected to content that aligns with the 

standards. 

Pre-Teaching Vocabulary 

Despite the amount of literature and research conducted on the efficacy of direct 

vocabulary practices, the data from this study show content area classes were observed 

using only 8% of the total observed time on direct vocabulary practices. Of that time, 

only two types of direct vocabulary practices were observed: multimedia/tech and CAI. 

The data also showed that multimedia was observed four times more than that of CAI, 

indicating teachers’ preference for interactive and/or online group programs. Although 

several teachers were observed using certain multimedia programs that resembled games, 

students were using what they learned to answer questions on vocabulary and/or content. 

Contrary to what was observed, the extant literature on vocabulary needed for learning 

content states that one of the best ways for SLDs and ELs with LD to learn is through 

direct vocabulary instruction (Biemiller, 2001; Blachowicz et al., 2006; NRP, 2000; Stahl 
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& Fairbanks, 2006, Wanzek, 2014). Without strong word recognition skills, including 

vocabulary developing practices, SLDs and ELs with LD cannot adequately comprehend 

text (Jenkins et al., 2003; Peterson-Brown & Burns, 2011) or make meaningful 

connections to concepts (Harmon et al., 2005a; Jenkins et al., 2003), essentially leaving 

them out of the learning. 

The vocabulary in each content class is unique to the class. Because it is content-

specific, transference of terms between subjects is limited. This is especially so with Tier 

III words, which have a low frequency because they are content-specific. This creates a 

compounding of words that SLDs and ELs with LD struggle with every year. As the shift 

in learning changes to an inquiry-based method of learning (Scruggs & Mastropieri, 

2007) and with the expectations derived from the state standards (i.e., CCSS), students 

are tested by how well they can determine meaning as they are applied in text on the 

concepts. Research has shown that SLDs and ELs with LD lack the metacognition skills 

such as making inferences (Baumann, 1984; Dexter & Hughes, 2011) and/or language to 

make the leap between curriculum vocabulary and concepts (Edmonds, 2009; Lembke et 

al., 2017). Using direct vocabulary practices such as semantic maps or mnemonics 

creates the bridge that struggling students do not have at the ready to comprehend the 

curriculum. For SLDs and ELs with LD, reading the information requires the vocabulary 

background to understand the text. 

In addition, the expectations of comprehending the curriculum in secondary 

grades is strongly affected by the number of words students come with from earlier 

grades (Biemiller, 1999; Chall et al., 1990; Dickinson, 2011; Lesaux & Keiffer, 2010; 
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Stahl & Nagy, 2006). Vocabulary instruction in secondary grades has been of concern 

due to statistics indicating the rising number of Grade 8 students failing to meet basic 

reading standards (NCES, 2017). It has been reported that of the five areas of reading, 

teachers in the United States on average spend less time explicitly teaching vocabulary 

(NRP, 2000).  

Collectively, this creates a cyclone in which SLDs and ELs with LD find 

themselves trapped and struggle to get out. The vocabulary is necessary in order to read 

the material; in order to acquire the vocabulary, they need to be exposed to more reading. 

This dilemma can be solved by what research has proven—incorporating as much direct 

and indirect vocabulary practices as possible into the regular class lessons increases the 

amount of content vocabulary exposure SLDs and ELs with LD receive in order to read 

and comprehend the content text.  

Limitations and Future Research 

A limitation to this study was the lack of collecting copies of the work, 

worksheets, or notes given. Collecting additional data on the type of seat work that 

students were doing would provide additional data on what was expected of them in 

relation to vocabulary and the practices that students would be able to use on the sheets. 

This information would also show how well students were able to use a strategy or 

practice, indicating regular use and mastery. Future researchers should work with 

participating teachers and receive copies of the work that was given to the students.  

A second limitation of this study was the timing of its occurrence. Timing of the 

observations was very close to and during state testing. The overlapping proved 
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problematic in scheduling. During this time teachers were preparing students with 

reviews and test-taking preps and may not have included new vocabulary learning. 

Because observations were conducted at those times, the practices that were taught and/or 

mastered prior to observations were unknown. Future researchers should begin 

observations closer to the beginning of the school year with periodic observations taken 

throughout the school year for a better whole year look into vocabulary practices.  

