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ABSTRACT 

 

This study is a comparative investigation of English vocabulary instruction for 

English language learners. Three elementary schools from a U.S.-Mexico border 

community were chosen purposely and studied using qualitative research methods. The 

purpose of this study was to compare and contrast vocabulary instructional strategies 

that promoted academic reading achievement in the STAAR reading assessment with 

ELLs among two high-achieving schools and one low-achieving elementary school as 

measured by the Texas Education Agency.  

The participants in this qualitative study consisted of 18 teachers: 6 teachers per 

campus and 3 principals. The methods of data collection were classroom observations, 

student artifacts, and one-on-one teacher interviews. Data were utilized, coded, 

categorized, and were compared to create emerging themes. The narrative data provided 

empowering stories in education, frustrating incidents about their education, monitoring 

of education, and caring in education.  

According to these 18 teachers, teaching vocabulary is not an easy task, 

especially not for English language learners. Because teachers understand that 

accountability measures are designed to ensure that all students in the United States, 

including those who speak languages other than English, meet state and national reading 

and writing standards, there is no time to waste. This study highlighted the strengths of 

these teachers to provide effective vocabulary instruction for English language learners 
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and how they coped with identified frustrations in their pedagogy in order to assist the 

ELLs in achieving academic reading success.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

 

Introduction 

There is a multitude of literature on reading instruction and English language 

learners (ELLs). Like most hot topics, there are differing views on what is the best 

method for teaching reading, teaching ELLs, and teaching reading to ELLs. “There are 

over 5 million English language learners (ELLs) representing one in every nine public 

school students in grades K-12” (Goldenberg, 2011, p. 684). The National Clearinghouse 

for English Language Acquisition (2006) reported a 150% increase of ELLs from the 

year 2000 and beyond, when the overall school population has grown by only 20%. 

Demographic evidence has suggested that this population already has a presence in 

many of the nation’s school districts. For example, in 2002, 43% of the nation’s teachers 

had at least one ELL in their classrooms (Shorr, 2006; U.S. Department of Education & 

National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2003). 

Humes, Jones, and Ramirez (2011) reported in the 2010 U.S. Census Bureau, an 

estimated number of Hispanics to be about 50.5 million, or about 16% of the U.S. 

population, up 43% from the 2000 census. The increase of over 15 million Hispanics 

from 2000 to 2010 accounted for more than half of the total school population increase 

in the United States during that time (Humes et al., 2011). Additionally, data collected in 

2007 by the U.S. Department of Education, indicated that a substantial proportion of 

Hispanic students in grades 4th and 8th were indeed English language learners. These two 
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facts—the growing size of the Hispanic population in the United States and the 

percentage of 4th- and 8th-grade Hispanic students that were English language learners—

helped to explain the achievement gap between Hispanic and White 4th- and 8th-graders 

(Humes et al., 2011).  

Closing the Hispanic-White achievement gap continues to be a challenge, as this 

gap is increasing over time. While the Hispanic students’ average scores have increased 

across the assessment years, White students continue to produce higher scores at about a 

25-point difference, on all assessments (Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011; Humes et al., 

2011). Nonetheless, school report cards, published online, quantified how successful 

individual schools were with earning proficient rankings for all of their students (Texas 

Education Agency, 2012-2013). Because annually administered standardized tests were 

reported as disaggregated data, struggling students and those challenged because of race, 

culture, or low socioeconomic status affected the overall school ranking. Furthermore, it 

became essential for schools to identify how each individual subgroup of children 

learned, hence my interest in ELLs. The focus of this study was to investigate 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures that promote academic achievement 

in reading among native Spanish speaking ELLs in a U.S.-Mexico border community. 

Researchers stated that nearly 80% of ELLs speak Spanish as their first language 

(Zehler et al., 2003), and they also represent a heterogeneous population in terms of 

ethnicity, nationality, socioeconomic background, and immigration status, with the 

highest generation of students in the United States (August & Hakuta, 1997) and 

heterogeneous because of the variety of Hispanic language backgrounds. According to 
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Capps, Fix, Murray, Passel and Herwantoro (2005), ELLs in the United States come 

from over 400 different language backgrounds. These language backgrounds include but 

are not limited to Mexican, Cuban, Dominican, and Puerto Rican. Even more surprising 

is that most ELLs of Hispanic descent were born in the United States. Among 

elementary-age ELLs, 76% were born in the United States; and among middle and high 

school-age ELLs, 56% were born in this country. However, about 80% of the ELLs’ 

parents were born outside of the United States (Capps et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, ELLs have a tendency to exhibit lower academic achievement 

(particularly in literacy) than their non-ELL peers, and similar negative trends are 

observed in other educational outcomes such as grade repetition and school dropout rate 

(Abedi, 2002; August & Hakuta, 1997; Wallace, 2007; Zehler et al., 2003). 

“Consequently, most ELLs in the United States are at risk for poor school outcomes not 

only because of language, but also because of socioeconomic factors” (Goldenberg, 

2011, p. 685) because they live in poverty. The need for change within the educational 

system continues to be a national priority when the economic impact of failing students 

was studied. A correlation between lower education and unhealthy lifestyles, lack of 

insurance, potential for incarceration, and lifetime earnings was verified by McKinsey 

and Company (2009). Nonetheless, where students live should not determine their ability 

to learn; therefore, national attention is focused on the need to provide a “highly 

qualified” teacher in every classroom and reduce the achievement gap for ELLs 

(Hemphill & Vanneman, 2011; Roberts, 2005; Wood, Harmon, & Hedrick, 2004).  
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Moreover, disaggregated reporting of proficiency scores over several years 

indicated that many of the ELLs, students with special needs, and students of low socio-

economic status in the urban elementary schools in the United States were labeled as “at-

risk” for school failure (Cortiella, 2009; Florian & McLaughlin, 2008); this does not 

exclude ELLs living in rural areas. In spite of years of educational financial support to 

address the problem, many minority students, particularly those in urban districts, 

continue to struggle; therefore, it is critical that data-driven reading instructional 

strategies that work for minority populations be identified and implemented (Lane, 2007; 

Reeves, 2008).  

However, there are success stories of schools whose disaggregated reporting of 

reading and mathematics scores do show improvement. Understanding the lessons found 

in these successful outlier schools can be a powerful tool to facilitate narrowing the 

achievement gap in other schools. This study identified and compared vocabulary 

instructional strategies and procedures between two elementary schools in a U.S.-

Mexico border community that repeatedly achieved a high degree of success on 

standardized reading assessments despite educating a challenging minority population 

and a school with a similar population that repeatedly achieved less success on 

standardized reading tests. Additionally, the research identified commonalities between 

the high-achieving elementary schools of research-based vocabulary strategies to 

improve vocabulary acquisition altogether, which is known to be a challenging area for 

ELLs (Feldman & Kinsella, 2005; Walsh, 2009). 
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Tompkins (2003) agreed that vocabulary acquisition can be difficult for ELLs 

because they are learning both the oral and written forms of words at the same time. 

Vacca and Vacca (2003) also reported that vocabulary acquisition can be difficult for 

ELLs. Often, students who do not have a vocabulary-rich home environment do not have 

the support necessary to develop their academic vocabulary for school (Vacca & Vacca, 

2003).  

Diverse models and theories of reading development are consistent in the concept 

that the ability to read for students is based upon the growth of two sets of early reading 

skills: (a) skills that are associated with decoding (such as phonological processing 

abilities and word reading) and (b) skills associated with comprehension (such as 

vocabulary knowledge) (Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Roberts, 2005; Snow, 1991; 

Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2001). Studies that have included ELLs focused on vocabulary 

knowledge because students who are ELLs are dramatically behind their English-

speaking peers in the number of English vocabulary words they have acquired when they 

enter kindergarten (Silverman, 2007; Tabors & Snow, 2001).  

In addition, the implementation of cultural schema plays a major role due to the 

fact that the ELLs come from different cultural backgrounds and the importance of 

cultural factors becoming more relevant in the delivery of vocabulary instruction for 

these students is of major importance (Yi & Zhang, 2006). Vocabulary knowledge plays 

a critical role in reading comprehension, learning, and success in all academic areas for 

all students (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). 

Undoubtedly, there needs to be a way of instructing ELLs effectively in vocabulary 
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development because prior research on ELLs also indicates that vocabulary knowledge 

is essential for academic growth across the curriculum (Barcoft, 2004; Flanigan & 

Greenwood, 2007; Snow & Kim, 2007). 

Statement of the Problem 

In the past two decades, schools in the United States have seen a dramatic 

increase in the number of students for whom a language other than English is spoken at 

home. These students are known as English language learners or ELLs. The federal 

definition of an English language learner is: 

one who has sufficient difficulty speaking, reading, writing, or understanding the 

English language and whose difficulties may deny such individual the 

opportunity to learn successfully in classrooms where the language of instruction 

is in English or to participate fully in our society due to one or more of the 

following reasons: 1) was not born in the US or whose native language is a 

language other than English and comes from an environment where a language 

other than English is dominant; 2) is a Native American or Alaska Native or who 

is a native resident of the Outlying Areas and comes from an environment where 

a language other than English has had a significant impact on such individual’s 

level of English language proficiency; or 3) is migratory and whose native 

language is other than English and comes from an environment where a language 

other than English is dominant. (Public Law 103-382, sec. 7501 as cited in 

Rhodes, Ochoa, & Ortiz, 2005, pp. 1-2) 

 

The education of ELLs was specifically addressed by No Child Left Behind Act 

of 2001 (NCLB, 2001), but additionally supported by The Bilingual Education Act, now 

designated by the federal government as Title III. This Act provides federal aid to ELLs 

with an expressed goal of increasing content academics. An intense instructional focus 

upon the development of the English language along with required academic content to 

prepare the students for the State’s standardized assessment to be taken by these students 

since the first year in U.S. schools. Teaching culturally and ethnically diverse students 
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was identified as the responsibility of all school staff rather than solely ELL specialists 

because of the profound influence a student’s social background has on academic 

achievement (Barone, 2006; Graves, 2009).  

Biemiller and Slonim (2001) found that ELLs’ reading in their first language 

with an estimated reading and speaking vocabulary of 5,000-7,000 words before 

beginning formal reading instruction in schools, still scored poorly in English reading 

vocabulary when they were assessed in their second language. As mentioned previously, 

Hispanic ELLs across the United States tend to score lower on state assessments than 

White students (Humes et al., 2011). Locally, in this U.S.-Mexico border community, 

where school districts reflect more than 90% of students as Hispanic ELLs, the problem 

of low academic scores is very evident.  

The 2010 Census of Population and Housing Report reported that 95.6% of the 

city’s population is indeed of Hispanic origin (U.S. Census Bureau, 2013). If schools in 

this U.S.-Mexico border community are to provide a quality education for all children, it 

is imperative that teachers implement empirically sound practices for teaching 

vocabulary, especially since ELLs consistently underperform when compared to their 

peers in academic settings (Humes et al., 2011; Moss & Puma, 1995; Snow & 

Biancarosa, 2003; Wainer, 2004). 

Fewer than 13% of teachers in the nation have received professional 

development to prepare them for teaching linguistically and culturally diverse students 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2004; Vitale & Romance, 2008). This lack of 

professional development is reflected locally as well, where only one session per year (if 
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any) is geared toward the teaching of vocabulary in general (Electronic Registrar Online 

[ERO], 2013). It is not uncommon to find untrained paraprofessionals acting as English-

language teachers for ELLs locally (ERO, 2013) and across the United States 

(Echevarria, Short, & Powers, 2006; Lavadenz, 1994; Pickett, 1999; Rueda, Monzo, & 

Higareda, 2004). Consequently, it is extremely important for well-prepared teachers to 

provide ELLs with effective vocabulary instruction to help improve their reading 

performance.  

Measures over the past 30 years indicate that fewer minority students were 

considered proficient in reading, and they scored lower on standardized tests when 

compared to their non-minority peers (U.S. Department of Education, 2007; Zajda, 

2009). In April 2000, the National Reading Panel (NRP) concluded that the cognitive 

process of reading comprehension is an integration of complex abilities. Moreover, 

reading comprehension cannot be understood without investigating the essential role of 

vocabulary learning and instruction as well as its development. Furthermore, after 

reviewing 50 studies from 1979 to the late 1990s that met the panel’s strict criteria, the 

researchers on the panel determined that the role of vocabulary knowledge in reading 

comprehension is crucial and necessary to make gains in reading comprehension (NRP, 

2000). 

Moreover, the significant role vocabulary knowledge plays within 

comprehension has long been recognized in education dating back to 1925 (Boulware-

Gooden, Carreker, Thornhill, & Joshi, 2007; Whipple, as cited in National Institute of 

Child Health and Human Development, 2000). Since that time, relationships between 
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vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension have been supported time and time 

again in the research literature (Fukkink & deGlopper, 1998; Graves, 2009; Klesius & 

Searls, 1990; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000; Stahl & 

Fairbanks, 1986).  

Although vocabulary is of extreme importance to oral and written language 

comprehension, there have been relatively few experimental studies focused on English 

vocabulary teaching among elementary-school language-minority (ELLs) children 

reported in the last 25 years (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). On the 

contrary, a wealth of research on vocabulary learning among monolingual English 

speakers has been reported, enough to justify the inclusion of vocabulary as a key 

component of reading instruction in the report of the National Reading Panel (NRP, 

2000). Furthermore, the National Reading Panel review emphasized that instructors 

should not rely on single methods for teaching vocabulary, but on a variety of methods 

(NRP, 2000). First, vocabulary should be taught directly—apart from a larger narrative 

or text—and indirectly—as words are encountered in a larger text with the importance of 

multiple exposures to new vocabulary words emphasized (NRP, 2000). Vocabulary 

words should also be taught to meet the needs of the diverse learner. 

The reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Act (ESEA), known as the 

NCLB of 2001, promoted a disciplined approach to school accountability for all 

students; furthermore, that approach included a focus on student achievement over time, 

bound by an emphasis to determine strategies to close the achievement gap between low-

achieving students and their peers (Hess & Petrilli, 2009). The law promoted a 
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disciplined approach to school accountability with a goal of universal proficiency in 

reading and mathematics by the year 2014 (Hardman & Dawson, 2008; Hess & Petrilli, 

2009).  

In addition, it was noted in the NCLB Act, the reporting of at-risk populations as 

well (Cortiella, 2009; Education Trust, 2003). Ultimately, four major subgroups of at-

risk students were identified: (a) economically disadvantaged students, (b) students with 

disabilities, (c) students with limited English proficiency, and (d) students from major 

racial and ethnic groups (Center for Public Education, 2006). Furthermore, The No Child 

Left Behind legislation mandated that all students, in all subgroups, make continuous 

progress in all rigorous academic programs (Yell, 2006). The same law imposed 

requirements that included fiscal sanctions and corrective actions on those schools and 

districts that did not meet standards for their minority students (Hardman & Dawson, 

2008). 

As educators, we are facing a state of urgency in vocabulary knowledge (teachers 

teaching it and ELLs developing it) and should support ELLs who experience slow 

vocabulary development. By providing ELLs with effective vocabulary learning 

strategies, their vocabularies will increase and their academic language will be enhanced 

(August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005). In addition, these students “may be at risk of 

being diagnosed as learning disabled, when in fact their limitation is due to limited 

English vocabulary and poor understanding of English that results in part from this 

limitation” (August et al., 2005, p. 50). 
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As a former administrator at a local elementary school, teachers would approach 

me with questions, such as: “I don’t understand why the students have so many 

challenges comprehending the story?” and “Isn’t vocabulary something that students 

should already have?” Being an instructional leader, I would present different strategies 

for vocabulary development stressing that without such knowledge, the students would 

not comprehend any readings. In addition, I would also emphasize how vocabulary and 

comprehension are not innate; we should provide our students with those learning 

strategies in order to improve their academics. Therefore, ways to begin to address these 

problems are to enhance teacher knowledge and teaching skills within the area of 

vocabulary instruction.  

These skills include for teachers to be better prepared with knowledge regarding 

the selection of targeted vocabulary words to teach (Beck, McKeown & Kucan, 2002; 

Graves, 2009). Furthermore, teachers need to provide instruction that includes multiple 

exposures to target vocabulary and systematic review and integration of vocabulary 

words within and between lessons (Baumann & Kame’enui, 2004; Lugo-Neris, Jackson, 

& Goldstein, 2010).  

Although in this U.S.-Mexico border community, the majority of the students are 

identified as ELL Hispanics, they still score lower in state reading assessments when 

compared to the minority White students. In the next chapter, more precise data will be 

presented of the local student population, and it will become obvious that in most, if not 

all, of the grade levels analyzed the achievement of the White students is twice as high 

as that of the Hispanic ELL students.   
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Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to compare and contrast vocabulary instructional 

strategies that promoted academic reading achievement in the STAAR reading 

assessment with ELLs among two high-achieving schools and one low-achieving school. 

Located in the same school district within a U.S.-Mexico border community, the two 

high-achieving schools consistently earned acceptable scores for subgroups as 

Hispanics, ELLs, and economically disadvantaged as well as their total population on 

the state-mandated State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness (STAAR) reading 

assessment. These high-achieving campuses were rated as exemplary under TAKS 

(Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills) reading assessment. The low-achieving 

school has consistently earned lower scores on the STAAR reading assessment and 

TAKS reading assessment as well. 

Using the Schema Theoretical approach (Ajideh, 2003) with the organized 

background knowledge of vocabulary words, themes were identified to determine what 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures the teachers in the 3rd, 4th, and 5th 

grades at those high-achieving schools are implementing to successfully achieve higher 

passing reading scores and whether these same or different vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures are implemented by teachers in the low-achieving school. Data 

were collected from teacher interviews in order to gather information about their 

vocabulary instruction knowledge. Classroom observations were also conducted in order 

to observe the frequency of vocabulary instruction being implemented, and digital 
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pictures of student artifacts were collected and examined to achieve a more concrete 

descriptive case study of the selected schools.  

This process was intended to help identify consistency across teacher interviews, 

classroom observations, and these artifacts. Findings from this study will provide 

valuable information that can address the goal of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 

(NCLB, 2001) that all students be proficient in reading by the year 2014 and locally as a 

focus to improve professional development trainings to improve vocabulary instruction 

or to make vocabulary instruction more effective (Elliot & Thurlow, 2006; Hess & 

Petrilli, 2009).  

Research Questions 

Nagy and Scott (2000) reminded us that it is imperative to provide teachers with 

the necessary instructional knowledge and practices needed to construct an educational 

environment that engages students in rich English language experiences, so that students 

become fascinated with words both inside and outside the classroom and for the rest of 

their lives.  

Overall, the stakes for ELLs have been raised significantly as states and federal 

programs have restructured their accountability measures; the NCLB Act of 2001 

is an admirable goal but one that requires a specific plan for ELLs. Such a plan 

must include teachers’ use of instructional practices that will facilitate students’ 

English academic literacy development so they can meet the high standards in all 

academic areas. (Echevarria et al., 2006, p. 198)  

 

Moreover, it was clearly understood that the ultimate goal of effective 

vocabulary instruction is to provide and prepare students with the understanding and 

skills necessary for lifelong reading abilities in order to succeed in their lives. 

Vocabulary knowledge is an essential component of reading, and it is important to 
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develop it in order to achieve the comprehension of text (Boulware-Gooden et al., 2007; 

Lehr, Osborn, & Hiebert, 2004; Wallace, 2007; Walsh, 2009). To examine this issue, the 

following questions guided the investigation: 

1. What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the 

classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the 

two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

2. Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-

achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

3. Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of 

the two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, 

what are they? 

Theoretical Framework 

The following qualitative study implemented the role of schema theory and 

vocabulary development as the main theoretical perspective in order to investigate 

further through qualitative themes, the factors contributing to the reading success of two 

acceptable schools and the lack of success in a third school, as identified by the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA), from a U.S.-Mexico border community. “A schema (plural 

schemata), is a hypothetical mental structure for representing generic concepts stored in 

the memory, such as a framework, a plan, or a script” (Ajideh, 2003, p. 4). Ajideh (2003) 

also stated, “Schemata are created through experience with people, objects, and events in 

the world” (p. 4).  



 

15 

The role of schema theory, as per Adams and Collins (1979), is “to specify the 

interface between the reader and the text—to specify how the reader’s prior knowledge 

interacts with and shapes the information on the page and to specify how that knowledge 

must be organized to support interaction” (p. 3). In other words, “the text itself does not 

carry complete meaning, it only provides direction and clues for readers to retrieve or 

reconstruct meaning from their previously acquired knowledge” (Carrell & Eisterhold, 

1983, p. 556), and this is highly attributed to the vocabularies in every person. For 

example, when we frequently visit places, such as restaurants or grocery stores, we begin 

to form background information about our experiences to develop a general idea, or a 

concept of expectations of what we will encounter while visiting such places (Ajideh, 

2003).  

Ajideh (2003) added that “this is useful, because if someone tells you a story 

about a certain food they ate in a restaurant or a special event that occurred in a 

restaurant, they don’t have to provide all of the details about being seated, giving their 

order to the server, leaving a tip at the end, etc., because your schema for the restaurant 

experience can fill in these missing details” (p. 4). Schemata are comprised of organized 

background knowledge that leads us to expect or predict characteristics in our 

interpretation of something being read and/or experienced (Ajideh, 2003), hence the 

connections of vocabulary knowledge to better comprehend text. Bartlett (1932) 

believed that our memory of discourse was not based on straight reproductions, but was 

constructive.  
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Carrell (1984) divided schemata into three components: (a) linguistic schema that 

“refers to the readers’ existing language knowledge about phonemes, vocabulary, and 

grammar” (Yi & Zhang, 2006, p. 2); (b) formal schema that “refers to the readers’ 

background knowledge on the features and organizational patterns of various writing 

styles” (Yi & Zhang, 2006, p. 2), and (c) content schema that “refers to the readers’ 

background knowledge of the content area of a text” (Yi & Zhang, 2006, p. 2). Carrell 

and Floyd (1987) maintained that an ESL teacher is a form of conduit that must provide 

the student with the appropriate schemata he or she is lacking and must also teach the 

student how to build bridges between existing knowledge and new knowledge in order to 

comprehend text being read.  

In addition, a number of organized pre-reading approaches such as prediction and 

inference have been proposed in the literature for facilitating reading through activation 

of background knowledge and the schema process (Carrell & Floyd, 1987). Stahl and 

Fairbanks (1986) revealed that when specific vocabulary from academic subject areas 

was selected as the focus of instruction, thus building background knowledge, the result 

was a 33% increase in comprehension.  

Furthermore, as cultural factors are becoming more relevant in the delivery of 

instruction for ELLs another type of schema identified as cultural schema has emerged. 

Yi and Zhang (2006) concluded that this is so because the schemata presented is also 

culture-specific where “the meaning the reader constructs may not be in the text at all, 

but in the reader’s mind” (p. 2). Moreover, readers from different cultural backgrounds 
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interpret different perspectives when they are asked to recall the text because of the 

background knowledge they possess from their culture (Carrell, 1984).  

Schemata may be viewed as flexible in that it undergoes a cyclic process of 

vocabulary knowledge within that consistently changes through information that is 

stored in one’s memory and provides knowledge when needed in the reading process 

with the least amount of effort to comprehend. This, in turn, assisted me in identifying if 

teachers applied this theory to strategically instruct vocabulary through effective 

strategies for ELLs during the classroom observations performed. 

The teacher interviews also allowed for a different perspective of this study 

because research today usually focuses on what should be included in the instruction of 

ELLs, why we need to teach them and how we need to teach them (Graves, 2009; Nieto, 

2000). However, we are lacking the insider perspective of people going through the 

process—that is, individuals telling their own stories as they are lived in their classrooms 

and altogether in their lives (Gay, 2000). This perspective will come from our teachers 

of ELLs.  

Definition of Terms 

 The following definitions are offered for terms used for the purpose of this study: 

Claymation – Getting students motivated and engaged in the learning process is 

probably the number one reason to try Claymation. The content of the animation might 

require students to create an advertisement for a product, rewrite existing stories with 

new characters, locations, or endings, or offer a new solution to an existing problem. 

Claymation is a hands-on activity that engages students, especially kinesthetic learners. 
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Working with clay characters and models allows students to explore abstract concepts in 

a tangible way. Creating Claymations helps students build writing, planning, organizing, 

and teamwork skills (Kolk, 2011). 

Dr. Jean’s Affirmations – Cheers, with hand gestures and movements, are created 

to motivate students for doing a good job and/or answering correctly (e.g., firecracker 

cheer-wiggle your fingers around and down like the sparkles coming from a firecracker, 

cowboy cheer- put one finger in the air, circle it like a lasso, and say, “Ye-haw!”, etc. 

(Herrera, Kavimandan & Holmes, 2011).  

Effective Vocabulary Instruction – Vocabulary instruction for ELLs should be a 

part of a robust literacy instruction that includes an explicit code instruction of words, 

comprehension instruction, balanced language-rich instruction to increase oral 

vocabulary and academic vocabulary, and an additive literacy instruction that supports 

the transfer of learning from a student’s first language (L1) to the student’s second 

language (L2) (Manyak, 2007). 

ELLs – English language learners have sufficient difficulty speaking, reading, 

writing, or understanding the English language and have difficulties that may deny such 

individuals the opportunity to learn successfully in classrooms where the language of 

instruction is in English. In addition, an individual may not participate fully in our 

society due to one or more of the following reasons: (a) was not born in the U.S. or 

whose native language is a language other than English and comes from an environment 

where a language other than English is dominant; (b) is a Native American or Alaska 

Native or who is a native resident of the Outlying Areas and comes from an environment 
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where a language other than English has had a significant impact on such individual’s 

level of English language proficiency; or (c) is migratory and whose native language is 

other than English and comes from an environment where a language other than English 

is dominant (Public Law 103-382, sec. 7501 as cited in Rhodes et al., 2005, pp. 1-2). 

Foldables – Foldables are three-dimensional, interactive organizers that allow 

students to organize, remember, review, and learn vocabulary words and their meaning 

in a more explicit manner. The foldable strategy supports teachers in providing an 

extended focus on academic vocabulary development throughout the lesson (Herrera et 

al., 2011). 

Frayer Model – The Frayer Model is a technique that requires students to define 

target vocabulary and apply their knowledge by generating examples and non-examples, 

provide characteristics, and draw a picture to illustrate the meaning of the word (Frayer, 

Frederick, & Klausmeier, 1969). 

Highly Effective Strategies – These are strategies that teachers implement in 

order to challenge and engage all students the service, by adapting the required 

curriculum, resources, and standards in order to meet students’ needs and interests 

(Routman, 2012). 

NCLB of 2001 – The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 mandated that all 

students, in all subgroups, make continuous progress in all rigorous academic programs 

(Yell, 2006). The same law imposed required fiscal and corrective actions on those 

schools and districts that did not meet standards for their minority students (Hardman & 

Dawson, 2008).  
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Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) – PLCs are created by groups of 

teachers and administrators who come together in order to focus on teaching and 

learning (DuFour, 2004; Zepeda, 2008).  

Sheltered Instruction Strategies – These are instructional approaches designed to 

provide grade-level academic content in areas such as social studies, mathematics, and 

science accessible for ELLs by incorporating specialized strategies and techniques that 

accommodate the second-language acquisition process (Genesee, 1999). 

STAAR – State of Texas Assessment of Academic Readiness. 

TAKS – Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills. 

TEA – Texas Education Agency.  

Tier I Campus – A Tier I Campus is a local district scale that identifies campuses 

that consistently are able to demonstrate success for all learners in the state-mandated 

assessments.  

Tier II Campus – A Tier II Campus is a local district scale that identifies 

campuses that barely meet the minimum state-mandated assessments for reading, and are 

under strict monitoring during each district benchmark with monthly central office visits.  

Vocabulary – Vocabulary is an essential component of reading, and it is 

important to develop in order to achieve the comprehension of text (Lehr et al., 2004). 

Organization of the Study 

The research work was written and divided into four further chapters following 

the completion of this introductory chapter. Initially, a comprehensive review of the 

literature took place, providing the researcher with the current level of knowledge 
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surrounding the significant increase of ELLs in the United States and the need to better 

educate them. The literature review focused on the identification of key factors for 

providing ELLs with instruction to build vocabulary, the programs available for ELLs, 

the relationship of vocabulary knowledge and reading performance for ELLs, and even 

local data of reading achievement gaps between ELLs and native English speakers.  

Following this, the research methodology is provided in Chapter III, with a 

description research design for the study. Choices were justified and supported with 

claims from the literature, helping to acknowledge that the study selected an appropriate 

methodology from which to gain the data. Chapter IV focuses on presenting the raw data 

and the interpretation of the triangulation in the research. It also presents the 

perspectives of the teachers about their empowerment toward educational decisions, 

frustrations, professional development altogether, vocabulary instructional procedures 

being implemented, and their familiarity with culturally responsive teaching. In addition, 

this chapter presents the main findings through responses to the three research questions 

and the emergent themes. The final chapter presents constructing meaning through 

discussions within the research questions. Chapter V also presents conclusions from the 

study as well as implications for further research, implications for practice, and the final 

recommendations for future studies of ELLs in the same research field of effective 

vocabulary instruction. 

Summary 

The study explored why research-based vocabulary instruction is a reason for the 

success on the STAAR reading assessment of two acceptable (previously identified as 
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exemplary by TEA) schools, in a U.S.-Mexico border community and their consistent 

scores from subgroups, as well as their total population. This was presented by focusing 

on the identification of research-based strategies for vocabulary instruction in the 3rd, 4th, 

and 5th grades and how frequently effective vocabulary strategies are being implemented 

in these high-achieving schools, in order to attain reading success for all. For comparison 

purposes, a lower achieving school, as identified by the TEA, was also observed in the 

same grade levels to identify any vocabulary research-based strategies being 

implemented and the frequency with which these strategies are being implemented.  
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CHAPTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Introduction 

Many factors exist for providing ELLs with instruction to build vocabulary, but 

none is more important than the contribution of vocabulary knowledge to reading 

comprehension (Boulware-Gooden et al., 2007; Lehr et al., 2004). According to 

Cummins (2003), it takes between one and two years for ELLs to master conversational 

English, but at least five to seven years to become proficient in academic (listening, 

speaking, reading, and writing) English. Because ELLs master conversational English 

before they master academic English, teachers assume very often that ELLs are more 

fluent in English than they actually are. This review examined programs available for 

ELL students, the stages of second language acquisition, the importance of vocabulary 

knowledge, effective vocabulary programs, theory, culturally responsive teaching, and 

features of effective vocabulary instruction.  

Programs Available for ELL Students 

An array of bilingual education programs have been implemented across the 

United States in the past decades. In addition, bilingual education programs take many 

forms, but two goals are common to all: (a) to teach students the English language and 

(b) to provide instruction of the core curriculum in their home language while the 

students are learning the English language and more importantly proficiency in this 
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language (Barcroft, 2004; Lessow-Hurley, 2000). The following are brief descriptions of 

several of the most popular types of bilingual education programs. 

Transitional Bilingual Education 

These programs offer instruction in the primary language (non-English) for one 

to three years. The purpose is to build a foundation in literacy and academic content that 

will facilitate English language as well as academic development as students acquire 

English (Gersten & Woodward, 1995; Lugo-Neris et al., 2010). The goal of this program 

is to develop English language proficiency as quickly as possible and thus transition 

from their native tongues (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). There are two different kinds of 

programs: (a) early transition and (b) late transition programs. These programs focus on 

helping students acquire English proficiency required to succeed in an English-only 

mainstream classroom. Furthermore, early transitional programs teach ELLs in their first 

language during kindergarten and first grade. The transition to English occurs in 2nd and 

3rd grades. Late transition programs lengthen instruction in the ELLs’ native language 

through elementary school and begin transitioning to English in late elementary and 

early middle school (Krashen, Long, & Scarcella, 1979; Ramirez, Yuen, & Ramey, 

1991; Roberts, 2005; Walsh, 2009; Wood et al., 2004). 

Maintenance Bilingual Education 

In this model, instruction is delivered in English and the minority language 

beginning in elementary school and often lasting into middle and high school. As the 

name implies, the goal of this type of program is to help language minority students 

develop and maintain their primary language, as well as become fully proficient in both 
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oral and written English (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005; Wood et al., 2004). The goals of 

maintenance bilingual programs are to promote bilingualism, bi-literacy, and pluralism. 

Languages other than English are seen as resources. Because it promotes the 

development of two languages, the outcome is additive bilingualism that is associated 

with positive cognitive benefits (Cummins, 1981). 

Immersion Education 

Unlike the American “immersion” model, in which students are “immersed” in 

English medium classes, the first bilingual immersion programs were developed in 

Canada for different purposes. The goal of these programs was to teach a second 

language, to language-majority students (Taylor, 1992). Students in these programs 

received instruction in their second language (e.g., Spanish) to develop second language 

proficiency while learning academic content.  

Secondly, these programs focused on proficiency in both the native language and 

the second language. Special pedagogical techniques are used in these classrooms to 

help students understand, learn, and participate in the new language (Peregoy & Boyle, 

2005; Wood et al., 2004). The success of these programs has been extensively studied 

and evaluated by the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education (Genesee, 1987; Swain & 

Lapkin, 1989). 

Two-Way Immersion Programs 

These programs, also called developmental bilingual education, or dual 

programs, were created to serve both language majority and language minority students. 

Equal numbers of native speakers of English and language minority speakers are 
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grouped together in the same classrooms. In the early grades, instruction is delivered in 

the non-English language. This procedure provides second language development for 

English speakers as well as intensive primary language development for native speakers 

of the minority language (Christian, 1994; Ovando & Collier, 1985; Vitale & Romance, 

2008). Instruction in English begins with about 20 minutes a day in kindergarten. 

Gradually, English is increased as students move up in grades until approximately equal 

time is given for both languages (Graves, 2009; Reynolds, Dale, & Moore, 1989; 

Silverman, 2007). Because of this type of program, both groups develop and maintain 

their home languages. The effects of the two-way program have been evaluated 

throughout the United States with positive results (Lindholm, 1990; Lindholm & Gavlek, 

1994; Peregoy, 1991; Peregoy & Boyle, 2005; Thomas & Collier, 2002). Furthermore, 

Thomas and Collier (2002) stated that dual language education is the only model that 

allows English learners to fully close the achievement gap and at times even outperform 

their native English-speaking classmates on standardized tests.  

It must be noted, however, that bilingual education programs serve only a small 

percentage of eligible students across the United States (Peregoy & Boyle, 2005). Much 

more commonly, students who arrive in this country are placed in educational settings in 

which the ultimate goal is for students to learn English, and very limited attention is 

given to the students’ home language.  

Teachers are one of the key components of these programs because they are 

responsible for providing the necessary and most effective instruction to their students. 

Therefore, investigating their knowledge about the programs in which they are 
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participating appears to be of the utmost importance and their knowledge about language 

acquisition for these students is also very important. “Teachers who value students as 

individuals with unique capabilities, are aware that language, be it spoken, written, or 

non-verbal, is a form of transaction that has a tremendous power in the learning-teaching 

process” (Carrasquillo & Rodriguez, 2002, p. 13). Understanding the stages of second 

language acquisition for ELLs is a critical component for teachers to provide the support 

needed for these students. 

The Stages of Second Language Acquisition 

Effective instruction exists in many forms and varieties mainly because it is 

important that students’ conceptions of learning go beyond the narrow view that they are 

simply acquiring a discrete piece of knowledge or a skill (Posner & Rudnitsky, 2001). 

Furthermore, students learning a second language develop through five predictable 

stages: (a) Preproduction, (b) Early Production, (c) Speech Emergence, (d) Intermediate 

Fluency, and (e) Advanced Fluency (Krashen & Terrell, 1983). The following defines 

each stage and the characteristics of ELLs while in that particular level.  

Preproduction Stage 

Students at this stage have from 0 to 6 months of exposure to English and are just 

beginning to learn the English language. Characteristics in class from these ELLs 

include shyness, with minimal comprehension, and mainly as listeners (Hill & Bjork, 

2008; Krashen & Terrell, 1983). Many teachers mistakenly push these students to speak 

English before they are ready. For most ELLs at this level, it is very important for them 

to have time to listen and absorb the language before they are required to speak it. This 
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is sometimes referred to as the “Silent Period” (Asher, 2000; Krashen, 1985). As they 

move through this level, their vocabulary includes approximately 500 receptive words 

(words they can understand but do not implement), and they are beginning to develop 

what theorist Cummins (1979) described as the Basic Interpersonal Communication 

Skills (BICS), which is language used for social interaction and communication. At this 

level, the teacher should be doing about 90% or more of the talking by prompting with 

“Show me…”; “Circle the…”; “Where is…?;” and “Who has…? (Hill & Bjork, 2008).  

Early Production Stage 

At this level, students have had anywhere from six months to a year of English. 

They can now begin to produce some language, in the form of 1 to 2 word responses 

along with the same type of non-verbal responses that they depended on in level 1. 

Kamil and Hiebert (2005) affirmed that about 1,000 words form their receptive 

vocabulary, and as at any other level, about 10% of their vocabulary is expressive 

(words they regularly use). Furthermore, ELLs have limited comprehension, use key 

words and familiar phrases, and implement present-tense verbs as well (Hill & Bjork, 

2008). Teachers must be careful to ask students questions that are appropriate for their 

level and to use simplified language, avoiding idioms and uncommon vocabulary. At 

this level the teacher should use “yes/no questions”; “either/or questions”; “who…?”; 

“what…?”; and “how many…?” (Hill & Bjork, 2008).  

Moreover, in small group and paired activities, ELLs have greater opportunities 

to practice speaking (each student can take turns speaking versus having the teacher ask 

the class a question and only one student responds), and both partners can negotiate 
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meaning. Negotiation of meaning will not be achieved unless ELLs can participate in 

conversation, and research has shown that the focus on accurately conveying meaning 

through two-way negotiation is a very crucial condition for language development 

(Kessler, 1991; Lugo-Neris et al., 2010; Slavin, 1995). Once students have developed 

rudimentary vocabulary and syntax in English, their progress begins to expand rapidly 

(Anglin, Miller, & Wakefield, 1993; Walsh, 2009).  

Speech Emergence Stage 

At this point, somewhere between one and three years of exposure to English, 

ELL students’ development of proficiency increases. They use phrases and sentences, 

and their receptive vocabulary grows to nearly 7,000 words. Furthermore, ELLs have 

good comprehension, can produce simple sentences, will make grammar and 

pronunciation errors and frequently misunderstand jokes and idioms (Hill & Bjork, 

2008). Questions they are now able to answer include “how” and “why,” which require 

phrase or short-sentence answers.  

ELLs at the Speech Emergence stage can participate in a variety of teaching 

strategies. General student-centered practices such as scaffolding and expansion, poetry, 

songs, chants, prediction, comparing/contrasting, describing, cooperative learning, 

problem solving, charting, and graphing are appropriate for ELLs, but the classroom 

teacher must remember to provide them with additional support (Cummins, 1982).  

Intermediate Fluency Stage 

A shift occurs at this level, after about 3 to 5 years of exposure to English 

because ELLs begin to develop Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency in English 
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which Cummins (1979) described as the ability to understand and use English for 

academic purposes, through texts and discourse. Having mastered the knowledge and 

skills required for social language (Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills), ELLs 

have accumulated approximately 12,000 receptive words (Cummins, 1979). They have 

gone beyond speaking in phrases and simple sentences to being able to engage in 

extended discourse. They can answer complex questions that require them to synthesize 

and evaluate information because they possess adequate academic language proficiency 

and comprehension (Blachowicz, Fisher, Ogle, Watts-Taffe, 2006; Hill & Bjork, 2008). 

Even though it may seem that ELLs are able to perform the same activities as native 

speakers, they continue to need special support until their cognitive academic language 

and abilities in English are fully developed (Cummins, 1979).  

In addition, cultural and linguistic biases are a factor in assessing ELL students at 

all levels of proficiency. If the ability to compare and contrast political systems is 

measured by a test question that requires a grammatically correct essay response, then 

the objective is not truly being assessed. The important point to remember is that 

students at this level are still in the process of learning academic English, and when they 

experience difficulty or fail to achieve at minimum levels, they still require language 

support (Cummins, 1979; Hill & Bjork, 2008; Grognet, Jameson, Franco, & Derrick-

Mescua, 2000). 

Advanced Fluency Stage 

It takes ELLs from 5 to 7 years to achieve cognitive academic language 

proficiency in a second language (Collier, 1995; Thomas & Collier, 2002). A student at 
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this stage will be near-native in their ability to perform in content area learning and in 

speech (Grognet et al., 2000; Hill & Bjork, 2008). Furthermore, the majority of ELLs at 

this stage have been exited from ESL and other language support programs. Although 

they are able to retell a story, ELLs will need continued support from classroom 

teachers, especially in content areas such as social studies and in language arts.  

At every stage, whenever communication breaks down, the teacher should 

employ the same strategies as those used in the beginning stages, such as showing a 

picture, consulting a bilingual dictionary, gesturing, etc., in order to effectively assist 

ELLs (Cummins, 1979). Furthermore, the teacher should focus on the component of 

vocabulary to build a stronger knowledge base of understanding for all students. 