A third limitation was the missed special education teacher interviews. The 

information from more special education teachers would have added considerably to the 

data on special educator vocabulary practices, decision-making influences on vocabulary 

practices in both self-contained and inclusion classes, and a larger and deeper look into 

the approaches in self-contained and inclusion classes. Future researchers should focus 

more on obtaining more special education teachers in both self-contained and inclusion 

classes. Also, during interviews, researchers should be very specific with responses on 

self-contained practices and inclusion practices if the teacher is in both types of classes. 

A fourth limitation is the small number of participants. This was especially true of 

special education teachers. Each school had different viewpoints on special education 

teachers staffing for content classes to support instruction. The emphasis in all three 

schools was on reading and math development, which could have had an impact on the 

number of special education teachers in the schools. Future research should acquire more 

special education teachers for an equal representation to the number of general education 

teachers. 
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Future research should also include information on the L1 and C1 of ELs with or 

without LD—primarily, information on whether the student’s C1 was taken into 

consideration when decisions were made on vocabulary instruction. What do teachers 

know of their EL students’ culture? Future research should also include identifying what 

observations were made in relation to including L1 to support vocabulary.  

This study was conducted prior to the COVID-19 quarantine and subsequent 

closure of many public schools. Future research that I would like to conduct is to revisit 

the teachers from this study and observe what possible changes have occurred in their 

instruction practices during virtual learning. Ideally, I would like to view a comparison of 

vocabulary instruction before and during quarantine. Teacher interviews would be 

expanded to include adjustments, if any, that were made for vocabulary instruction at 

those times. Another question I would add is whether the practices used and thought 

processes involved with their decisions have changed due to the different learning 

environments.  

Implications for Practice 

The first implication rests on the recognition that future and current teachers need 

to be better prepared for the integration and expansion of special education and 

multilingual and multicultural education in the general education setting. The data 

collected from teacher observations and interviews showed how teachers need the 

information and tools in order to effectively teach vocabulary to SLDs and ELs with LD. 

As such, this study has important implications for both pre-service and in-service teacher 

preparation and training. Pre-service teacher education programs and professional 
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development (PD) trainings should include comprehensive instruction on how to teach 

vocabulary to SLDs and ELs with and or without LD. Included with the trainings should 

be an understanding of the impact of culture and language on learning. It discredits 

teachers when they teach outside of their trained expertise, and for these students it is a 

disservice to try to learn without support for their differences in language and/or 

disability. Whether in pre-service training from higher education establishments or PDs 

from local school districts, the implication is that SLDs and ELs with LD will continue to 

be left behind.  

The next implication relates to shifting teachers from a curriculum focus to a 

student-focused instruction practice. In this study, there were so many more curriculum-

focused teachers than student-focused, and the majority of the student-focused teachers 

were ELA teachers. It coincides with how poorly SLDs and ELs with LD are performing 

in the other content classes. Students in the other content areas would benefit so much 

more if the instruction they were receiving focused on their learning and not solely on 

state testing. This has implications on the federal level of education, which should also be 

made aware of the data from this and other similar studies to show how to amend the 

learning prospects of these most vulnerable students. 

A third implication is one that can contribute so much to students’ learning and 

teachers’ instruction; that is, reading. There is much research that shows vocabulary is 

learned and supported through reading, and better reading contributes to comprehension, 

yet the data showed mostly ELA classes provided reading time. Reading, supported or 

independent, combined with content-specific text, does not require large amounts of time 
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or additional lessons. Having a variety of subject-related text adds more background 

knowledge through multiple exposures. This opens up opportunities to have meaningful 

conversations related to content and develops a deeper understanding of concepts, 

especially if students can connect some personal experience to the topic.  

The fourth implication is the missed opportunities to incorporate direct or indirect 

vocabulary practices. Observations showed times when students could have read some 

content-related material while waiting for additional instruction or activity, or have been 

provided supports like GOs to help break down longer multisyllabic words or a keyword 

mnemonic to help students remember concept-to-vocabulary. Beginning with one 

practice to be used consistently in the class starts the process of building vocabulary. 

Then additional practices can be added as differentiated instruction for students who need 

extra support.  

When I was a young girl, my mother told me a story after having one of those 

school days where I was made aware that I was different. In part, she told me about a 

bonsai tree, a very beautiful tree, a very old tree. She said I needed to be that tree. The 

tree was a culmination of its natural parts that had been cultivated into something 

beautiful because of what was around it. The wind pulled and pushed on the branches 

that worked to reach the sky, rain washed its roots, its foundation that refused to let go of 

its home, and even the insects that bored and chewed away its trunk, its body, but “they” 

could not destroy it. Soon, the wind slowed and became gentle brushes through the 

leaves, the rain eased and gave it nourishment to grow, and even the insects learned to 
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rest against it for protection from other insects. Then the bonsai grew and grew, letting it 

be cultivated with what was around it.  