The Relationship of Vocabulary Knowledge and Reading Performance for ELLs 

Armbruster (2010) described vocabulary as the words one must know in order to 

communicate clearly and effectively. In general, vocabulary can be divided into two 

components: oral vocabulary and reading vocabulary. Oral vocabulary refers to words 

we use in speaking or recognize in listening; reading vocabulary as words we recognize 

or use in print (Armbruster, 2010). Ever since the 1980s, it has been estimated that there 

is a difference of about 4,500 and 5,400 vocabulary words for low-achieving versus 

high-achieving students (Marzano, 2009). Through the years, estimates of student 

vocabulary size have varied. Depending on how the concern was investigated, early 

vocabulary researchers reported figures ranging from 2,500 to 26,000 words in the 

vocabularies of first grade students and from 19,000 to 200,000 words for college 

graduate students (Beck & McKeown, 1991) not specifying monolingual or bilingual 
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students. Researchers have concluded that students add approximately 2,000 to 3,500 

words yearly to their reading vocabularies (Anderson & Nagy, 1992; Anglin et al., 1993; 

Beck & McKeown, 1991; Hiebert, 2005; White, Graves, & Slater, 1990).  

Nonetheless, many teachers assumed that teaching more, or a higher number of 

words, was best and at times combined vocabulary words with spelling words thinking 

that this was indeed an effective strategy. Reviews of classroom intervention studies 

have suggested that no more than 8 to 10 vocabulary words should be taught each week; 

this means that no more than approximately 400 words could be taught in a year (Stahl 

& Fairbanks, 1986). What is also evident is that there is a major difference in the 

vocabularies of low-achieving versus high-achieving students on reading achievement 

assessments. Data collected back in 1941 indicated that there was roughly a 6,000-word 

gap between students at the 25th and 50th percentiles on reading achievement tests in 

grades 4-12 (Marzano, 2009).  

In addition to learning the importance about vocabulary development, educators 

should also attend to instructional approaches or effective instruction that specifically 

facilitates reading abilities in students who are dealing with two languages. For these 

reasons, teachers must be equipped with the tools to teach vocabulary. 

What Constitutes an Effective Vocabulary Program? 

According to Tharp, Estrada, Dalton, and Yamaguchi (2000), the methods that 

teachers normally use to teach vocabulary, especially in the upper elementary and 

secondary schools, tend not to facilitate learning in reading comprehension, but rather 

make it more difficult for ELLs to understand. Sole reliance on oral instruction through 
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lectures makes understanding information difficult for ELLs. Paper-and-pencil tasks 

such as worksheets that do not provide learning scaffolds for students also may be 

challenging. Textbook features intended to assist student understanding may have the 

opposite result for students who do not know how to use text features such as bolded 

words, headings, sidebars, and graphs (Graves, 2009; Tharp et al., 2000). Many ELLs 

have difficulty tracking the flow of information on cluttered pages. Furthermore, 

students who arrive in the United States beyond the initial age for literacy instruction 

and are not literate in their native language find that teachers are underprepared to teach 

them the basic literacy skills (Fillmore & Snow, 2002; Rueda & Garcia, 2001). 

It is important to keep in mind that ELLs “have special needs that must be met 

with pinpointed strategies that target language so that they can understand the content 

being taught” (Hansen, 2006, p. 23). Teachers must recognize the special needs of ELLs 

and teach with those special needs in mind so that they can be met. Additionally, 

teachers must not assume that vocabulary is known, but rather, must provide daily 

vocabulary instruction in academic English that begins early and across all content areas 

(Gersten et al., 2007; Spencer & Guillaume, 2006). If vocabulary instruction in academic 

English is implemented in all content areas and initiated in the early grades, it makes 

sense that ELLs will more easily acquire the academic English that they need to be 

successful in school. 

One direction that educators have taken to accommodate the need for teaching 

more academic content to ELLs while they are still learning English has been to 

incorporate more sheltered instruction (SI), or specially designed academic instruction 
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in English (SDAIE, as it is called in California), in their educational programs. SI is an 

instructional approach that makes grade-level academic content in areas such as social 

studies, mathematics, and science accessible for ELLs by incorporating specialized 

strategies and procedures that accommodate the second-language acquisition process 

(Genesee, 1999). SI teachers use the regular core curriculum and modify their teaching 

to make the content understandable for ELLs while promoting their English language 

development.  

Some of the techniques that characterize SI include slower speech and clear 

enunciation, use of visuals and demonstrations, scaffolded instruction, targeted 

vocabulary development, connections to student experiences, student-to-student 

interaction, adaptation of materials, and use of supplementary materials for the English 

language development (Addison, 1988; Echevarria, 1995; Echevarria & Graves, 2003; 

Genesee, 1999; Kauffman, Sheppard, Burkart, Peyton, & Short, 1995; Short, 1991; 

Vogt, 2000). Such strategies for content-area teachers are promoted by school districts, 

teacher training programs, and the literature (Crawford, 2003); with the ever-growing 

number of ELLs in U.S. schools, all teachers need to be aware of these instructional 

approaches for content classes. 

Although most educators agree on these features as being important in SI for 

ELLs, there has not been an explicit model for effectively delivering sheltered lessons or 

many investigations in which researchers measure what constitutes an effective sheltered 

lesson (August & Hakuta, 1997). As a result, SI has been implemented unevenly across 

districts and schools (Sheppard, 1995). Due to this universal lack of implementation, it is 
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important to keep in mind the goal of vocabulary instruction, which is for students to 

“develop an understanding of word meaning to the point where they can use these and 

related words in their communication and as a basis for further learning” (Gersten et al., 

2007, p. 13). Furthermore, to accomplish this goal, vocabulary instruction for ELLs 

should be a part of robust literacy instruction that includes explicit core instruction, 

comprehension instruction, balanced language-rich instruction to increase oral 

vocabulary and academic vocabulary, socio-culturally informed instruction, and additive 

literacy instruction that supports the transfer of learning from a student’s first language 

(L1) to the student’s second language (L2) (Manyak, 2007). 

A balanced approach to vocabulary will include explicit, implicit, and strategy 

instruction. Explicit instruction will teach students the definitions of words (Armbruster, 

2010) in student friendly language (Gersten et al., 2007; Graves, 2009). When using 

explicit instruction to teach vocabulary, teachers have to remember to make sure the 

definitions are understandable to ELLs. If the definitions use language that is too 

difficult, then teachers will have to teach the vocabulary in the definitions as well as the 

target words.  

Implicit instruction will teach ELLs to read and learn through the context in 

which an unknown word is surrounded (Armbruster, 2010). Within text, there are clues 

for the reader that will assist them with the meaning of any of the unknown words. ELLs 

need to be taught to use clues that are implicit in the text to solve problems in 

comprehension due to unknown vocabulary (Carlo et al., 2004; Greenwood & Flanigan, 

2007). As reported by Husty and Jackson (2008), there is increased vocabulary 
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development when vocabulary instruction is context-based. Context helps ELLs to see 

relationships between known and unknown vocabulary words. Those relationships 

between words give ELLs more information than a definition alone for vocabulary 

development (Graves, 2009).  

Strategy instruction needs to be taught so that ELLs learn to link their 

background knowledge to new concepts for meaningful associations (McKeown, Beck, 

& Blake, 2009) and have strategies that they can use to successfully resolve problems in 

comprehension due to lack of vocabulary (Pang & Kamil, 2004). When students make 

meaningful associations, they are able to place new vocabulary into categories or their 

schema (Ajideh, 2003) with known vocabulary making it easier to implement and 

comprehend.  

Moreover, when vocabulary instruction includes explicit, implicit, and strategy 

instruction, ELLs are repeatedly exposed to the target vocabulary in a variety of contexts 

and increase their individual vocabulary development (Gersten et al., 2007; Husty & 

Jackson, 2008). It is very important that ELLs encounter target words multiple times so 

that these words are added to the students’ repertoire of known vocabulary. When 

multiple encounters are combined with direct teaching of the words, both ELL students 

and their English-speaking peers, have increased performance in academics altogether 

(Husty & Jackson, 2008).  

The underachievement of ELLs on state and national assessments indicates that 

for school success, teachers must do more than simply implement a few strategies from 

ESL methodologies, such as showing visuals or slowing down the rate of speech. Those 
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strategies may help students access the content concepts, but without systematic 

language development, students never develop the requisite academic literacy skills 

needed for achieving success in mainstream classes, for meeting content standards, or 

for passing standardized assessments locally and nationally (Munson, Kurtz, & Windsor, 

2005).  

Features of Explicit and Effective Vocabulary Instruction 

For ELLs to succeed in school, they must master not only English vocabulary 

and grammar, but also the way that English is used in academic subjects, especially the 

subject of reading. “Academic English” includes semantic and syntactic knowledge, 

along with functional language use (Short, 2002). For example, students who use 

English must be able to (a) read and understand expository prose, such as that found in 

textbooks; (b) write persuasively; (c) argue points of view; and (d) take notes from 

teacher lectures (Short, 2002). Those students must also be able to articulate their 

thinking skills in English such as make hypotheses and predictions, articulate analyses, 

draw conclusions, and more (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2004). More importantly, 

educators must understand that there is a difference in teaching English as a second 

language and in teaching in the English language. They must also understand that 

vocabulary must be taught explicitly and effectively (Graves, 2009). 

“In the quest to maximize students’ academic growth, one of the best tools 

available to educators is explicit instruction, a structured, systematic, and effective 

methodology for teaching academic skills” (Archer & Hughes, 2011, p. 1). Moreover, it 

is identified as explicit because of its precise and more direct approach to teaching which 
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includes both instructional design and delivery procedures (Archer & Hughes, 2011). In 

addition, Archer and Hughes (2011) described explicit instruction as that of being 

characterized by a series of supports or scaffolds, whereby students are guided 

through the learning process with clear statements about the purpose and 

rationale for learning the new skill, clear explanations and demonstrations of the 

instructional target, and supported practice with feedback until independent 

mastery has been achieved. (p. 1) 

 

An additional consideration for school success is the student behavior 

expectation to the cultural environment of the classroom, such as turn taking, following 

rules, and adhering to established routines (Echevarria et al., 2004). Erickson and Shultz 

(1991) reported that student comfort with the social participation structure of an 

academic task can vary according to culturally learned assumptions about 

appropriateness in communication and in social relationships, individual personality, and 

power relations in the classroom social system and in society at large. Many ELLs could, 

therefore, benefit from explicit guidance about expected appropriate classroom 

behaviors and interactional styles (Grognet et al., 2000). However, Bartolomé (1994) 

argued that teachers need to engage in culturally responsive teaching so their instruction 

is sensitive to, and builds upon, culturally different ways of learning, behaving, and 

using language. 

In their various content classes, ELLs must pull together their emerging 

knowledge of the English language with the content knowledge they are studying to 

complete academic tasks associated with the content area (Short, 2002). They also must 

learn how to do those tasks, such as generate an outline, negotiate roles in cooperative-

learning groups, and interpret charts and graphs. The combination of the three 
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knowledge bases—English, content topic, and the manner in which tasks should be 

accomplished—constitute the major components of academic literacy (Short, 2002).  

In addition, “Showing learners how to construct meaning for unfamiliar words 

encountered during reading helps them develop strategies needed to monitor 

comprehension and increase their vocabularies” (Vacca &Vacca, 2007, p. 172). Word-

learning strategies are especially important in the content area classrooms where each 

student is expected to read “like a scientist, historian, or mathematician” (Harmon, 

Wood, & Hedrick, 2008, p. 165). One of the most important strategies that will foster 

students’ independence in word learning is becoming skilled at using context clues to 

unlock the meaning of unknown words while reading (Graves, 2007, 2008, 2009). 

Also in the importance to learning about vocabulary development, educators 

should also attend to instructional approaches or effective instruction that specifically 

facilitates literacy learning in students who are dealing with two languages. As 

previously mentioned, effective instruction must be implemented, and it is also 

important to remember that students’ conceptions of learning go beyond the narrow view 

that they are simply acquiring a discrete piece of knowledge or a skill (Posner & 

Rudnitsky, 2001); instead, keep in mind that they are learning for a lifetime. In spite of 

the type of ESL program implemented by a school, all teachers and administrators 

should consider and practice the following: different cultures must be represented in 

classrooms and instruction must be provided encouraging acceptance of native 

languages and cultures while facilitating the learning of English (Au, 2001; Mohr, 2004). 
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Equally important is enlisting support from the home because when the entire 

family is involved, cultural connections with the school are enhanced. In fact, if a 

student must struggle with functioning in two disparate cultures, that of the home and 

that of the school, the child’s literacy learning may actually be impeded (Schmidt, 1995). 

Adger, Snow, and Christian (2002) suggested that every teacher should know the 

following about language: language behavior in school settings is influenced by culture; 

children of different cultures participate in classroom interaction in different ways; 

dialects are natural to all languages; the role of first language in literacy and the role of 

the first language in learning the second language are very important factors in learning. 

ELLs will be most successful when (a) they are explicitly included in a school’s vision; 

(b) they are not isolated physically or by program; (c) they have equitable access to all 

resources; (d) their teachers receive constant staff development; and (e) they benefit 

from decisions of school reform that include linguistic and cultural needs of ELLs 

(Coady et al., 2003). 

By studying eight schools with exemplary programs for ELL students, Minicucci 

and her colleagues (1995) identified several characteristics of successful instruction: 

1. Innovative approaches encouraging students to become independent learners. 

2. Use of cooperative learning (language and vocabulary development from 

peers). 

3. Strong parental involvement. 

4. Maximizing student engagement (implementing think, pair and share to 

define a vocabulary word instead of the dictionary). 
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5. A concentrated focus on the goal of learning the English language. 

Overall, academic standards, benchmarks, and assessments are encountered by 

classroom teachers at every turn these days. These accountability measures are designed 

to ensure that all students in the United States, including those who speak languages 

other than English, meet state and national reading and writing standards (NCLB, 2001). 

Nonetheless, there is controversy about the quality of instruction that is being provided 

to the ELLs when it comes to meeting state and national reading and writing standards. 

Kohn (2000) stated that the quality of instruction declines most for those who have the 

least (e.g., low-socioeconomic students, Title I schools, Title III limited English 

proficient, etc.). “Standardized tests tend to measure the temporary acquisition of facts 

and skills, including the skill of test-taking itself, more than genuine understanding” 

(Kohn, 2000, p. 3).  

Along the same lines, Kozol (1991) found that many poor children begin their 

young lives with an education that is far inferior to that of the children who grow up in 

wealthier communities. In fact, in his book of Savage Inequalities: Children in 

America’s Schools, he wrote that these students are not given an equal opportunity from 

the start. In his own words, “Denial of ‘the means of competition’ is perhaps the single 

most consistent outcome of the education offered to poor children in the schools of our 

large cities” (Kozol, 1991, p. 83). Kozol (1991) examined how the unequal funding of 

schools relates to social class divisions, mishandling of funds, institutional and 

environmental racism, isolation and alienation of students and staff within poor schools, 

the physical decay of buildings, and the health conditions of students, therefore, not 
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reaching academic success. According to Teddlie and Reynolds (2000), the ability to 

instill in all students a belief that they can learn is vital to the success of effective low-

socioeconomic schools. Implementing effective and motivational strategies such as 

systematic instruction and awarding prizes when goals are met is a practice associated 

with higher achievement among lower socioeconomic students (Heistad, 1997). 

For the monolingual population, research has shown that vocabulary knowledge 

is closely related to reading achievement. However, the role of vocabulary has not been 

studied as extensively within the ELL population. It is important to look at vocabulary 

and the deficit of such to better understand reading achievement in the ELL population 

of this country and in our local schools. 

Local Data of Reading Achievement Between ELLs and Native English Speakers 

For the 2012-2013 school year under the Texas Education Agency, the following 

results indicate the scores for STAAR reading, only for grades 3rd, 4th, and 5th. Consider 

that the STAAR test has been under implementation for 2 years, and the passing 

standards for 3rd grade reading are at 50%, 4th grade reading at 52%, and 5th grade 

reading at 54%.  

The following tables (Table 2.1, 2.2, 2.3) indicate the results for 3rd, 4th, and 5th 

grade from the data provided by the Texas Education Agency for the 2012-2013 school 

year of the participating campuses in the study. Furthermore, the results point out the 

percentage of the students who met the designated passing standard as set by the state.  

Third grade comparisons of Hispanic, White, and ELL students in the 3rd grade 

STAAR reading assessment are informative. The results indicate that out of 3,166 
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students tested in the 3rd grade, 3,121 are identified as Hispanic, 35 as White, and 2,133 

as ELL. White students scored a 91% that indicates that 91% of these students met the 

passing standard of 50% for reading in the STAAR assessment. Seventy-seven percent 

of the Hispanic students and 38% of the ELLs in the district met the 50% passing 

standard for the STAAR reading test.  

 

Table 2.1. Scores of 3rd Grade Reading STAAR Assessment for 2012-2013 
3rd grade Number of Students 

Tested in District 

& Percent Meeting the 

50% passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA 

Campus 1 & Percent 

Meeting the 50% 

passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA 

Campus 2 & Percent 

Meeting the 50% 

passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in LA 

Campus & Percent 

Meeting the 50% 

passing standard 

ALL  3,166 77% 107 68% 117 97% 121 70% 

AA * * - - - - - - 

Hisp 3,121 77% 73 68% 113 97% 85 70% 

White 35 91% - - * * - - 

ECD 2,489 71% 75 70% 111 95% 81 67% 

ELL 2,133 38% 47 44% - - * * 

 

 

 

For the High-Achieving Campus 1 (HA1), we see that 107 students were tested. 

Seventy-three (68%) of the Hispanic students and 47 (44%) of the ELLs at HA1 

achieved the 50% passing standard. However, no White students were tested. 

For High-Achieving Campus 2 (HA2), we see 117 students were tested and 97% 

met the passing standard (50%). One hundred and thirteen (97%) of the Hispanic 

students at HA2 achieved the 50% passing standard. White students’ data could not be 

disclosed due to the small number of students who passed and to protect student 

Note. Passing standard based on STAAR percent at Phase-in I Level II—50%. The Demographics include ALL (All 

students in 3rd grade), AA (African American), Hisp (Hispanics), White, ECD (Economically Disadvantaged), ELL 

(English language learner).  

 * Indicates results are masked due to small numbers to protect student confidentiality. 

 – Indicates zero observations recorded for this group.  

High-Achieving Campus (HA), Low-Achieving Campus (LA). 
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confidentiality. In addition, for the ELLs, zero observations were recorded; this means 

that this campus reported no ELLs enrolled in the 3rd grade (Texas Education Agency, 

2012-2013).  

For the Low-Achieving Campus (LA), the results indicate that 121 students were 

tested and that 85 (70%) of the students met the 50% passing standard. These 85 

students were identified as Hispanic. For the White student population, zero observations 

were recorded; this means that this campus had no White students enrolled in the 3rd 

grade. Data for the ELLs could not be disclosed due to the small number of students who 

met the 50% passing standard and to protect student confidentiality (Texas Education 

Agency, 2012-2013).   

The district results indicate that the 91% of the White students achieved the 50% 

passing standard, which is higher than the passing rate for ALL students (77%), Hispanic 

students (77%), and ELL students (38%). It is important to keep in mind that as 3rd 

graders, this is the first year that these students participated in the STAAR reading 

assessment. Furthermore, this is also the second year of implementation for this state-

mandated assessment; hence, the Phase-In passing standards (50% - 3rd grade, 52% - 4th 

grade, and 54% - 5th grade).  

The previous state assessment was the TAKS test; it is evident that the STAAR 

assessment is more rigorous. Next are the scores for the 4th grade reading STAAR 

assessment for the same school year. 
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Table 2.2. Scores of 4th Grade Reading STAAR Assessment for 2012-2013  
4th  

grade 

Number of Students 

Tested in District 

& Percent Meeting the 

52% passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA 

Campus 1 & Percent 

Meeting the 52% 

passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA 

Campus 2 & Percent 

Meeting the 52% 

passing standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in LA 

Campus & Percent 

Meeting the 52% 

passing standard 

ALL  3,214 62% 96 74% 131 82% 119 43% 

AA * * - - - - - - 

Hisp 1,972 62% 71 74% 106 81% 86 43% 

White 16 79% - - * * - - 

ECD 1,390 56% 71 74% 100 76% 50 42% 

ELL 1,685 41% 65 68% 93 71% 33 28% 

 

 

 

 

Evaluation of 4th grade students in the different subgroups of Hispanic, White, 

and ELLs for the STAAR reading assessment indicate that ELLs have lower passing 

percentages, and the data indicate those who actually met the 52% passing standard. For 

4th grade, out of 3,214 students tested, 62% met the 52% passing standard. Additionally, 

62% of Hispanic, 79% of White, and 41% of ELL students met the passing criterion. For 

the High-Achieving Campus 1 (HA1), 96 students in the 4th grade were tested. Hispanics 

at this HA1 were 71 and 74% met the 52% passing standard; no White students were 

represented; and 65 (68%) of the ELLs managed to reach the 52% standard set by TEA. 