This metaphor became more relevant as I reflected on what I learned from this 

study. There are still quite a few “forces” that affect SLDs and ELs with LD that need to 

be recognized as obstacles to their vocabulary learning. There is research that shows the 

best ways to teach struggling students and how effective these practices and strategies 

are when applied. However, the data from this study indicated that the applications of the 

practices were not widely used, especially in content classes. There is a real implication 

that so many of these SLDs and ELs with LD will continue to struggle because there isn’t 

a unified understanding that the education system is losing these populations by not 

providing more vocabulary instruction. From this study, I believe direct and indirect 

vocabulary instruction needs to be placed higher in the curriculum to increase 

comprehension of content, and I believe the system needs to better understand the 

changing demographics of today’s classrooms to teach all the students effectively. My 

goal is to never have to hear another distraught student say it’s too hard to learn because 

“there’s too much words.”  

 



 

182 

Appendix A. Teacher Consent Form 

An Observation Study of Vocabulary Instruction for Middle School 
Students with Learning Disabilities and Who are English Learners 

 

TEACHER INFORMED CONSENT 

 

RESEARCH PROCEDURES  

This research is being conducted to determine what vocabulary instruction is conducted 
in middle school content area classes (English language arts, science, and social studies), 
the time provided for vocabulary instruction, the instructional practices, and teachers’ 
perceptions on vocabulary instruction for students with learning disabilities and English 
learners with learning disabilities.  
 
If you agree to participate, the researcher will come to a class of your choosing twice to 
observe vocabulary instruction. The two observations will occur in the same period class 
on two days scheduled 3-4 weeks apart.  
 
If you participate in the study, the researcher will schedule a time with you to conduct a 
15-20 minute interview once observations are completed. The interview will be audio 
recorded and written notes taken. 
 
If you agree to participate, there will be no interruption to your class, or interaction with 
your students. The researcher will sit in a designated seat and only observe. No 
alterations to your lessons for the day are expected.  
 

RISKS 

There are no foreseeable risks for participating in this research. 
 

BENEFITS 

Potential benefits may include: (1) increased knowledge of vocabulary instruction in 
middle school content area self-contained and inclusion classes, (2) maximization of 
vocabulary instructional time, and (3) maximization of collaborative teaching across 
content classes (English language arts, science, and social studies). 
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CONFIDENTIALITY  

The data in this study will be confidential. You will be assigned an ID code and no 
identifying participant, school, or school district information will ever be reported. Only 
the researcher will have access to any participant information data and all data relating to 
this study will be kept and maintained in locked files. All audio digital data will be stored 
on a password protected laptop. The audiodata will be destroyed after transcription. 
 

PARTICIPATION 

Your participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the study at any time and for 
any reason. If you decide not to participate or if you withdraw from the study, there is no 
penalty. Participation will not impact your employment status or your standing in the 
school. There are not costs to you or any other party. 
As a token of appreciation for your participation, you will receive a $15.00 gift card to 
either Starbucks or Amazon at the end of your interview. 
 

CONTACT 

This research is being conducted by Kelly Liu, doctoral candidate, under the supervision 
of Dr. Berkeley in the College of Education and Human Development at George Mason 
University. Kelly Liu may be reached at XXX-XXX-XXXX or xxx@xxx.xxx and Dr. 
Berkeley may be reached at XXX-XXX-XXXX or xxx@xxx.xxx for questions or to 
report a research-related problem. You may contact the George Mason University Office 
of Research Integrity & Assurance at 703-993-4121 if you have questions or comments 
regarding your rights as a participant in this research. 
 
This research has been reviewed according to George Mason University procedures 
governing your participation in this research. 
 
I understand that audiotaping is part of this study. 
 

CONSENT 

I have read this form, all of my questions have been answered by the research staff, and I 
agree to participate in this study. 
 
 
 
    
Participant’s Signature   Date 
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Appendix B. Recruitment Letter 

Hello.  
My name is (Researcher). I am a doctoral candidate at George Mason University asking 
for your participation for my observation study. My focus in the observations is 
vocabulary instruction for student with learning disabilities and English learners with 
learning disabilities in self-contained and team-taught classrooms. I am specifically 
looking in English language arts, science, and social studies classes in 7th and 8th grades. I 
am hoping you will participate and allow me to come and observe your class twice. I or 
my assistant will only sit in an unobtrusive spot for 2 classes and take notes. 
 
At the end of the observations, I would like to invite you to participate in a short one-one 
interview regarding your thought processes for instruction. The interviews are 
confidential and will last about 20 minutes. 
 
Please let me know if you would like to participate. I can be reached by 
email:xxx@xxx.xxx, or phone: XXX-XXX-XXXX. 
 
Thank you for your time. 
Respectfully, 
Researcher 
PhD. Candidate 
George Mason University 
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Appendix C. Profile Questionnaire 

Profile Questionnaire 

Dear Teacher,  

Please answer the following questions regarding teacher and school information. 

The information you provide is being collected for research purposes. All responses that 

relate to or describe identifiable characteristics of individual may be used only for 

statistical purposes and may not be disclosed, or used, in identifiable form for any other 

purpose. Data will be combined for statistical reports. No individual data that links you or 

your school with your responses will be included in the statistical reports. 

Thank you very much for your help. 

1. Age:  

20-25   26-30  31-35   36-40   41-45  

46-50   51-55   56-60   61-65  66+  

2. What gender do you identify most with?:   

Male _____ Female _____ Prefer not to answer _____ 

3. Ethnicity: ___________________________ 

Prefer not to answer _____ 

4. Do you speak a language other than English?     Yes      No 

If yes, what language? _____________________ 

If yes, is English your    First _____     Second _____ language? 
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5. Counting this year, how many years have you been a school teacher, including 

part time? Years teaching _____   at present school _____ 

6. Are you a General education _____ or Special education _____ teacher? 

7. If special education teacher, how many of each type of class do you currently 

teach?  

Team-taught _____ Self-contained _____ Both _____ 

8. What grade(s) do you currently teach? 7 _____  8 _____  Both _____ 

9. In which of these content area(s)?      Social studies     ELA      Science  

Including this year, how many years have you been teaching the content 

area(s) you selected above? _____ 

10. Have you ever taught a reading class? (e.g., Read 180, Language Live!) 

Yes     No  

If yes, which program? _______________________ 

11. What is the highest degree you have completed? 

BA/BS     MA     Doctorate _______________ 

Are you currently enrolled at an institution?     Yes     No 

If yes, what institution? ____________________________________ 

12. How important do you regard vocabulary in your content area? 

Very  Important  Not very  Not at all  



 

 

1
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Appendix D. Observation Instrument 

Date: Observation #: Observer Teacher 

Content: Student #          M         F SC/TT Total time: 

 

Areas to observe Identify Anecdotal description 

Time:   CFU 

Verbal  

Written  

 P 

D 

I 

N 

Direct/Indirect   

Strategy Type   

Words context/ 
isolation 

  

Differentiation   

 

Areas to observe Identify Anecdotal description 

Time:   CFU 

Verbal  

Written  

 

Direct/Indirect   

Strategy Type   

Words context/ 
isolation 

  

Differentiation   
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Appendix E. Teacher Interview Questions 

Interview Questions 
 

1. During the observations, I saw … (list points of the instruction observed, or strategy 

observed).  

a. Is there anything you would like to add that I may have missed or 

misinterpreted?  

2. With the type of instruction I saw, would you say that was fair representation of your 

classroom vocabulary instruction? 

a. If no – Could you describe for me what typical vocabulary instruction looks 

like? 

3. How do you decide what type of instruction to use? Could you walk me through your 

process for deciding? 

4. Have you tried other forms of instruction or strategies for vocabulary? Could you tell 

me about them? 

a. How well would you say it worked for your students? 

5. Could you explain to me your thought process for choosing the vocabulary words? 
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6. I saw this type of grouping in your class. Is this typical grouping for your class? Do 

you ever try other forms of groupings? Could you tell me about them in terms of how 

they worked for vocabulary instruction in your class? 

7.  (For classes that contained independent reading time) 

a. Could you tell me more about how you build in independent reading time for 

the kids to learn more vocabulary words? Are the books assigned or chosen?  

8. What are your thoughts on vocabulary instruction for students with LD? How do 

students with LD influence your thought processes on providing vocabulary 

instruction for them? 

9. Could you walk me through your thought processes on deciding and implementing 

vocabulary instruction for ELs with LD? 

10. Could you take a moment and tell me if there is anything you would like to add 

regarding direct or indirect vocabulary instruction? 

a. Is there anything you would like to add that I may have missed or 

misinterpreted?  
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