For High-Achieving Campus 2 (HA2), the data revealed that they tested 131 

students and 107 (82%) achieved the passing standard (52%). Note that of the 106 

Hispanics tested, 86 (81%) met the passing standard of 52%. However, for the White 

student population, the data could not be disclosed due to the small number of students 

Note. Passing standard based on STAAR percent at Phase-in I Level II—52%The Demographics include ALL (All 

students in 4th grade), AA (African American), Hisp (Hispanics), White, ECD (Economically Disadvantaged), ELL 

(English Language Learner).         

 * Indicates results are masked due to small numbers to protect student confidentiality. 

 – Indicates zero observations recorded for this group.  

High-Achieving Campus (HA), Low-Achieving Campus (LA). 
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who passed and to ensure student confidentiality. Furthermore, 93 (71%) of the ELLs 

recorded attaining the passing standard.   

For the Low-Achieving Campus (LA), the results indicate that 119 students were 

tested; however, only 51 (43%) met the passing standard of 52%. Eighty-six of these 

students were identified as Hispanic and 37 (43%) achieved a passing score. No White 

students were represented due to the small number tested; only 9 (28%) of the 33 ELLs 

tested met the passing standard for STAAR.  

The district results for 4th grade indicate that the White students scored higher 

(79%) than ALL (62%), Hispanic (62%), Economically Disadvantaged (56%), and ELL 

students (41%), as well as the LA campus (42%). Table 2.3 represents the scores for the 

5th grade students on the reading STAAR assessment for the same school year. The 

passing standard for 5th grade is set at 54% by the state.  

According to Table 2.3, 3,308 students were tested and 2,249 (68%) met the 54% 

passing standard for 2012-2013 for 5th grade. Of the 24 Whites in 5th grade tested, 20 

(82%) achieved the passing standard, thereby outscoring the 2,187 Hispanics (67%), and 

612 (43%) ELLs, who also achieved this milestone. For High-Achieving Campus 1 

(HA1), a total of 94 5th grade students were tested and 68 (72%) attained the state 

passing standard of 54%. Of the 68 Hispanics at this HA1 who were tested, 68 (72%) 

achieved the passing standard. However, no White students were represented due to the 

small number tested, and 31 (57%) of the 54 ELLs who took the STAAR exam reached 

the 54% passing standard. 
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Table 2.3. Scores of 5th Grade Reading STAAR Assessment for 2012-2013  
5th 

grade 

Number of Students 

Tested in District 

& Percent Meeting 

the 54% passing 

standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA Campus 

1 & Percent Meeting 

the 54% passing 

standard 

Number of Students 

Tested in HA Campus 2 

& Percent Meeting the 

54% passing standard 

Number of 

Students Tested in 

LA Campus & 

Percent Meeting 

the 54% passing 

standard 

ALL  3,308 68% 94 72% 155 88% 132 63% 

AA * * - - - - - - 

Hisp 2,187 67% 68 72% 136 88% 83 63% 

White 24 82% - - * * - - 

ECD 1,634 63% 68 72% 124 80% 83 63% 

ELL 612 43% 54 57% 104 67% 59 45% 

 

 

 

 

For High-Achieving Campus 2 (HA2), the data show that they tested 155 

students and that 136 (88%) met the passing standard. Additionally, of the 136 Hispanics 

who took the STAAR test 120, (88%) achieved the passing standard. Data regarding the 

passing rate for the White student population could not be used due to the small number 

of students who took the test and to protect student confidentiality. Furthermore, 70 

(67%) of the 104 ELLs tested and attained the state passing standard of 54%. For the 

Low-Achieving Campus (LA), the results indicate that 132 students were tested and that 

83 (63%) attained the passing standard. Also, of the 83 Hispanic students tested, 52 

(63%) met the passing 54% of the passing criterion. No data for White students were 

reported due to the small number tested. Additionally, of the 59 ELLs who took the 

STAAR test, 45% attained the passing standard of 54%. In the district, results for 5th 

grade indicate once again that a greater proportion of the White students (82%) met the 

passing standard of 54%, while ALL students met it at 68%; furthermore, the Hispanic 

Note. Passing standard based on STAAR percent at Phase-in I Level II—54%. The Demographics include ALL (All 

students in 5th grade), AA (African American), Hisp (Hispanics), White, ECD (Economically Disadvantaged), ELL 

(English Language Learner).         

 * Indicates results are masked due to small numbers to protect student confidentiality. 

 – Indicates zero observations recorded for this group.  

High-Achieving Campus (HA), Low-Achieving Campus (LA). 
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students scored 67% and the ELL student population was the lowest with only 43% 

passing with the required standard. 

It is important to keep in mind that the sum of the ALL students will not equal 

the sum of the other subgroups, as some of the students share demographic 

characteristics (e.g., ELL and ECD; Hispanic and ELL, etc.). In addition, it is imperative 

to note that the economically disadvantaged students portray a low passing percentage 

rate for the district and the LA campus in 3rd, 4th and 5th grades. Not surprisingly in this 

U.S.-Mexico border community, the English language learners and the Hispanics are 

scoring lower on standardized reading tests when compared to the White students just 

like the national educational outcomes previously mentioned (Abedi, 2002; August & 

Hakuta, 1997; Zehler et al., 2003). 

With this context in mind and based on the subsequent needs of an effective 

vocabulary program to improve reading altogether, the following is a description of the 

importance of professional development needs for teaching vocabulary. Also included is 

a model of learning that will assist teachers in the effective vocabulary development for 

English language learners.  

Professional Development Needs for Teaching Vocabulary 

Professional development is the strategy schools and school districts use to 

ensure that educators continue to strengthen their practice throughout their career. In a 

report by the National Center for Education Statistics (2002), 42% of the teachers 

surveyed indicated that they had ELLs in their classroom, but only 12.5% of these 

teachers had received more than eight hours of professional development specifically 
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related to ELLs (National Center for Education Statistics, 2002). The trends indicated 

that ongoing professional development would be necessary for the transformation of 

education in the twenty-first century for teachers and the students they serve (Strong, 

Fletcher, & Villar, 2004). 

If professional development opportunities for teachers about features of effective 

instruction in the area of vocabulary were to be provided, then they would be able to 

provide all students with many opportunities to deepen their word knowledge base and 

thus enrich their speaking and reading vocabularies. Furthermore, the training would be 

implemented with the intent of observing and assessing the purpose and actions of these 

professionals to demonstrate increased academic achievement for ELLs in the area of 

vocabulary (Snow & Kim, 2007; Tallerico, 2005). 

Creating Professional Learning Communities (PLCs) can also reinforce the 

importance of training needs for a campus (DuFour, 2004; Zepeda, 2008). PLCs are 

focused on learning whatever strategy is needed to enhance student achievement, e.g., 

the achievement of ELLs. Furthermore, PLCs are created by groups of teachers and 

administrators who come together in order to focus on teaching and learning (DuFour, 

2004; Fullan, 2006; Richardson, 2005; Zepeda, 2008). Zepeda (2008) stated that there 

must be three major components in the culture of a campus in order to form a PLC.  

First, there must be a transformation from a culture of teaching to a culture of 

learning. Secondly, there must be a shift in the work of teachers from isolation to 

collaboration with one another. The final shift must be a change in focus from input to 

outcomes, where evidence of student learning drives professional development practice 
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(Zepeda, 2008). Furthermore, DuFour (2004) identified three big ideas to guide the work 

of PLCs: A focus on learning, a culture of collaboration, and a focus on results. If the 

expectations are high and teachers are held accountable, then a model of culturally 

responsive teaching of vocabulary for ELLs should be implemented.  

The Model of Culturally Responsive Teaching of Vocabulary for ELLs 

Gay (2000) defined culturally responsive teaching as a means to address the 

cultural knowledge, prior knowledge experiences, and performance styles of diverse 

students in order to make learning more appropriate and effective for them, the main 

focus being to teach through the strengths of these students. Since ELLs have a language 

background other than English, it would be more effective to teach them vocabulary in 

their first language, especially while reading texts. In addition to using effective 

vocabulary instructional methods and materials, teachers should acquire cross-cultural 

communication skills and thus develop a clear understanding of their culturally and 

linguistically diverse students (Garcia & Dominguez, 1997). Researchers such as Hale 

(2001), Gay (2000), and Ladson-Billings (1994) stated that teachers who demonstrate 

culturally responsive pedagogy embrace the following practices:  

1. Communicate high expectations—communication consists of positive 

relationships between the teacher and the school community, with an 

emphasis based upon respect for the student, his/her family, and a strong 

belief in the student’s ability to learn. 
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2. Use active teaching methods—curriculum and instruction are designed to 

promote student engagement by requiring students’ participation in the 

development of such. 

3. Facilitate learning—the teacher’s role is more of a mentor, guide, mediator, 

and consultant within an active learning environment. 

4. Use positive perspectives on parents and families of culturally and 

linguistically diverse students—active communication and participation 

among students, parents, and community members about issues of major 

importance to them is evident. 

5. Demonstrate cultural sensitivity—teachers are active participants in gathering 

knowledge about the cultures presented by their students. 

6. Reshape the curriculum—the curriculum and instruction provided to diverse 

students are based on the students’ interests and backgrounds. 

7. Provide culturally mediated instruction—curriculum and instruction are 

characterized by the use of culturally mediated cognition, culturally 

appropriate social situations for learning, and culturally valued knowledge in 

the curriculum content. 

8. Promote student controlled classroom discourse—students are provided with 

the opportunity to control some portion of the lesson, providing teachers with 

insight into the ways that speech and negotiations are implemented in the 

home and the community.  
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9. Include small group instruction and cooperative learning—instruction is 

organized around stress-free and student-controlled cooperative learning 

groups that can assist in the development of their academic language.  

Culturally relevant literature should be implemented in order to improve 

vocabulary instruction and to avoid students falling into special education programs 

(Willis & Harris, 2000). In addition, the President’s Commission on Excellence in 

Special Education Report (2002) found that 40% of the students identified are there 

because they were not taught how to read and not because of a cognitive issue. 

Culturally responsive teaching in reading instruction is that which promotes easy access 

to background knowledge and initiates academic success for those diverse learners (Gay, 

2000). Freeman and Freeman (1994) stated that it is an effective strategy for students to 

be encouraged to use home language vocabulary when they are not able to find the 

appropriate English term. Also, it encourages teachers to adapt their instruction to meet 

the learning needs in all content areas of all students (Brown University, 2003).  

Summary 

 

In summary, it is possible to underline a number of key factors and findings that 

developed from this review of the empirical literature. Initially, the review of the 

literature helped to set the context for the bilingual programs available for ELLs and the 

stages of second language acquisition these students experience while learning the 

English language. The review highlighted the relationship of vocabulary knowledge and 

reading performance for ELLs and factors that constitute an effective vocabulary 
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program. Local data of reading achievement gaps between ELLs and native English 

speakers were also presented.  

More recently, studies have been conducted focusing on the needs of 

professional development for teaching vocabulary, indicating that professional 

development would be necessary for the transformation of education in the twenty-first 

century for teachers and the students they serve. The model of culturally responsive 

teaching of vocabulary for ELLs was also discussed; it urges teachers to acquire cross-

cultural practices to better understand the culturally and linguistically diversity of the 

students. It is clear that challenges remain with the education of ELLs, teaching them 

effectively to acquire the academic vocabulary necessary to achieve reading success and 

most importantly providing them with teachers who have the appropriate tools to service 

ELLs altogether. The International Reading Association (2001) pointed out that “the 

right of the child to choose to be bilingual, bicultural, and biliterate, or monolingual, 

monocultural, and monoliterate must be honored and respected” (p. 1).  

For that reason, this literature review can serve as a guide for many educators 

servicing ELLs in their district, with an increased level of knowledge of how to 

effectively teach vocabulary. This knowledge will allow for increased levels of 

reliability and validity when discussing the findings from this most recent work. 
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CHAPTER III 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This study implemented qualitative research methods to explore the relationship 

between vocabulary instruction and the State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR). The STAAR reading assessment results in two high-achieving 

elementary schools and one low-achieving elementary school were examined in order to 

answer the three research questions. 

Research Questions 

These questions guided my research: 

1. What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the 

classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the 

two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

2. Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-

achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

3. Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of 

the two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, 

what are they? 

This chapter addresses the following components of this study. The components 

are the descriptive case study as the research design, campus selection procedures, case 
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study justification, participants, data collection procedures, qualitative analysis 

procedures, limitations, and ethical considerations.  

Descriptive Case Study 

The research design of this qualitative study followed a descriptive case study 

approach. Shank (2006) stated that the incorporation of case study protocol into any 

research design process will potentially “bring about the discovery of new meaning, 

extend the reader’s experience, or confirm what is known” (p. 127) about the challenges 

of what is being studied. The investigation identified vocabulary instructional strategies 

within unique elementary schools in one urban school district. The uniqueness of the 

cases selected for the study was not determined by school demographics only, but rather 

by the documented levels of success two of the schools achieved despite a high 

proportion of ELLs.  

Also, a descriptive case study is a form of empirical social research, and it is a 

method that allows the researcher to study a real-life phenomenon within significant 

contextual conditions (Schram, 2006; Stake, 1995). The descriptive case study allowed 

the research to be more “focused on moving toward a better understanding, perhaps 

better theorizing, about a more general phenomenon” (Schram, 2006, p. 107). More 

importantly, this case study was conducted in order to identify vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures that high-achieving schools implemented and to thus be able to 

provide valuable information that could address the universal reading proficiency 

mandates of the NCLB Act of 2001 (Elliott & Thurlow, 2006; Hess & Petrilli, 2009).  
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Qualitative research involves the studied use of an array of empirical materials 

that describe routine and problematic moments and meanings in individuals’ lives 

(Creswell, 2007). In addition, researchers study things in their natural settings, 

attempting to make sense or interpret phenomena in terms of the meanings that people 

bring to them (Creswell, 2007).  

I conducted a qualitative descriptive case study of three elementary schools in a 

U.S.-Mexico border community located in South Texas. For the purpose of this study, I 

implemented the previous TEA school ranking system of two elementary schools that 

were identified as exemplary and the third school as acceptable. The current TEA 

ranking system associated with the new State of Texas Assessments of Academic 

Readiness (STAAR), presently only identifying campuses as acceptable or unacceptable 

(TEA, 2013), ranked all three schools as acceptable.  

The rationale for including two high-achieving elementary schools and one low-

achieving elementary school was to allow for comparisons between the two high-

achieving schools to see if the same or similar vocabulary instructional strategies and 

procedures were being implemented in both, or whether these provided different 

instructional procedures and/or strategies when teaching vocabulary to ELLs. The low-

achieving elementary school was included to allow for a comparison to see if this school 

was different in the implementation of vocabulary instruction and procedures from either 

or both of the high-achieving elementary schools since student demographics were 

similar among the three elementary schools selected.  
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As the principal researcher, I implemented a descriptive case study approach to 

examine the research problem, which provided an in depth understanding of the cases 

(Stake, 1995; Creswell, 2007). The descriptive case study focused on the following: (a) 

classroom observations (including the classroom environment), (b) student artifacts, and 

(c) the strategies and procedures used to teach vocabulary through teacher interviews. In 

addition, purposeful sampling was implemented and involved the “selection of 

individuals, and sites for the study because they can purposefully inform an 

understanding of the research problem, and central phenomenon of the study” (Creswell, 

2007, p. 125). This sampling procedure led to the identification of practices in 

vocabulary instruction being implemented or not in the low-achieving and the high-

achieving schools.  

Campus Selection Procedures 

The school district in this study is located in a U.S.-Mexico border community in 

South Texas, and it is an urban district where I have been employed for the past 16 

years, thus my reason for selecting these elementary schools within the district, as 

participants for this study. From the associate superintendent for curriculum and 

instruction to campus personnel, I have established strong working relationships with 

many stakeholder groups built on trust, mutual respect, and belief in supporting learning 

at the district and campus levels.  

The executive director for elementary education takes part in reviewing the scope 

and sequence for the elementary level, directs the curriculum and instruction elementary 

instructional coordinators, as well as evaluates the elementary principals. The executive 
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director visits campuses, observes instruction, provides guidance and support to 

principals, and assists the curriculum and instruction coordinators to determine and 

target instructional priorities for each elementary campus. She was an elementary 

principal in this district and has more than 10 years of administrative experience 

interacting with principals, staff members, and district level personnel. My strong 

professional relationship with the executive director for elementary curriculum and 

instruction provided me with a key stakeholder in purposefully selecting (Maxwell, 

2005) participating elementary teachers who could supply in-depth information about 

effective vocabulary instruction and procedures for ELLs and complete the necessary 

district protocol for conducting research (see Appendix A).  

I selected three schools in the same independent school district (ISD) because 

they fit the following criteria: 

1. Based on a review of the Texas Education Agency accountability ratings for 

ISD schools, the three campuses were rated acceptable-met standard (TEA, 2013). 

Because the STAAR test is fairly new, the campuses were no longer rated as exemplary, 

recognized, academically acceptable, and academically unacceptable; the state is 

presently rating the campuses as either acceptable or unacceptable. My reason for 

selection based on the accountability criteria was to examine whether the nature of 

vocabulary instruction among the acceptable campuses (previously exemplary under the 

Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills-TAKS administration) is the same or 

different from the nature of vocabulary instruction at the acceptable campus (previously 

acceptable under TAKS administration) or the low-achieving campus. The main reason 
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these two high-achieving schools were selected was because they appeared to be outliers 

in the data of the district with their consistent and successful state-mandated reading 

achievement scores. Although there are significant differences among the three 

participating campuses in the number of ELLs and economically disadvantaged students, 

HA1 has been able to maintain high scores in reading for state accountability regardless 

of demographics. The addition of the low-achieving campus provided for a comparison 

of the findings across all three schools. Interest in the third elementary school also came 

about because more information would be needed to identify professional development 

training on vocabulary development for the teachers, especially because this school had 

the highest number of ELLs identified (700 ELLs, which is 4.1% of the 16,839 ELLs 

district-wide).  

2. The high-achieving campuses were also ranked as Tier I, according to the 

local district scale, and they consistently were able to demonstrate success for all 

learners on the state-mandated reading assessment. Currently, these are not the only 

acceptable campuses in the district; however, three years ago they were the only two 

exemplary campuses under TAKS. More importantly, these two high-achieving 

elementary schools were selected because they demonstrated continuous success over 

the last three years with subgroups, such as ELLs, to be eligible for participation in the 

study; they are also identified as Tier I at the district level. Tier I campuses, at the district 

level are those that met and surpassed the passing STAAR standard for 3rd grade reading 

at 50%, with all students at district level passing with a 50% or higher was at 77%; 4th 

grade reading state standard at 52%, with all students at district level passing with a 52% 
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or higher was at 62%; and for 5th grade the state reading standard at 54%, with all 

students at district level passing with a 54% or higher was at 68%. Additionally, both 

campuses were currently demonstrating reading success in the district’s benchmark data 

by surpassing the STAAR standard. However, they are each led by a newly hired 

principal who has three or more years of experience as an assistant principal and 

believes strongly in effective vocabulary instruction for all learners, as stated during the 

principal interviews. 

3. The low-achieving campus is one of the 26 campuses in the district that was 

part of the Tier II acceptable campuses in the district for the 2013-2014 school year. Tier 

II campuses are those that barely met the minimum STAAR standards for reading and 

are under strict monitoring during each district benchmark with monthly central office 

visits. This campus had a newly hired principal with prior experience as an assistant 

principal for five years. In addition, this individual was previously an assistant principal 

at one of the high-achieving schools in this study. Currently, this principal is working 

diligently with teachers, students, and parents to improve the academic achievement of 

this campus.  

4. The school populations are similar with respect to ethnicity, socio-economic 

status, and especially the ELL population for HA1 and LA are very comparable as well.  

a. High-Achieving Campus 1 (HA1) Total Student Enrollment 714 

i. Hispanic Population (708 students campus-wide Early Childhood-

5th grade, comprise 1.6% of the 42,080 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 99.1% at HA1. 
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ii. White Population (5 White students campus-wide Early Childhood-

5th grade, make up 1.1% of the 439 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 0.7% at HA1. 

iii. Economically Disadvantaged (681 economically disadvantaged 

students campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade comprise 2.1% of 

the 31,626 of the students district-wide Early Childhood-12th grade), 

95.3% at HA1. 

iv. ELLs (623 ELLs campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade, make up 

3.6% of the 16,839 students district-wide Early Childhood-12th 

grade), 87.2% at HA1. 

v. Current Principal was a past administrator (assistant principal) at 

this campus. This is his first year as a principal at HA1. He has 

more than 10 years of experience and prior to being a campus 

administrator, he was working with the same district as an 

instructional coordinator. 

b. High-Achieving campus 2 (HA2) Total Student Enrollment 831 

i. Hispanic Population (811 students campus-wide Early Childhood-

5th grade, reflect 1.9% of the 42,080 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 97.5% at HA2. 

ii. White Population (15 White students campus-wide Early 

Childhood-5th grade, comprise 3.4% of the 439 students district-

wide Early Childhood-12th grade), 1.8% at HA2. 
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iii. Economically Disadvantaged (383 economically disadvantaged 

students campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade, make up 1.2% of 

the 31,626 of the students district-wide Early Childhood-12th grade), 

46% at HA2. 

iv. ELLs (324 ELL students campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade, 

comprise 1.9% of the 16,839 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 38.9% at HA2. 

v. Current Principal was a past administrator (Literacy Coach) at HA1. 

This is her first year as a principal at HA2. She has more than 10 

years of experience and prior to being a campus administrator, she 

was working with the same district as a Special Education 

instructional coordinator. 

c. Low-Achieving Campus (LA) Total Student Enrollment 870. 

i. Hispanic Population (869 students campus-wide Early Childhood-

5th grade, reflect 2.0% of the 42,080 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 99.8% at LA. 

ii. White Population (1 White student campus-wide Early Childhood-

5th grade, comprise .2% of the 439 students district-wide Early 

Childhood-12th grade), 0.1% at LA. 

iii.  Economically Disadvantaged (829 economically disadvantaged 

students campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade, comprise 2.6% of 
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the 31,626 of the students district-wide Early Childhood-12th grade), 

95.2% at LA. 

iv. ELLs (700 ELL students campus-wide Early Childhood-5th grade, 

make up 4.1% of the 16,839 students district-wide Early Childhood-

12th grade), 80.4% at LA. 

v. Current Principal was a past administrator (assistant principal) at 

HA1. This is her first year as a principal at LA. She has more than 5 

years of experience and prior to being a campus administrator, she 

was a special education teacher and an educator in Monterrey, 

Nuevo Leon Mexico as well. 

5. Although the HA1 and LA campuses share very similar demographics as far 

as the number of ELLs and the number of economically disadvantaged students, their 

state academic rankings of exemplary, recognized, and acceptable have never been 

comparable. It was important to bring in HA2 because this campus, as well as HA1, was 

able to maintain high academic success during the era of TAKS (ranked as exemplary 

for three or more years in a row), even with the differences in demographics and also in 

accordance with the present accountability measures of STAAR (ranked as acceptable).  

The current principals at each of the three campuses are in their first year of 

principalship; however, they were all mentored by the same principal at one point. 

Therefore, all three principals were mentored by the same administrator throughout their 

administrative careers. I am excited to learn if this will be an important factor, once the 

themes and results are revealed. In addition, I have a strong working relationship with all 



 

64 

three principals that allowed for a more flexible agenda when creating the schedules to 

visit their teachers for interviews and classroom observations. 

Because vocabulary acquisition is both cross-curricular and a challenge for the 

ELL population, it is directly related to academic reading performance and is identified 

as a focus area for this study (Buteau & True, 2009; Hoover & Patton, 2005; NRP, 2000; 

Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009). Additionally, the data collection methodology in the form 

of classroom observations, collection of artifacts, and teacher interviews is explained in 

detail; this chapter also explains how the findings were processed and analyzed. 

Process to Select Participants 

Following the selection of schools, I met with the three campus principals from 

the participating schools to explain why their campus was selected and to inform them of 

how I would gather the relevant data if permission was granted. I also explained to the 

principals that a major component of my study was that of purposeful sampling that 

involved “selecting individuals and sites for the study because they can purposefully 

inform an understanding of the research problem and central phenomenon of the study” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 125).  

I asked the principals to assist me in compiling background information on each 

faculty member (see Appendix B) after the consent from the principal was granted (see 

Appendix C). This background information included gender, ethnicity, current position 

at the campus, level of education, certifications, total number of years at present campus, 

total years of experience in education, and whether the teachers taught through a 

prescribed systematic approach, or if they are empowered to make educational decisions 
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within the curriculum. I then used the information provided by the principals during their 

interview and selected the six participants from each of the campuses, along with an 

alternate. I explained my rationale to the principals about alternates, as it is highly 

recommended in case a teacher is dismissed, out on sick leave, or not willing to 

participate in the study at any point.  

The final selection included two teachers in each grade level (3rd through 5th) 

from each of the three campuses selected (18 teachers out of a possible 40) and one 

alternate from each campus (18 teachers and 3 alternates). The alternate was either from 

3rd, 4th or 5th grade, but during the length of the study, none of the alternates were needed 

for participation.  

Furthermore, I informed the principals that the teachers selected needed to be a 

true representation of the faculty average at their campus, not necessarily the “best” 

teachers, but “typical” teachers and those who met most of the above-mentioned criteria. 

Following are the tables of demographic data corresponding to each of the participating 

campuses.  

High-Achieving Campus 1 

 

The participating teachers from HA1 are six: five are females and one is a male 

(Table 3.1). They all hold a Bachelor’s degree and they are of Hispanic descent. Years of 

experience range from 3 years to 22 years; however, at the present campus, the years of 

experience range from 3 years to 6 years. 
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Table 3.1. Demographic Data of Participants from HA1 
Participant and 

Grade level 

Gender Ethnicity Education Certification(s) Total Years of 

Experience (YOE) and 

YOE at the Present 

Campus 

Doris - 103 (a) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 3 

Present Campus 3 

Jane - 103 (b) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 3 

Present Campus 3 

Carla - 104 (b) 

4th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 4 

Present Campus 4 

Lizzy - 104 (b) 

4th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual Generalist 

Total YOE 9 

Present Campus 3 

Hugo - 105 (a) 

5th grade teacher 

Male Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

Bilingual/Generalist  

(1st-5th) 

Total YOE 22 

Present Campus 6 

Clarissa - 105 (b) 

5th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

Bilingual/Generalist 

(EC-6th), GT 

Total YOE 4 

Present Campus 4 

  

High-Achieving Campus 2  

The participating teachers from HA2 are six: all are females (Table 3.2). They 

hold a Bachelor’s degree and are of Hispanic descent. Years of experience range from 7 

years to 21 years; however, at the present campus, the years of experience range from 7 

to 17 years.   

 

Table 3.2. Demographic Data of Participants from HA2 
Participant and 

Grade level 

Gender Ethnicity Education Certification(s) Total Years of Experience 

(YOE) and YOE at the 

Present Campus 

Angelina- 303 (a) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 7 

Present Campus 7 

Marissa- 303 (b) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 8 

Present Campus 8 

Sylvia- 304 (a) 

4th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 10 

Present Campus 10 

Sonia- 304 (b) 

4th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

Bilingual/ESL1-6th  

Self-Contained 1-6th 

Total YOE 13 

Present Campus 11 

Aimee- 305 (a) 

5th grade teacher 

 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

Bilingual/ESL1-8th  

Self-Contained 1-8th 

Reading 1-8th 

Total YOE 21 

Present Campus 7 

Nina- 305 (b) 

5th grade teacher 

 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

Bilingual/ESL1-8th  

Elem. Self-Contained 

1-8th 

Total YOE 17 Present 

Campus 17 
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Low-Achieving Campus 

 

The participating teachers from LA are six: four of the teachers are females and 

two are males (Table 3.3). The four females hold a Bachelor’s degree and the two males 

hold a Master’s degree; they are all of Hispanic descent. Years of experience range from 

2 years to 14 years; however, at the present campus, the years of experience range from 

2 to 10 years.   

 

Table 3.3. Demographic Data of Participants from LA  
Participant and 

Grade level 

Gender Ethnicity Education Certification(s) Total Years of Experience 

(YOE) and Years of 

Experience at the Present 

Campus 

Nancy- 503 (a) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-8th 

Bilingual, GT, ESL 

Total YOE 14 

Present Campus 10 

Katrina- 503 (b) 

3rd grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Gen., GT 

Total YOE 2 

Present Campus 2 

Liza- 504 (a) 

4th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

EC-4th 

Bilingual/Generalist 

Total YOE 5 

Present Campus 5 

Juan- 504 (b) 

4th grade teacher 

Male Hispanic Masters 

Degree 

 EC-4th 

Bilingual/Gen., GT, 

Mid-Management 

Total YOE 9 

Present Campus 8 

Samuel- 505 (a) 

5th grade teacher 

 

Male Hispanic Masters 

Degree 

1st -8th 

Bilingual, ESL, Mid-

Management  

Total YOE 13 

Present Campus 2 

Melissa- 505 (b) 

5th grade teacher 

Female Hispanic Bachelors 

Degree 

1-8th  

Bilingual, ESL 

Total YOE 10 

 Present Campus 7 

  

I also informed the principals and the teachers that the classroom observations 

performed as part of the study would in no way be considered as part of their yearly 

teacher evaluations, as these are confidential. Next, I explained the general nature of the 

study to the potential participants. I did not reference the observation tool and other 

details to avoid conflicts (such as intentionally practicing the strategies mentioned in the 

observation tool). I reviewed the consent form to stress confidentiality in all aspects and 
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informed them that there would be interviews with five questions after the classroom 

observations. It was also important to mention to the participants that after the interviews 

were transcribed, member-checks for validity and verification of responses would allow 

them to review and revise any of their responses to the interview questions (see 

Appendix C & Appendix D). To ensure confidentiality for the participants, I used a 

pseudonym for the interviews and implemented this coding system to refer to them (see 

Appendix E). All of the documentation acquired from the study (signed consent forms, 

classroom observations, teacher interviews, digital photographs of artifacts) remains 

under lock and key in my home address throughout the life of the study and as required 

by the IRB Protocol of the University.  

Data Collection 

“The data collection of the case study research is viewed typically as extensive, 

drawing on multiple sources of information, such as observations, interviews, 

documents, and audiovisual materials” (Creswell, 2007, p. 75). For purposes of this 

qualitative study, I conducted five unannounced classroom observations of each 

participant using the classroom observation tool (see Appendix G) targeting the 

implementation of effective vocabulary instruction for 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade students 

through the mandated Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) also known as the 

standards. Furthermore, the TEKS standards in large part measure acquisition of 

vocabulary and knowledge of vocabulary as evidenced by the progress in every subject 

area, especially in reading (NRP, 2000). In addition, during the classroom observations, 

photographs of artifacts produced by the students were collected as a consequence of the 



 

69 

vocabulary instruction they received. Moreover, teacher interviews were conducted and 

the data collected were analyzed, as well.  

Data Collection Procedures 

Classroom Observations 

As part of the investigation, the classroom observations were performed at 

different times of the day and on a different day of the week 90% of the time (schedules 

were provided by the campus principal). The content area being observed was also 

different, except when the grade level was departmentalized; no observations were 

performed during teachers’ planning periods or the students’ period for special services 

(e.g., physical education, library, or music). Two out of the three campuses were 

departmentalized (HA1 and LA) in the 5th grade, which involved 4 out of the 18 

teachers. These arrangements allowed for the observation of vocabulary instructional 

procedures being implemented across the curriculum at these campuses for ELLs and the 

classroom environment available for learning. 

Five classroom observations of each participating teacher in each school for a 

total of 30 observations for each of the three participating schools (90 observations 

across the 3 campuses) were conducted during the spring semester of 2014, during 

unannounced times over a period of three months, in order to record any features of 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures observed. Since vocabulary is a 

component that should be taught all day, every day across the disciplines, because 

“words are learned from context” (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2013 p. 4), a particular 

content-subject was not identified, but the length of each observation was 25 minutes 
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long. The Classroom Observation Tool was adapted from the Indiana University of 

Pennsylvania (Kinsella & Feldman, 2003); however, the features of a culturally 

responsive methodology as described by Gay (2000) were also included (see Appendix 

G).  

This observation tool contained highly effective vocabulary instructional 

strategies identified by researchers. Among these highly effective strategies (HES) were 

(a) implementing a systemic approach (Spencer & Guillaume, 2006); (b) providing 

explicit instruction with modeling to facilitate making connections and activating 

background knowledge (Echeverria, Vogt, & Short, 2004; Kauffman et al., 1995; Short, 

1991; Vogt, 2000); (c) providing students with opportunities to use the vocabulary words 

in context (Gersten et al., 2007); (d) checking for understanding (Greenwood & 

Flanigan, 2007); and (e) allowing students to speak in their Native language (Garcia, 

1996; Manyak, 2007). These HES strategies were analyzed in two categories: the first 

one as HES 1-5, 7 that were teacher-centered behaviors observed, and the second 

category was 9-11, 13 that were student-centered behaviors observed. When teachers 

allow ELLs to speak in their native language, they provide these learners with 

opportunities to express themselves with no limitations and thus facilitates the learning 

of the English language (Au, 2001; Mohr, 2004).  

In addition, this observation tool included three least effective instructional 

strategies for developing vocabulary that have been noted by researchers. These least 

effective strategies (LES) include (a) writing the words multiple times (Marzano, 2004), 

(b) looking for the meaning of the words with a dictionary (Marzano, 2004), and (c) 
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providing a list of vocabulary and spelling words to study for a test at the end of the 

week (Allen, 1997).  

Both HES and LES were included in the Classroom Observation tool in order to 

document the vocabulary instructional strategies employed by the participating teachers 

at each of the three participating campuses (all classroom observations lasted 25 

minutes). All of the participating teachers were observed for five classroom observations 

during the collection of data. The observations were preplanned with their daily 

schedules in mind. Furthermore, the classroom observations were also at different times 

of the day, during the different content areas being taught, in order to grasp a better 

understanding of the teacher’s delivery of vocabulary instruction (Protheroe, 2009).   

In addition, the culturally responsive teaching component was included in this 

classroom observation tool because the populations identified in this study were ELLs, 

who are diverse learners of other cultures and in order to gauge the effectiveness of 

vocabulary instruction being provided to them. Gay (2000) identified culturally 

responsive teaching as that which teachers use to promote learning among diverse 

learners by activating and engaging their background knowledge to deliver effective 

reading instruction. I also wanted to know if teachers were adapting their vocabulary 

instruction to facilitate vocabulary learning for ELLs in all of the content areas (Brown 

University, 2003).  

Analysis of Artifacts 

The collection of artifacts from students through digital photographs was also 

part of the data collection. Examples of these artifacts include graphic organizers, 
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foldables, webs, vocabulary activities, content specific posters, word walls, 

illustrations, and others. Spradley (1980) described artifacts as what people make and 

use; for that reason, when studying a culture, social setting, or phenomenon collecting 

and analyzing the artifacts produced and used by members of that social setting can 

foster further understanding (Silverman, 2001). In this case study, the artifacts from 

the students were used to further analyze the vocabulary strategies presented by the 

teachers, the extent to which they were used by the students, and to determine if they 

were assisting the ELLs in learning and understanding content and/or skills. These 

artifacts were collected by digital photographs in every classroom, mainly through the 

bulletin boards of student work displayed by the 18 participating teachers during the 

classroom observations. Other artifacts were photographed from the student journals 

and others from the actual independent activities that the students were completing at 

the time of the visit. There were no specific guidelines to follow while collecting the 

artifacts, since these were collected as they became available during the classroom 

observations. Additionally, in order to protect the students and their anonymity, their 

names are not visible in any digital photograph of the artifacts collected.  

Teacher Interviews 

The teacher interviews with member-check protocols, where the teachers verified 

their interpretation of interviews, were implemented (Angen, 2000). The 18 teacher 

participants from the selected campuses were interviewed using the Schema Theoretical 

perspective previously mentioned in Chapter I, in order to examine their individual 

construct of knowledge pertaining to the teaching of vocabulary in their classroom and 
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provide the necessary background knowledge of word meaning (see Appendix F). 

Additionally, after the interviews were transcribed, member-checks were implemented 

for verification and validation with the participating teachers, and data reflections were 

documented in order to gather themes more precisely. Because schemata can be divided 

into three components (Carrell, 1984): (a) linguistic schema (readers’ existing language 

knowledge about phonemes, vocabulary and grammar); (b) formal schema (readers’ 

background knowledge on the features and organizational patterns of various writing 

styles); and (c) content schema (readers’ background knowledge of the content area of a 

text) (Yi & Zhang, 2006, p. 2). The questions reflected this information and were 

implemented during the interviews.  

Field notes were also taken during the interviews when more space was needed 

to record the responses and transcribed. Final transcripts became available for the 

teachers to review and verify for accuracy, as needed or whenever requested through 

member-checks (Angen, 2000). 

Control for Researcher Biases 

In order to control for bias, avoid conflicts of expected behaviors, and to increase 

the dependability of the usable data collected, I was the only investigator for the study. 

Being a sole investigator assists with the dependability and accuracy because there is 

only one person collecting data, with one perspective and one objective.  

Furthermore, my knowledge about vocabulary instruction has been built based on 

previous positions I have held throughout my career. I have worked as a reading 

intervention teacher for a campus, literacy coach as well, a reading technical assistant for 
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the State of Texas, an assistant principal, a district coordinator, and as an adjunct 

instructor for a local university. During the time that I worked as a reading technical 

assistant for the State of Texas, I was able to observe teachers and students in action 

during reading instruction. The 90 minutes of uninterrupted reading instruction was a 

non-negotiable for the participating campuses and the teachers were trained to teach 

reading instruction through the five components of reading: (a) phonological awareness, 

(b) phonics, (c) fluency, (d) vocabulary, and (e) comprehension. Extensive training was 

provided to me, as a trainer of trainers from the research center, Children’s Learning 

Institute from Houston, Texas; and the Vaughn Gross Center for Reading Research, 

from Austin, Texas, to name a few. All the professional development that I received was 

dealing with best practices for reading instruction.  

In return, part of my job included training the teachers of the participating 

campuses and then performing follow-up campus visits. I will never forget a student in a 

3rd grade classroom who did not know the word meadow, and his understanding was that 

of the word medal. I waited patiently for the teacher to address such word and he did not 

take advantage of that teachable moment. When the student shared his schema about the 

word, he said, “Like the medal you wear when you win a race?” The teacher responded, 

“No, this word is meadow, but don’t worry this is not the answer for this question.” You 

can imagine how I felt; therefore, I took the teacher aside and explained the importance 

of teaching this vocabulary word; to my surprise the teacher admitted that he himself 

was not familiar with such word. My teacher instinct kicked in and I took over the 

lesson; I explained to the students what a meadow was in the simplest terms. A meadow 
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is a field of grassland. I asked them if anyone has ever seen a meadow. Some replied 

yes, others no, and others did not say a word. I asked for permission to use the computer 

and I looked up images of the word meadow. I was so relieved to see such great 

responses from the students. As their background knowledge-schema was activating, I 

realized they were familiar with the concept; however, they did not know the vocabulary 

term in English. I then turned back to the teacher and I explained to him that when there 

is an unknown word, to use the dictionary, and/or the internet, because they are among 

the best resources for teachers. 

Because the direct involvement of the researcher in the data collection and 

analysis is one of the key challenges of qualitative research (Creswell, 2003; Silverman, 

2001; Stake, 1995), steps are taken to limit the impact of any bias. This is accomplished 

through a process wherein the study participants are allowed to review and clarify 

transcripts from the interview and statements made during data collection through 

member checks. Furthermore, in an attempt to limit any bias in this study, each teacher 

was given the opportunity to review the record from his or her interview and make any 

statements or clarifications deemed appropriate. Additionally, attempts were made to 

confirm data by triangulating through multiple sources, rather than relying only on 

teacher interviews. Specifically, this involved several sources: classroom observations 

and the collection of digital photographs of student artifacts from the classroom bulletin 

boards, and at times, as students were working on an independent activity.  

Being a sole investigator enables the researcher to “establish patterns and look 

for correspondence between two or more cases” (Creswell, 2007, p. 163; Stake 1995; 
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Yin, 2003). As the principal investigator, I used the Classroom Observation Tool (see 

Appendix G), since it provided me with a standard set of guidelines about best practices 

in vocabulary instruction and procedures to follow, while observing vocabulary 

instruction at the different elementary schools participating in the study. In addition, this 

tool redirected my focus at all times, as it assisted me in maintaining a sense of 

objectivity. After the classroom observations, I recorded field notes in my journal that 

allowed me to reflect on the delivery of instruction occurring in the classroom; this is 

known as reflexivity and helps the researcher recognize possible biases and to actively 

seek them out (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Denzin and Lincoln (1998) viewed a reflective 

account of the research process and the researcher’s perspective as “an explicit account 

of where the researcher is coming from” and “the ethnographic version of the truth in 

advertising” (p. 294). Perhaps multiple observers and establishing inter-rater reliability 

would have been an improvement in this study to further enhance the dependability of 

the coding described (Auerbach, La Porte, & Caputo, 2004).   

Nonetheless, other researchers such as Ary, Jacobs, Asghar, and Sorenson (2006) 

recommended keeping a reflective journal that contains the following information: (a) a 

daily schedule that includes the logistics of the study; (b) entries describing decisions 

made and the rationale for them; and (c) reflections on your thoughts, feelings, ideas, 

questions, concerns, problems, and/or frustrations. I did keep a journal and it allowed me 

to organize myself with the scheduled visits for the day, and reflections about the 

classroom observations were also recorded. As I visited the classrooms and observed the 

vocabulary instruction being delivered and filled out the classroom observation tool, I 
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would make a note of those observations that needed further reflection. At the end of the 

day, I would come home and further reflect about effective vocabulary instruction being 

observed. One observation in particular was in a 4th grade classroom from LA where the 

teacher was teaching the word emerge; a student in particular was able to make a 

connection about this term with a popular TV show, The Walking Dead and how he 

remembered that the zombies emerged from the house. The understanding of the student 

was legitimate and the teacher did an excellent job of activating his background 

knowledge to help the student better understand the term. The student was able to make 

a connection with the world to text and evidence of the development of his vocabulary 

was confirmed as well. In this study, the objective was vocabulary instruction, the 

delivery of vocabulary instruction, and the implementation of an effective classroom 

environment; therefore, a reflective journal was kept in order to assist in the data 

analysis.  

Qualitative Analysis Procedures 

Triangulation of data (Yin, 2003) is the intended qualitative method that was 

used to analyze the separate case responses through the classroom observations, 

collected artifacts, and teacher interviews, in order to determine commonalities or unique 

differences as a source of validity for this study. Hardy and Bryman (2009) stated that 

the data analysis method is perhaps the most critical stage of the research process, as it 

attempts to turn raw data into usable findings that can help further the knowledge of a 

research topic. Immediate feedback was recorded on the field notes during my research 

in order to be more accurate in reporting the data findings. Furthermore, research 
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confirms that qualitative findings (such as those received from the interview process and 

observation) can often be hard to analyze, due to the sheer amount of data received and 

in the reviewing of the raw data as well (Boeije, 2009). 

Yin (2003) further stated, “A case study’s focus should be to maximize four 

conditions related to design quality: construct validity, internal validity, external validity 

and reliability” (p. 19). Validity and reliability were established by the amount and type 

of evidence that was collected throughout this study to support the interpretations about 

vocabulary procedures and strategies implemented by the teachers in their classroom. 

Conclusions were drawn based on the data obtained. 

Establishing research that is noted as respectable and valued is essential in the 

trustworthiness achieved through credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability (Creswell, 2003; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Stake, 1995). “The purpose of 

research is not merely to collect data, but to use such data to draw warranted 

conclusions, about the people, (and others like them), on whom the data were collected” 

(Fraenkel & Wallen, 2006, p. 151). Credibility, transferability, dependability, and 

confirmability were established through data collection of classroom observations, 

collection of artifacts through digital photographs (over 200 collected), and teacher 

interviews.  

Merriam (1998) stated that the “right way to analyze data in a qualitative study is 

to do it simultaneously with data collection” (p. 62). Throughout the research, I made 

comments in the field notes as participants were observed, interviewed, and on the 

student artifacts collected through digital photographs. After each data collection point, I 
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recorded my thoughts in a journal and captured responses from each participant 

recording emerging themes, key phrases or patterns, thoughts and feelings, similarities, 

or differences about the vocabulary instruction being delivered. This is also known as an 

audit trail that assists any researcher to explain how decisions were made and the 

uniqueness of the situation studied (Ary et al., 2006).  

As such, this information helps attest to the dependability of the procedures 

employed and can assist a reviewer of this study in determining whether the findings are 

confirmable. By immediately reflecting on the data, I began to organize the data and 

generate the themes and codes necessary for a qualitative case study (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2006). Additionally, since I was the principal investigator and the only one 

involved in collecting the data, I also integrated the code-recode strategy in order to 

establish intra-rater dependability while generating the codes (Ary et al., 2006).  

Process for Coding 

Coding has been defined as “the most interesting stage of data analysis; it 

involves further examination of the datasets and subsets and further organizing, 

manipulating, dissecting and reconnecting the information to create an intricately woven 

picture of the research phenomenon” (Craig, 2009, p. 189). This is not a very easy 

process as the organization of the researcher is a must. I found myself keeping all of the 

files organized by campus. In every folder, I filed the consent forms, the classroom 

observations with digital photographs taken of the artifacts, and the teacher interviews 

with accompanying field notes where necessary. It is also stated by Craig (2009) that the 

use of coding with qualitative data allows the researcher “to use creativity as a 
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researcher and an expert in creating categories, defining attributes and explaining what 

took place in the research environment through descriptive storying” (p. 189) (see 

Appendix H for a sample of this process). 

The use of coding provides the researcher with the ability to control the raw data 

and ensure that it can be transformed into usable data sets for the purpose of the study. 

During this process, the code-recode strategy was implemented while coding some of 

the data. Once the coding was complete for the classroom observations of the first 

campus (HA1) being analyzed, I subsequently returned (a week later) to recode the same 

data. I was able to identify the degree of agreement at 94%, between the two sets of 

coded materials and as the investigator; it was an additional means to establish 

dependability in the conduct of the study (Ary et al., 2006). The same process was 

implemented for the other two campuses. The degree of agreement for second campus 

(LA) was also at a 94% of agreement, and the third campus (HA2) was at an 89% of 

agreement after recoding.  

General themes were grouped and the data were disaggregated for each campus.  

This process is generally referred to as thematic analysis. Boyatzis (1998) elaborated that 

“thematic analysis enables scholars, observers, or practitioners to use a wide variety of 

types of information in a systematic manner that increases their accuracy or sensitivity in 

understanding and interpreting observations about people, events, situations, and 

organizations” (p. 5).  
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Member Checking 

Member checking and triangulation were also utilized in the study. These two 

processes allowed for the determination of trustworthiness of the research. The 

procedure of member checking is another strategy through which researchers try to 

ensure the trustworthiness of their data and research altogether. It entails the 

incorporation of participants in the data analysis process, and it affords them the 

opportunity to read, elaborate, and give feedback on the findings (Curtin & Fossey, 

2007). 

Tuckett (2005) stated that some writers will define member checking as a process 

of confirming or refuting meaning as “sending it back” to the participants to ensure that 

what was understood was credible and valid. There is not an overwhelming agreement 

on the value of member checking, as some researchers do not feel that it serves a useful 

purpose. I found member checking as a positive process to allow participants to review 

and revise their responses after the interviews were transcribed. I used it as a method of 

confirmation, and the teachers felt more at ease because they were able to make 

revisions to some of their responses, if they deemed it necessary. Out of the 18 

participating teachers in the study, only 3 teachers made revisions to their interview 

responses.  

Analysis of Research Data 

Before the data were analyzed, I transcribed the interviews of each participant 

into the computer without delay (within a two-week period or at times even one week 

after the interviews occurred to ensure evidence of quality) and had the participants 
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member check for validity; three teachers made revisions to their interview transcripts. 

In this record of study, I organized the data for each campus, developing a table (See 

Appendix G). Horizontal rows represented participant codes, while vertical columns 

indicated the themes I identified while analyzing the data, initially working from key 

words in my interview questions with a selective coding in order to develop core 

categories. Under each participant code, I included quotes related to the themes that I 

identified from their respective transcripts. Initially, this organizational process allowed 

me to identify commonalities or differences, when they existed, for each theme. Second, 

it provided me with an organizational tool to identify more defined themes from the 

classroom observations and the digital photographs of student products.  

Creswell (2014) referred to this process as “organizing the material into chunks 

or segments of text and assigning a word or phrase to the segment in order to develop a 

general sense of it” (p. 241). The analysis of this data in the research involved 

triangulation of data through (a) analysis of key words during the interview process, (b) 

similarities and differences of vocabulary instruction and strategies during the classroom 

observations, and (c) evidence drawn about vocabulary procedures through the 

collection of student artifacts.   

The primary coding implemented for this research was selective coding that 

involves developing core categories to identify the main themes and patterns (Merriam, 

2009). This process was used for each individual transcript review; so each of the 18 

transcriptions was treated separately and categorized for the analysis (Merriam, 2002). 

When categorizing the data, themes were identified that served as subcategories for 



 

83 

every participant in the triangulation process (classroom observations, collection of 

artifacts, and teacher interviews). The process continued until all relevant themes were 

identified and labeled. Then, they were compared to each other and reported with a 

qualitative narrative, “using the wording from participants” (Creswell, 2009, p. 194) that 

allowed me to interpret the responses of both the principals and the teachers participating 

in the study. 

The final stage of the analysis involved a detailed description of the themes 

emerging from each campus and across campuses to identify similarities and differences 

(Creswell, 2007). Attributes of highly effective vocabulary strategies and procedures 

were identified at all three campuses; and under each theme, appropriate examples from 

the separate cases were also provided.   

Furthermore, the three types of validity as identified by Yin (2009) were 

addressed in this qualitative study—construct, internal, and external validity. Construct 

validity requires the identification of correct operational measures for the concepts being 

studied (Yin, 2009). The researcher’s observations must reflect what the author stated 

he/she wanted to observe (Trochim & Donnelly, 2008). For this study, it was effective 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures. Data in the form of standardized test 

results (operational measures) served as an additional source of evidence to indicate if 

the vocabulary strategies and procedures identified did or did not contribute positively to 

students’ reading achievement in the three elementary campuses participating in the 

study. Additionally, the study design included triangulation to capture multiple sources 
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of evidence. These sources included the classroom observations, the teacher interviews, 

and the student artifacts.   

Yin (2009) described internal validity as that which establishes a causal 

relationship between defined conditions within a study. This type of validity is 

established if the research identifies certain conditions that directly lead to other 

conditions and through explanation building combining multiple perspectives (Yin, 

2009). For example, an organized, systematic plan for collecting information was built 

into the proposed design of the project. The validity of data gathered during the teacher 

interviews was assessed by determining its usefulness in helping me understand the 

context and the vocabulary instructional procedures and strategies implemented in the 

study (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2002). Data from the classroom observations and student 

artifacts were closely examined in order to assist in answering descriptive research 

questions, to build a theory, for validity, and to generate, or test, a hypothesis (DeWalt & 

DeWalt, 2002). Again, being the sole investigator provided me with the opportunity to 

gather data under one perspective, analyze and review observations immediately, 

transcribe interviews, conduct member checks of the transcribed interview data with 

participants, reflect as necessary in my journal, and collect digital photographs from all 

participants.  

Finally, external validity refers to the generalization of the results.  The defined 

domains were the schools as identified for the research (Yin, 2009). External validity 

was addressed as an analytic generalization that incorporated data that had been pooled 

across all schools involved in the study. Validity is to intent, as reliability is to 
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dependability or consistency. Furthermore, “when multiple cases are chosen, a typical 

format is to first provide a detailed description of each case and themes within the case, 

called a within-case analysis, followed by a thematic analysis across the cases, called a 

cross-case analysis, as well as assertions or an interpretation of the meaning of the case” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 75).   

Limitations Found in the Study 

A limiting factor was that the study only included a uniquely selective group of 

schools due to the purposeful sampling. To diminish the impact of this limitation, it was 

necessary to carefully select high-achieving campuses as evidenced by their STAAR 

reading assessment data for their ELLs and a low-achieving campus that shared the same 

demographics as one of the high-achieving campuses just to demonstrate that success is 

attainable.   

Shipman (1997) noted that the existence of limitations occurs in any research 

study, with all researchers held by some form of boundary in their attempt to discover an 

understanding of a particular subject. These limitations can occur through a lack of 

knowledge or lack of resources that can prevent the researcher from attempting too 

much.  It has been noted that it is more effective to focus on a small and achievable 

target within a research study than try to attempt too much or to have too broad of an 

aim and fail (Cryer, 2006). With this point made, it was evident that this study had 

limitations due to its sample size and the methods selected in obtaining the data 

necessary to present conclusions. 
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It should be noted that the results reflect the findings from only three campuses 

and may not provide a fair reflection of the entire school district of this U.S.-Mexico 

border community. The length of time of the observations was 25 minutes long; perhaps 

the observations could have been longer in order to acquire more information about the 

vocabulary instruction being presented by the teachers to the students.  

As previously mentioned, my main perspective was focused on vocabulary 

instruction being delivered by the teacher and the assessment of the students’ current 

knowledge of vocabulary words by maximizing their engagement of the lesson presented 

and building or activating their prior knowledge. Once again, principals assisted me in 

the selection of the teachers; although I asked them to provide me not necessarily with 

the best teachers they had in their campus, that was something I could not control. 

According to the teacher profiles, two of the teachers from LA held a Master’s degree in 

school administration; however, there was no substantial difference between the 

vocabulary instruction provided by these teachers and the vocabulary instruction 

delivered by the rest of the teachers participating in the study. For example, all teachers 

in the study followed the district’s scope and sequence; nonetheless, they all had the 

administrative support to modify the instruction based on the needs of the ELLs in their 

classrooms.   

The results of the study could help to further acquire knowledge about the 

component of vocabulary, the frequency of culturally responsive teaching, and effective 

vocabulary instruction for ELLs. The teachers and administrators have requested a copy 

of the findings that will be provided once the record of study has been completed.  
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Ethical Considerations 

As well as covering the limitations of the study, it was also important to delineate 

the key ethical considerations taken before the research study was conducted. For any 

research study, this is important, but it is particularly pertinent for research based within 

the education system, where studies might refer to students who are still minors and for 

legal purposes.   

Within the discussion of work with children (minors), even when children are not 

the primary participants in the study, it is necessary to take a number of precautions to 

ensure that the civil liberties of children and the participants involved are not placed in 

jeopardy. General research ethical standards state, “Researchers are ethically required to 

protect the confidentiality of both the participants and the data” (Johnson & Christensen, 

2012, p. 116). This is an important consideration and means that at all times, the 

researcher had to ensure that any personal information was not presented that could lead 

to the identification of the participants in the study. Therefore, participants were assured 

of their identity protection, with the researcher keeping the data encrypted in a file that 

will then be destroyed as per the Institutional Review Board (IRB) guidelines.   

Furthermore, all participants were informed that up until the completion of the 

research, they were able to withdraw from the study at any time and all information 

regarding their participation would be removed (Denscombe, 2010). Tables 3.4, 3.5, and 

3.6 illustrate the codes used to identify the principals, teachers, and artifacts from High-

Achieving School 1 (HA1), High-Achieving School 2 (HA2), and the Low-Achieving 

School (LA), respectively, that were involved in this study.   
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Table 3.4. Codes Assigned to Participants from HA1 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.5. Codes Assigned to Participants from HA2 

Participants Codes 

Principal 102 

Third Grade teachers 303(a), (b) 

Fourth Grade teachers 304(a), (b) 

Fifth Grade teachers 305(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 3rd grade classrooms  403(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 4th grade classrooms  404 (a), (b) 

Artifacts from 5th grade classrooms  405 (a), (b) 

 

 

 

Table 3.6. Codes Assigned to Participants from LA 

 

 

 

The use of codes for participants ensures that the data were easy to organize and 

meant that the participants did not have to worry about any information being provided 

about their identity. All classroom observations, collection of artifacts, and teacher 

Participants Codes 
Principal 101 

Third Grade teachers 103(a), (b) 

Fourth Grade teachers 104(a), (b) 

Fifth Grade teachers 105(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 3rd grade classrooms  203(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 4th grade classrooms  204 (a), (b) 

Artifacts from 5th grade classrooms  205 (a), (b) 

Participants Codes 

Principal 103 

Third Grade teachers 503(a), (b) 

Fourth Grade teachers 504(a), (b) 

Fifth Grade teachers 505(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 3rd grade classrooms  603(a), (b) 

Artifacts from 4th grade classrooms  604 (a), (b) 

Artifacts from 5th grade classrooms  605 (a), (b) 
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interviews were kept confidential with codes in keeping with research-standard ethical 

procedures concerning research in an educational setting (Shipman, 1997). No students 

were used as participants in this study, and all participants were over the age of research 

consent.  

Summary 

The focus of my research methodology was to provide faculty and administrators 

information about features of effective vocabulary instructional strategies and 

procedures that leads to successful STAAR reading scores for ELLs. I individually 

performed classroom observations, collected photographs of artifacts about vocabulary 

from students, and finally engaged in interviews with the participating teachers with 

member checking for validity purposes. Overall, each campus, whether identified as 

high-achieving or low-achieving, was able to demonstrate its potential and the ‘ganas’ to 

educate our ELLs.  

Acknowledging the limitations, the study focused on a small area in a U.S.-

Mexico border community in South Texas, and therefore, the use of one school district 

(18 teacher participants and 3 principals) meant that the findings were localized in their 

circle of influence. Following the data collection, the results were assessed using a 

coding process to help arrive at the findings that are presented in the next chapter 

through a descriptive case analysis and with a triangulation of data as well.  
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CHAPTER IV 

THE FINDINGS AND INTERPRETATION OF RESULTS* 

 

Introduction 

This chapter presents an analysis of the data collected, as well as the themes 

identified. My purpose for conducting this study was to investigate if comparisons or 

contrasts existed in English vocabulary instructional strategies that promoted academic 

reading achievement in the STAAR reading assessment with ELLs in the three 

participating campuses within a U.S.-Mexico border community. Keeping in mind that 

research on how children acquire vocabulary indicates that it is a complex process. In 

their review of vocabulary processes, Nagy and Scott (2000) described the complexity of 

word knowledge. Among the factors that Nagy and Scott (2000) identified were that 

word knowledge is incremental, as it occurs in small steps over time, and words can 

have multiple meaning, especially those that are encountered most frequently in 

language. Word knowledge is multidimensional and includes knowing what it means 

and how it is related to other words (Nagy & Scott, 2000). In addition, the pronunciation 

of a word is important and how to use it in a sentence is significant, as well (Rogers & 

Webb, 1991). Word knowledge is interrelated, which means, how well a word is 

understood is correlated to how much background knowledge and schema the person has 

about the domain in which the word is used (Ajideh, 2003; Nagy & Scott, 2000). 

______________________ 
*Reprinted with permission from “But I’m just their teacher—Why should I care? The effects of a caring 
centered environment in the literacy achievement of ELLs” by C. Pompa, S. Higareda, C. Treviño, and C. 
Guerra, 2011. Journal of Border Educational Research, 9, 113-122, Copyright 2016 by Carmen Amparo 
Pompa. 
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Specifically, the purpose of this study was to answer three key research 

questions:  

1. What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the 

classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the 

two-high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school?  

2. Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-

achieving schools and the low-achieving school?  

3. Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of 

the two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, 

what are they? 

Procedures for Data Analysis 

The procedures used for this study included an analysis of the classroom 

observations, student artifacts, and teacher interviews at all three campuses. Pseudonyms 

were used to protect the identities of principals, faculty, and their school names. I also 

included background information of teachers to provide a perspective about the 

experiences shared throughout this study and the number of ELLs they served during the 

school year. All interviews were conducted in the teachers’ classroom and were 

completed within 30 to 45 minutes of time. I decided to conduct the interviews in their 

classroom because I wanted for them to feel comfortable and secure during this process.  

By providing this information, readers gain a sense of the diverse participant 

backgrounds, including approximate work experience, knowledge about vocabulary 
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instruction, and personal attributes. I then identified and described, based on my analysis 

and participant confirmation, four main themes that emerged from this study. The 

following section presents a description of the data tools, the participating campuses, 

principals and teachers—all protected under pseudonyms.  

Classroom Observation Tool 

The Classroom Observation Tool examines vocabulary instructional practices 

and culturally responsive teaching (CRT). The instructional practices are described as 

being strong 2+ if they are observed two or more times; OK if observed once; and 0 if 

not observed. I opted not to count those that were OK or observed only once because I 

wanted stronger evidence altogether and to me demonstrating instructional practices 

only once was not strong enough. Thirteen (13) procedures are presented, 10 of which 

reflect highly effective practices (HES) in teaching vocabulary effectively (Procedures 1, 

2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11, 13). The researchers supporting these practices are listed 

following each of the instructional strategies. 

Instructional Strategies 

Instructional strategy 1. Providing preparation for vocabulary instruction 

through a systematic approach (e.g., separating words into Tiers, implementation of 

word maps, graphic organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, 

concept attainment, “mental anchors” with visuals, etc.) (Spencer & Guillaume, 2006; 

VanDeWeghe, 2007; Vitale & Romance, 2008). 

Instructional strategy 2. Giving explicit instruction with modeling 

(activating/building background knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic 
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maps—before, during, and after reading, multiple encounters of the words are available 

for students, etc.) (Echeverria et al., 2004; Santoro, Chard, Howard, & Baker, 2008). 

Instructional strategy 3. Assessing students’ current knowledge level of the 

target lesson vocabulary words (vocabulary foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) are created by 

students (student artifacts) (Scarcella, 2003). 

Instructional strategy 4. Prompting students to assume an active role (e.g., 

listening, responding, taking notes on journal, providing examples or non-examples) 

during instruction of new vocabulary terms (Lauer, Palmer, Van Buhler, & Fries, 2002).  

Instructional strategy 5. Allowing the students to read independently through 

novels, basal stories, and/or informational texts at their instructional level (Wilfong, 

2013). 

Instructional strategy 7. Pronouncing new words clearly and prompting 

students to repeat the words chorally, maximizing engagement—engagement of student 

with student-friendly definitions and classroom discussions (Rogers & Webb, 1991).  

Instructional strategy 9. Providing students with opportunities to use 

vocabulary words in context through listening, speaking, reading, and writing (Gersten 

et al., 2007). 

Instructional strategy 10. Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient 

readers and English language learners (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2004). 

Instructional strategy 11. Checking for understanding with concrete 

task/questions that require critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from 

teacher (Greenwood & Flanigan, 2007; Pearson & Fielding, 1991). 
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Instructional strategy 13. Allowing students to speak in their Native language 

when they do not know a vocabulary word in English (Garcia, 1991, 1996; Manyak, 

2007). 

Three of these procedures (6, 8, & 12) are considered to reflect the 

implementation of less effective strategies (LES). The researchers supporting these 

characterizations are listed after each of the following least effective strategies. 

Least effective strategy 1. Asking students to look for the definition of the word 

in the dictionary and recording it in a journal or on any type of writing paper (Marzano, 

2004). 

Least effective strategy 8. Asking students to write the word multiple times (5 

times, 10 times, etc.) (Marzano, 2004). 

Least effective strategy 12. Providing students with a list of vocabulary and 

spelling words to study for a test at the end of the week (Allen, 1997). 

Culturally Responsive Teaching 

 For the purpose of this study, highly effective strategies “challenge and engage 

all students and adapt required curriculum, resources, and standards to meet student 

needs and interests; they also counteract the effects of poverty” (Routman, 2012, p. 56). 

The second part of this Classroom Observation Tool covers elements that best describe a 

classroom environment conducive to learning as it pertains to culturally responsive 

teaching (Gay, 2000). It includes nine (9) components. 

1. Teacher communicates high expectations (provides positive reinforcement, 

respect for the students, and a strong belief in the student’s ability to learn).  
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2. Teacher facilitates learning (role is more of a mentor or facilitator within an 

active learning environment). 

3. Teacher communicates to parents positive perspectives about their child. 

4. Teacher demonstrates cultural sensitivity to all of his/her students (provides 

literature of different cultures, genres, based on the student’s needs).  

5. Teacher promotes student classroom discourse (more student talk, less 

teacher talk; students are provided with opportunities to develop language 

acquisition). 

6. Teacher includes small group instruction and cooperative learning 

(opportunities to interact with peers, discussion of vocabulary words with 

peers, and more as a facilitator). 

7. Classroom environment is conducive to learning (bulletin boards display 

student work-artifacts; scaffolds are provided for support; etc.). 

8. Teacher plans are available and on target. 

9. There is a teacher and student relationship.  

Teacher Interview Questionnaire 

 The teacher interview questionnaire consisted of five questions (See Appendix 

F). The questions were about vocabulary instruction and culturally responsive teaching. 

The focus was to determine the participating teachers’ knowledge about teaching 

vocabulary and effective vocabulary instruction. Next, I will list the questions as they 

were presented to the teachers. 
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Question 1 

Do you follow a prescribed curriculum or are you empowered to make 

educational decisions for your students? What do you like best? What are your 

frustrations? Provide an educational decision you have made for a student. 

Question 2 

How many professional development sessions dealing with vocabulary 

instruction or teaching vocabulary have you attended within the last two years at school 

or with the district over your teaching career? Provide examples and describe why these 

practices are successful. How are you accountable for the implementation of such 

professional development? Are you frequently visited by campus administrators, 

instructional coordinators, etc., to verify the implementation of effective strategies?  

Question 3 

What strategies incorporating effective vocabulary instruction do you implement 

for your students while teaching a lesson? How frequently do you teach vocabulary? 

How many ELLs do you currently serve in your classroom?  

Question 4  

What constitutes an effective vocabulary program? What is good about your 

instructional delivery? Do you build/activate prior knowledge about language? If so, 

how? Do you build/activate prior knowledge when asking students to write? If so, how? 

Do you build/activate prior knowledge when presenting a skill or a concept? If so, how? 
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Question 5  

Are you familiar with the model of culturally responsive teaching? If so, 

describe.  

The 18 teachers participating were interviewed. Their interviews were 

transcribed for the teachers to verify through member checking, and some slight 

modifications by three of the participating teachers were made as a final copy was 

presented to all of the participating teachers individually to review. After the last 

meeting that consisted of the member checks, I presented the teachers with two books as 

a gesture of appreciation for their participation, Academic Language for English 

Language Learners and Struggling Readers by Yvonne S. Freeman and David E. 

Freeman and Classroom Instruction that Works with English Language Learners by Jane 

D. Hill and Cynthia L Bjork. I also presented them with a personalized thank you card 

for their participation and dedication in support of my study.  

Artifacts Collected During the Study 

The artifacts for this study that consisted of digital photographs of graphic 

organizers, foldables, bulletin board graphics, classroom libraries, word walls, academic 

posters for the different content areas, lesson plans, letters to parents, etc. within their 

classroom environments were collected as the classroom observations were being 

performed. These digital photographs of artifacts were collected mostly from the bulletin 

boards displaying student work inside the classroom and at times from students 

completing an independent activity. As mentioned previously, Spradley (1980) described 

artifacts as what people make and use. For the purpose of this study, the artifacts 
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collected served as evidence of vocabulary development of the students and evidence of 

the vocabulary strategies being implemented by the teachers.  

Because I did not want to keep the students’ work as samples of artifacts for the 

study and in order to work faster while gathering the data, digital photographs seemed 

most appropriate. While I was taking the digital photographs with my iPhone, some 

students approached me and requested that a photograph be taken of their work; I gladly 

complied.  

Responses to the Research Questions 

Responses to Research Question 1 

The research question was “What are the vocabulary instructional procedures 

identified from the classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher 

interviews in the two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school?” The 

responses to Research Question 1 are described as they pertain to each school. Namely, 

data pertaining to campuses HA1, HA2, and LA are presented in this order.  

In all three campuses, the principals were very positive and provided a learning 

environment for students and teachers. If you remember in Chapter III, I did mention 

that they all at one point had worked under one particular principal; this principal was 

their mentor. I found that all three-campus principals shared leadership qualities from 

their mentor and during some of my visits; they would mention activities and/or 

initiatives that they would implement because they learned them from their mentor. In 

the following paragraphs, I will identify the vocabulary instructional strategies and 
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procedures found in each of the three campuses and those that were identified from the 

classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews. 

High-Achieving Campus 1 (HA1): Principal Interview 

Alberto, the first-year principal at this campus, described himself as “a lifelong 

learner; one who continuously improves upon processes or procedures used for the 

betterment of faculty, staff, and students.” In addition, he stated that he is “one who 

wants his campus to achieve the best status in the state accountability system.” In his 

own words: 

I believe in consistency in every classroom by following a prescribed curriculum, 

filled with academic vocabulary and lifelong skills. I do empower my teachers to 

make the best educational decisions as a team depending on the needs of the 

students. What is good for one, is good for everyone, let’s make it work! Really, 

if the curriculum is consistent in the classrooms, regular students, ELLs, and 

Special Education students will all benefit. 

 

Alberto demonstrated excellent leadership qualities and offered assistance every 

time I visited his campus. During one of my visits, I had the opportunity to listen to him 

during the afternoon announcements and the review of the college word of the day, as 

part of the vocabulary instructional procedures at his campus. I also want to add that 

Alberto has the best voice; he sounds like a professional radio disk jockey, with 

background music and all. He made me feel happy about being at his school and the 

students and teachers listening to him were also very joyful—truly a jolly good fellow. 

He also stated that his afternoon announcements were always filled with something 

positive for the students to take home with them. As an assistant principal, he learned 

from his principal to close the instructional day on a positive note.  
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In addition, some of his leadership qualities included: (a) greeting parents and 

students as they were walking into the school; (b) dressing very professionally and 

serving as a role model for students and staff; (c) monitoring the hallways of the school 

every morning, for safety was one of his main priorities; and (d) attending to concerned 

parents waiting to speak to him at his office (Fullan, 2006).  

Classroom observations for HA1: 3rd to 5th grade teachers. The findings in 

Table 4.1 identify the highly effective strategies that were implemented most of the time 

by the teachers in the different grades and the least effective strategies that were used by 

a few of the teachers as part of their vocabulary instructional procedures for this campus. 

The two types of vocabulary strategies are explained under their respective headings. 

The Classroom Observation Tool used the Vocabulary Instruction in Mixed-Ability 

Classrooms and the Classroom Environment (See Appendix G) was from HA1 – Highly 

Effective Strategies (1-5, 7; 9-11, 13) scoring 2+ (Strong); Least Effective Strategies (6, 

8, 12) scoring 1 or 2+. For LES scoring of 0% means that none were observed. 

Classroom Environment (1-9) scoring 2+ (Strong) are the only identified. To better 

understand the tables illustrated below, the following mathematical procedures were 

implemented. HES 1-5, 7 contains 6 strategies identified as teacher-centered, multiplied 

by two teachers observed per grade level, equals 12. Then, we multiply the 12 

(strategies) times 5 observations completed per teacher by the observer, equals 60. The 

same procedure is applied for HES 9-11, 13; however, these add up to 4 strategies 

identified as student-centered. For each of the LES, we gather the 2 teachers 

participating per grade level times 5 observations each equals 10. Finally, for the 



 

101 

classroom environment we gather the 2 teachers per grade level multiplied by 5 

observations each equals 10. Then, we multiply the 10 to the 9 identified components, 

which equals 90. These mathematical procedures are applied to Tables 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3.  

 

Table 4.1 
 

Classroom Observation for HA1 

 
Vocabulary 

Instructional 

Procedures 

HES: 

1-5, 7 

Score: 2+ 

HES: 

9-11, 13 

Score: 2+ 

LES: 

6 

Score: 0 

LES: 

8 

Score: 0 

LES: 

12 

Score: 0 

C. Environment 

1-9 

Score: 2+ 

3rd grade 

teachers 

36/60= 

60% 

22/40= 

55% 

1/10=  

10% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

53/90=  

58% 

4th grade teachers 34/60= 

57% 

26/40= 

65% 

1/10=  

10% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

59/90=  

66% 

5th grade teachers 28/60= 

47% 

18/40= 

45% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

41/90=  

46% 

Note. CRT will be analyzed as Research Question 2 and is answered later in the chapter. 

 

Highly effective strategies. Highly effective strategies (HES) 1-5 and 7 were 

implemented with the highest percentage among the 3rd grade teachers from this campus. 

The results indicated that out of 60 opportunities to score a 2+ (for evidence score to be 

strong), the 3rd grade teachers were observed implementing HES 1-5 and 7 on 36 

different occasions or 60% of the time. Altogether, the data in Table 4.1 show very low 

percentages of implementation for HES; nonetheless, specific examples of these HES 

are provided below with actual observations captured in the classrooms of HA1: 

1. Preparation for vocabulary instruction through a systematic approach 

(e.g., separating words into tiers, implementation of word maps, graphic 

organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, concept attainment, 

“mental anchors” with visuals, etc.). The 3rd grade teachers at this campus provided 
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their students with the use of synonyms as a strategy; for example, what is another word 

for convince? Students responded: talk into, persuade. What is another word for 

direction? Students responded: road, way of going. What is the synonym for observant? 

Students responded: vigilant, watchful. Another strategy frequently observed was the use 

of student-friendly definitions; for example, what is a student friendly definition for 

obey? Students responded: to follow, to listen, do as you are told. Visuals were also 

integrated in preparation for vocabulary instruction. Teachers provided vocabulary 

words on the word wall, with a visual and a student friendly definition. Students knew 

that the word walls were provided as scaffolds and a set procedure for them to use 

during oral responses and written responses in their journals. I also observed constant 

requests by the teachers to the students to respond in complete sentence and to use the 

vocabulary words of the week as much as possible. 

2. Explicit instruction with modeling (activating/building background 

knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic maps—before, during, and 

after reading, multiple encounters of the words are available for students, etc.). 

Both 3rd and 5th grade teachers at this campus implemented the procedure of building of 

background knowledge while modeling the vocabulary words of the week. For example, 

with respect to the word produce—Teacher asked: What does produce remind you of? 

Students responded: product, production. So if you produce something? Students 

responded: you make it. Another strategy that was highly integrated was the making 

connections strategy. Teacher said: The word inherited means something that is passed 

on from one’s family. Does anyone have something that has been inherited? Students 
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responded: My mom has a ring that my grandmother gave to her—she inherited that 

ring. Teacher asked: Can you inherit clothes from your older brother? Students 

responded: Yes, because he has passed some of his shirts to me. 

3. Assessing student’s current knowledge level of the target lesson 

vocabulary words (vocabulary foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) created by students 

(student artifacts). Both 4th and 5th grade teachers at this campus assessed the 

vocabulary knowledge of the students by asking them to complete graphic organizers on 

character traits by questioning the students about certain visuals and checking that the 

students were implementing them as scaffolds and by creating vocabulary foldables as a 

vocabulary strategy. The vocabulary foldables the students created were glued to one of 

the pages of their journal and used as a reference/resource. 

4. Prompting students to assume an active role (e.g., listening, responding, 

taking notes on journal, providing examples or non-examples) during instruction of 

new vocabulary terms. The 4th grade teachers at this campus implemented journal 

writing as part of a district initiative across the content areas. Students kept a journal for 

reading, language arts, science, math, and social studies. The journals were kept in the 

students’ desks, and the teachers reminded the students that these journals were another 

tool to assist them in their learning. 

5. Allowing the students to read independently through novels, basal 

stories, and/or informational texts at their instructional level. The 3rd, 4th, and 5th 

grade teachers at this campus were required to provide a classroom library. After 

students completed their content assignments, they knew that the expectation was to grab 
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a book from the classroom library and to read it. Teachers would inform their students 

about the importance of reading and how reading helps to expand vocabulary, as 

vocabulary words are used in different contexts and are part of a story. Ultimately, 

independent reading procedures can assist in better understanding of words, their 

definitions, and use, rather than simply using a dictionary to look up definitions. 

7. Pronouncing new words clearly and prompting students to repeat the 

words chorally, maximizing engagement; engagement of students with student-

friendly definitions and classroom discussions. The 3rd grade teachers at HA1 asked 

students to read chorally, while reading stories from the adopted basal, stopped and 

checked for understanding by asking questions, and encouraged classroom discussions. 

9. Students are provided with opportunities to use vocabulary words in 

context through listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The 4th grade teachers at 

this campus implemented the use of instructional videos connected to the story of the 

week. During the viewing of the videos, the students were provided with the opportunity 

to listen to the video. After viewing and listening to the video, the teacher then asked the 

students to turn to their partner and share their favorite part of the video. The students 

were then asked to reflect on their favorite part of the video in writing (journal entry) 

and then to present their journal entry to the class. 

10. Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient readers and English 

language learners. One of the teachers from HA1 really comes to mind as far as 

allowing the students to take notes, as she explained the objective and activity to be 

completed. This is an example from a 3rd grade teacher and her students; the objective 
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was to write an acrostic poem. The teacher explained to her students that an acrostic 

poem uses the letters in a word to begin each line of the poem. The teacher asks the 

students to write notes about this because they will be creating their personal acrostic 

poems. She provided an example by using her first name in the poem and using 

adjectives to describe her. The students became very excited and rapidly began to form 

their acrostic poems with their first names. As the students brainstormed for words to 

help them write their poems, the teacher monitored and provided feedback by 

encouraging academic vocabulary in their acrostic poems. For example, a student with 

the letter S in her name wanted to use the word student as part of her description. The 

teacher prompted her and asked her to describe the word student, by asking, “What kind 

of a student are you?” The young girl thought for a minute and then came up with the 

word studious. 

11. Checking for understanding with a concrete task/question that requires 

critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from the teacher. The teachers 

(3rd-5th) check for understanding as they constantly monitor the students working 

independently and provide immediate and corrective feedback. For example, the 

students were working on an activity about area. The 3rd grade teacher provided an 

anchor chart for them to reference, provided examples about the concept of area. She 

defined area as the space inside a shape, guided the students to work collaboratively on 

an activity about area, and then assigned an independent activity about area. The 

activity was a foldable that the students would then glue to their journal to later reference 

if needed. In addition, for corrective feedback, the teachers at this campus implemented 
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Dr. Jean’s affirmations (cheer to motivate students for doing a good job and/or 

answering correctly); I was fortunate to witness a 4th grade class engaged in the 

firecracker cheer for a student who got the right answer.  

13. Students are allowed to speak in their native language when they do not 

know a vocabulary word in English. Although the district follows the early transition 

bilingual model, some of the students did respond in their native language and the 

teachers allowed it. For example, these fourth grade teachers used synonyms as part of 

writing and provided lists of synonyms that they referred to as Mighty Words on a 

bulletin board (word wall) for the students to use as a reference. During one of my visits, 

there was a student writing about a description and instead of using the word tell, the 

teacher referred him to the word wall of Mighty Words. As the student was searching for 

a mightier word, he used his cognate ability to determine what word to use. He selected 

the word inform because it is a true cognate for the word informar in Spanish.  

Least effective strategies. Least Effective Strategies (#s 6, 8, & 12) were either 

not observed at all or evident only once. The only LES strategy that was observed one 

time in a 3rd grade classroom and one time in a 4th grade classroom was 6, which is: 

Asking the students to look for the definition of the word in the dictionary and recording 

on journal or any type of writing paper. The analysis of the classroom environment for 

the implementation of culturally responsive teaching will be analyzed in detail as 

Research Question 2 and is answered later in this chapter, as it is indicated as a special 

note below the table.  
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Artifacts collected during the classroom observations (HA1). The majority of 

the artifacts were collected from the bulletin boards that displayed student work; 

however, some of the artifacts were also collected from students completing an 

independent activity. Since I did not want to keep the actual student work as samples of 

artifacts for the study while gathering this data, digital photographs seemed most 

appropriate. The total number of artifacts collected from this participating campus was 

60. All of the artifacts collected presented some type of vocabulary understanding from 

the 3rd to 5th grade students and reflected the vocabulary instructional procedures 

implemented.  

In some instances, teachers displayed scaffolds about vocabulary knowledge for 

their students (e.g., a poster about context clues, what is a prefix?, what is a suffix?, 

etc.). In addition, the artifacts were closely related to the classroom observation being 

performed, and they assisted me in understanding more about the vocabulary 

instructional strategies and procedures being implemented at this campus.  

For example, a 3rd grade teacher was teaching the concept of area. During the 

explanation of this term, she provided an anchor chart (visual), provided examples of 

area, and explained to her students why this concept was important. She also provided 

examples using the classroom (area of the teacher’s desk, area for the library center, 

etc.), and then asked her students to create a foldable about what area is for them to 

reference later in the week while working independently.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd – 5th grade teachers (HA1). All interviews took place 

in the classroom corresponding to the teacher being interviewed and the responses came 
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directly from them. Before the interviews, I assured the 3rd to 5th grade teachers that 

there was no right or wrong answer; they needed to respond to the best of their ability 

and knowledge. I also asked them to speak slowly since I was transcribing as they were 

speaking.  

Doris and Jane (3rd Grade). During the interviews, Doris stated that she serves 

14 ELLs, is very happy to be in the teaching field, and “wouldn’t change her career for 

any other.” Jane confirmed that she teaches 13 ELLs out of 16 students in her classroom. 

Both teachers stated that they “teach vocabulary every day through all the content 

areas.”  

Furthermore, in their interviews, they confirmed that they both “follow the 

district scope and sequence,” but they do “enforce differentiation of instruction, 

especially for struggling students.” Some of the differentiations include the pacing of the 

lesson or objective—staying a little longer on a particular objective until the students 

learn it and providing visuals, examples, and non-examples for vocabulary words being 

taught.  

When asked about their frustrations, Jane replied: 

My frustration has to be not having enough time to do what I need to do, 

especially at the beginning of the year. I also need more training. Can you 

believe that within the last two years, I have only attended one training! The 

training was with the reading coordinator from the district and it was about 

novels. Although it was a great training that provided me with a binder full of 

activities like concept webs, it was not enough. 

 

This is what Doris mentioned about her frustrations:  

Time is my greatest pet peeve or frustration. I am frustrated that I don’t have 

enough time, and sometimes I wish I could extend the school day even more. We 

also don’t have enough training to teach our students better. I have attended 



 

109 

maybe 5 to 6 sessions on vocabulary within the last two years and I do integrate 

what I learn in these sessions into my lessons. 

 

Both teachers informed me that campus administrators visit them on a weekly 

basis and that they feel very comfortable with that. They further added, “best of all, the 

students are comfortable when administration visits.” After administrators visit the 

classrooms, they provide the teachers with feedback about the visit, provide suggestions 

for improvement, identify the vocabulary procedures implemented, and encourage a lot 

more student talk, in order to promote vocabulary development.  

Carla and Lizzy (4th grade). Carla teaches 16 ELLs out of 18 students in her 

classroom and she prides herself in “providing a risk-free environment” for her students. 

Carla allows her students to respond without raising their hands. She also feels that 

“sometimes teachers are very strict about this discipline (raising their hand before 

speaking) when we are trying to develop their language acquisition.” Lizzy, on the other 

hand, comes from an out-of-town district; she teaches 15 ELLs out of 20 students in her 

classroom and stated, “She provides vocabulary instruction daily because it is very 

important for her students.”  

Both teachers follow the scope and sequence provided by the district; however, if 

they need to “re-teach a skill, they do, even if they fall a little behind.” They also stated 

that they “wished they had more time in the day to cover everything because they have 

so much to cover and not enough time to do everything.”  

Their main worry is the 4th grade Writing STAAR assessment; and it is reflected 

in the following statement, “Students need to become proficient writers before they can 

pass such an exam.” After a follow-up call with these teachers about this question, they 
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added: “Proficient writing requires academic vocabulary; we implement the Mighty 

Words as part of our vocabulary procedures and encourage our students to put into 

practice the use of these words while writing responses, verbally, through their journals, 

essays, compositions, etc.”  

Professional development sessions they both have attended include 18 hours 

within the present school year and during the past summer vacations. For accountability 

of implementation of such sessions, they are visited at least three times a month by their 

campus administrators.  

Hugo and Clarissa (5th grade). Hugo is a 5th grade teacher at HA1 where 5th 

grade is departmentalized. He teaches mathematics to 57 ELLs out of approximately 70 

or more students in the 5th grade; however, he works with a small group of ELLs (10) for 

the Student Success Initiative (SSI) in the area of reading. According to Hugo, he is 

“always looking for ways to enhance the curriculum of mathematics,” since teachers 

must follow the district scope and sequence. Hugo is also the pathfinder (teacher leader) 

for this grade level, and he enjoys guiding and leading his teammates because it is very 

important to him that all of the 5th grade students pass the STAAR test. Hugo stated: “If 

5th grade students do not pass the Reading and Math STAAR assessments, they are not 

able to continue into the 6th grade.”  

Clarissa described herself as “a reading teacher that provides instruction at her 

highest potential all the time for her 5th grade students” (70 or more in the grade level). 

She currently serves 57 ELLs and provides vocabulary instructional strategies every day, 

“because it is very important.” Hugo and Clarissa both follow the district scope and 
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sequence but “have the liberty to implement whatever strategy works with their 

students.” When asked about their frustrations, Hugo responded: 

I am frustrated with the lack of the English language and the lack of support 

from home. Students have a need for vocabulary knowledge; parents have little 

or no education and they cannot assist their children at home. I worry a great deal 

about my students, and I really try to make up for this challenge or lack of 

support that is presented from the home environment. We have very little time to 

make this happen. 

 

Clarissa claimed that she is frustrated because: 

There is not enough time in the day for everything needed for my students to be 

successful. Some students are pulled out for other services (Special Ed., 504, GT, 

etc.) and the students also have many absences. Absenteeism really affects the 

students’ learning and all they need to be successful. When my students are 

absent, I call home to find out about their absence and how to help my students. I 

also make arrangements with my parents to pick up assignments so that my 

students don’t fall behind.  

 

Hugo stated that he has not attended any professional development sessions 

dealing with vocabulary within the last two years; however, he is always “trying to see 

what is out there.” Clarissa has attended at least three sessions: two at her campus and 

one with the district, on summarization. For accountability, they affirmed, “their 

principal is always making sure they get what they need for instruction; he allows the 

teachers to meet with their peers, and they have time to plan regarding spiral tests and 

vocabulary development for their students.” Hugo stated that, “spiraling of tests is a way 

of activating prior knowledge for new concepts presented.”  

High-Achieving Campus 2 (HA2): Principal Interview 

Guadalupe (pseudonym), the first year principal at this campus, was “excited 

about the school year and the challenges it presents.” She allowed her teachers to “make 

the best instructional decisions necessary, when it came to vocabulary knowledge and 
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instructional procedures and strategies in order to accomplish student success based on 

the demographics and the students’ needs.”  

Guadalupe provided positive feedback to her teachers in writing and in person 

after the classroom observations, especially when they maximized the engagement of all 

learners. She added, “As the principal of this elementary campus, I encourage academic 

vocabulary all day, every day from the teachers and our students.”  

Classroom observations for HA2: 3rd - 5th grade teachers. The findings in 

Table 4.2 identify the highly effective strategies that were mostly implemented by the 

teachers in the different grades and the least effective strategies that were used by a few 

of the teachers as part of their vocabulary instructional procedures for this campus. The 

two types of vocabulary strategies are explained under their respective headings.  

Highly effective strategies. To be included as a highly effective strategy, the 

strategy needed to be observed as being implemented at least twice. Table 4.2 indicates 

that at least 67% of 3rd grade teachers were observed implementing highly effective 

strategies (HES) 1-5, 7; however, no more than 65% of them implemented highly 

effective strategies 9-11 and 13. On the other hand, 70% of the 4th grade teachers were 

observed implementing (HES) 1-5, 7; but they only implemented HES 9-11 and 13, 58% 

of the time. What is more striking is that no more than 58% of the 5th grade teachers 

were observed implementing these highly effective strategies (9-11, 13). The Classroom 

Observation Tool was the Vocabulary Instruction in Mixed-Ability Classrooms and the 

Classroom Environment (See Appendix G) was from HA2 –Highly Effective Strategies 

(1-5, 7, 9-11, 13) scoring 2+ (Strong); Least Effective Strategies (6, 8, 12) scoring 1 or 
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2+. For LES scoring of 0% means that none were observed. Classroom Environment (1-

9) scoring 2+ (Strong) are the only identified. 

The following HES through vocabulary instructional procedures were observed 

at this campus and are described below for HA2:  

 

Table 4.2 

 

Classroom Observation for HA2 

 
Vocabulary 

Instructional 

Procedures 

HES: 

1-5, 7 

Score: 2+ 

HES: 

9-11, 13 

Score: 2+ 

LES: 

6 

Score: 0 

LES: 

8 

Score: 0 

LES: 

12 

Score: 0 

C. Environment 

1-9 

Score: 2+ 

3rd grade 

teachers 

40/60= 

67% 

26/40= 

65% 

3/10= 

30% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

50/90= 

56% 

4th grade teachers 42/60= 

70% 

23/40= 

58% 

3/10= 

30% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

55/90= 

61% 

5th grade teachers 30/60= 

50% 

23/40= 

58% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

1/10= 

10% 

44/90= 

49% 

Note. CRT will be analyzed as Research Question 2 and is answered later in the chapter. 

 

1. Preparation for vocabulary instruction through a systematic approach 

(e.g., separating words into tiers, implementation of word maps, graphic 

organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, concept attainment, 

“mental anchors” with visuals, etc.). The 3rd grade teachers at this campus provided 

their students with the use of student-friendly definitions; for example, what is a student 

friendly definition for process? Students responded: to practice something, a way of 

doing a task. This teacher went further and reminded her students that she often uses the 

phrase “Let’s give ____ time to process.” Graphic organizers are also implemented by 

the teachers at this campus. Students use the graphic organizers to organize thoughts, 

brainstorm, and to assist them with comprehension. Fourth grade teachers also 
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implemented mental anchors to help their students create mental images when 

discussing definitions for vocabulary words. One of the 4th grade teachers explained to 

her students that mental anchors are “like previews of movies; they are images in your 

head that help you understand words, concepts and skills.” 

2. Explicit instruction with modeling (activating/building background 

knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic maps-before, during, and 

after reading, multiple encounters of the words are available for students, etc.). A 

3rd grade teacher at this campus provided her students with multiple encounters of the 

vocabulary words of the week. For example, while reading the novel, The Family under 

the Bridge, the teacher questioned the students as follows: “How did the kids react in the 

story?” Student 1 responded: “They were friendly towards Armand”; Student 2 replied: 

“he was not friendly at first”; Student 3 answered: “they were disappointed.” Teacher 

asked: “Can you extend on that?” Student 1 responded: “they wanted to help Armand 

and to be his family.” Student 2 responded: “They were not motivated.” Teacher: “Have 

you ever felt unmotivated?” Student 2: “Yes.” Teacher: “Then did something change 

your outlook, your perspective?” Student 2: “Yes, at first I was not motivated to play 

soccer, but then I watched a game on TV with my dad and my perspective about soccer 

changed.” Teacher: “Great!” In addition, teachers provided vocabulary words on the 

word wall, with a visual and many synonyms. Students knew that the word walls were 

provided as scaffolds and a set procedure for them to implement. While the students 

worked independently in their journals, I could see that they would refer to the word 

wall in order to apply the vocabulary words learned. 
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3. Assessing student’s current knowledge level of the target lesson 

vocabulary words (vocabulary foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) created by students 

(student artifacts). The 4th grade teachers at this campus assessed the vocabulary 

knowledge of the students by asking them to complete vocabulary foldables where they 

had to record a student friendly definition of the vocabulary words. One of the 4th grade 

teachers in particular used Claymation (creating different scenes of a novel with clay, 

taking digital pictures, then uploading them as a PowerPoint presentation) as part of the 

projects the students created based on the novels they had read. One group of students 

created a Claymation of the novel Holes; another group created a Claymation of the 

novel Esperanza Rising; and the third group created their Claymation of the novel The 

Witches. The presentation of these Claymations allowed the students to express 

themselves in front of an audience, implement the vocabulary words from the novels 

while presenting, and allowed them to develop creativity. 

4. Prompting students to assume an active role (e.g., listening responding, 

taking notes on journal, providing examples or non-examples) during instruction of 

new vocabulary terms. The 5th grade teachers at this campus implemented 

presentations of projects. I was able to see students in action while presenting some 

science projects. The students presented and responded to questions posed by their 

fellow peers. The use of presentations helps develop students’ oral language, which 

leads to vocabulary knowledge. 

5. Allowing the students to read independently through novels, basal 

stories, and/or informational texts at their instructional level. The 3rd, 4th, and 5th 
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grade teachers at this campus are required to read novels on a weekly basis with their 

students as part of the campus vocabulary procedures. This is an initiative at this campus 

in order to improve vocabulary knowledge, accomplish comprehension, and attain 

success on state assessments. Referencing back to the Claymations of the novel 

Esperanza Rising, one of the students clearly connected with this story, since she was 

from Aguascalientes, Mexico—just like the character from the novel. Furthermore, I 

could hear her express her pride to another student while she identified the Spanish 

words in the story and explained those words to her friend. 

7. Pronouncing new words clearly and prompting students to repeat the 

words chorally, maximizing engagement; engagement of students with student-

friendly definitions and classroom discussions. The 5th grade teachers at HA2 asked 

students to engage in classroom discussions, especially during the presentation of the 

different projects. Students already had a routine established and were able to take turns 

during the discussions. They clearly understood that first they had to listen to the 

presentation and then ask questions to the presenter, wait for the response, and then 

agree or disagree with the presenter. 

9. Students are provided with opportunities to use vocabulary words in 

context through listening, speaking, reading, and writing. During one of my 

classroom observations, a 3rd grade teacher at this campus was introducing the concept: 

Life Cycle of a Moth. First, she introduced the vocabulary, i.e., metamorphosis, larva, 

pupa, etc. The students listened to the words, repeated the words with the teacher, and 

then they read a passage—The difference between a moth and a butterfly. After they read 
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the passage, they answered some questions with the teacher. The teacher then asked 

them to reflect about the story in the passage and to determine which insect was their 

favorite, the moth or the butterfly. She also encouraged her students to integrate the new 

vocabulary words into their writing. 

10. Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient readers and English 

language learners. The teachers at this campus provided their students with student 

friendly definitions and a visual for the vocabulary words being introduced. For 

example, for the story The Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane, this 4th grade teacher 

provided the following vocabulary words with the following definitions: jaunty—lively 

or self-confident; specimen—example or type; unsavory—disagreeable or distasteful; 

duration—length of time; china—ceramic material usually used to make plates; and 

implications—suggestions. After reviewing the vocabulary words, the students copied 

the student friendly definition for each word in the reading journal and drew a picture 

next to that vocabulary word. The teacher reminded the students that this note-taking 

strategy was very useful as they prepared to read the story and in order to understand it 

better.  

11. Checking for understanding with a concrete task/question that requires 

critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from the teacher. The 3rd grade 

teachers at this campus implemented higher order thinking questions as part of the 

vocabulary procedures. For example, when questioning her 3rd grade students, the 

teacher used words such as elaborate (Can you elaborate a little bit more?); extend (Can 

you extend on that?); perspective (What is another perspective?); eager (Alejandro, you 
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seem very eager to respond to the question, tell me?); attentive (I want to see good 

attentive listeners.); entail and expression (What does that expression entail?); 

discombobulated (I feel discombobulated, please refrain from this behavior, come back 

and focus on the lesson). When the teacher mentioned the word discombobulated, I 

really didn’t think the students knew the meaning; to my surprise, the students 

apologized and promised to listen more attentively. In their exact words: “We apologize 

teacher for making you feel this way, we will now listen more attentively.”  

13. Students are allowed to speak in their Native language when they do 

not know a vocabulary word in English. This particular instructional practice was not 

very evident at this campus. In fact, students in 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades who participated in 

this study were already transitioned into an all-English classroom. There was one 

exception, a 4th grade student, David, who was a recent immigrant in this classroom and 

the language that he knew was Spanish. The 4th grade teacher would bring him to her 

table and explain the concepts in the Spanish language. While I was observing the class, 

David seemed very confident and some of his peers assisted him by translating to the 

Spanish language, during the collaborative assignments.  

Least effective strategies. With respect to the least effective strategies (LES) 6, 

8, and 12, only 3rd and 4th grade teachers were observed implementing LES 6 for only 

30% of the time. Since strategies 6, 8, and 12 are classified as being least effective, their 

rate of implementation should be low because of their lack of effectiveness. The analysis 

of the classroom environment for the implementation of culturally responsive teaching 

will be analyzed in detail as Research Question 2 and is answered later in this chapter.  
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Artifacts collected during the classroom observations (HA2). The number of 

artifacts collected from this participating campus was 79. All of the artifacts collected 

presented some type of vocabulary understanding from the students; in many instances, 

teachers displayed scaffolds about vocabulary knowledge and instruction for their 

students (e.g., a poster about the different genres, comprehension strategies, synonyms, 

etc.).  

In addition, the artifacts were closely related to the classroom observation being 

performed, and they assisted me in understanding more about the vocabulary 

instructional procedures being implemented. As mentioned before, some of the artifacts 

included science project presentations, Claymation presentations of novels, and visuals 

related to the different content areas. Moreover, all of the classrooms observed at this 

campus had a classroom library with different genres for the students to access. The 

classroom libraries provided the different genres of books, and accompanying activities 

were prepared for students to complete. For example, in one of the classrooms, the 

teacher provided a graphic organizer for the students to complete before reading the 

story, during reading, and after reading. She provided sentence starters for the students 

and encouraged them to write using powerful sentences, as a way of developing their 

vocabularies and as one of her vocabulary instructional procedures. Powerful sentences 

are those with seven words or more.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd -5th grade teachers (HA2). The following data are 

reported: 
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Angelina and Marissa (3rd grade). Angelina teaches 7 ELLs out of 18 students 

in her classroom and “teaches vocabulary all day and every day.” Marissa teaches 5 

ELLs out of 17 students in her classroom, and her instructional delivery “includes 

motivation, being very energetic and positive, and always encouraging her students to do 

better.” Both follow the district scope and sequence, but “they like to extend on what the 

district provides.” As per Marissa, “Sometimes the lessons are very basic; so we extend 

and make it better for our students; and although in the roster I have 5 ELLs, when I am 

teaching, all students are my students.” When asked about their frustrations, Angelina 

responded: 

I love teaching, but my greatest frustration is teaching to a test and not having 

enough time to teach about the real world and about real problems. These 

limitations are not good for our students, but our school is rated by how well they 

do on the STAAR test. In my opinion, one test does not measure the amount of 

learning and knowledge our students have. I speak about my ELLs, 504, Special 

Ed., and Gifted and Talented students.  

 

This is what Marissa stated about her frustrations: 

I really do not have any frustrations; my goal is for my students to become 

critical thinkers. So really focusing on their prior knowledge and assisting them 

in becoming critical thinkers also helps them in their state assessments. I enjoy 

challenging my students by always integrating academic vocabulary into every 

lesson. I become very satisfied when my students embrace the academic 

vocabulary words I implement and they actually sound like me. High-

expectations is what I hold in my classroom. Failure in not an option! 

 

Within the last two years, both teachers have attended at least 12 hours of 

professional development sessions; at least 6 hours have been specific to vocabulary 

development. For accountability, they analyze scores of benchmarks, CBAs (Content-

based assessments) and AR (Accelerated Reading) levels; they clearly state that, “all 

assessments require vocabulary understanding to achieve comprehension.” In order to 
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activate and build prior knowledge, they implement new strategies learned, and during 

classroom discussions and presentations, vocabulary words are implemented. Marissa 

added, “The more they use the words, the more they become part of their speaking and 

writing vocabularies.” Angelina stated, “During all the subjects, the students are 

accountable to expand and use the new vocabulary words.”  

Sylvia and Sonia (4th grade). Sylvia has been teaching for 10 years and all at the 

present campus; Sonia has been teaching for 13 years with 11 of those years at her 

present campus. Sylvia serves 10 ELLs in her classroom and “is more of a facilitator by 

encouraging her students to be more independent.” Sonia, on the other hand, teaches 3 

ELLs in her classroom and is proud to provide “consistency and structure through 

routines and high expectations.”  

Sonia stated that the bilingual program the district follows is an Early-Exit 

Transitional program; therefore, by the time the ELLs get to the 4th grade, most of them 

have successfully exited the ELL status. She added, “a lot of the vocabulary I teach 

through novels and that’s how we explore more of the vocabulary; we also use the 

vocabulary words daily.”  

Concerning the curriculum, Sylvia and Sonia follow the district scope and 

sequence. Sonia stated, “It also depends on the needs of each student or on the needs of 

the group as well.” 

I like the structure of it, and that it helps me keep a good pace. It also allows me 

to keep track of where I am supposed to be. So following it, gives me timelines 

and a structure of where my students are supposed to be at. 

 

The frustrations for Sylvia are: 
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That the ELL students struggle in reading altogether and even keeping them 

afterschool for tutorials is sometimes not enough. Because reading is very 

difficult and at times students come very low from the previous year, we 

sometimes have to make-up on the instruction before we move to a different 

skill. If we don’t review with our students, it makes our job a lot more difficult 

and the students become frustrated. This applies to all students, not just the 

ELLs. Another factor is when they come from homes where only Spanish is 

spoken, that doesn’t help much. Because we are developing the English 

language; therefore, if parents don’t speak English, students don’t practice it, and 

they take longer to transition. 

 

Sonia claimed that time management is her frustration, “not having enough time 

to cover everything needed for the students to be successful.” When asked how many 

professional development sessions dealing with vocabulary instruction or teaching 

vocabulary they have attended within the last two years, Sonia responded “about 3 

sessions a year.” Sylvia replied that with “the district, 2 sessions this year and 2 sessions 

last year.”  

When asked how they are accountable for the implementation of such 

professional development training, Sonia stated “through walkthroughs and when 

administrators come in, they want to see some of the strategies implemented.” Sylvia 

stated, “My administrators often perform walkthroughs and expect the implementation 

of vocabulary strategies.”  

Aime and Nina (5th grade). Aime is a 5th grade teacher with 21 years in 

education; she is an experienced teacher with seven years at HA2. She teaches 3 ELLs 

out of 17 students; however, 99% of her students are of Hispanic descent, and she added 

that “over time, she has learned to use new and old strategies to find what works best for 

the students.” Nina, also a 5th grade teacher, described herself as “being excited about 

learning and teaching new materials.” Nina has been teaching for 17 years and all of 
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these years at the present campus. She currently teaches 5 ELLs out of 18 students and at 

times, “she accepts responses in Spanish and then provides the students with the English 

terms which can assist them in developing the language.”  

Both Aime and Nina know that the number of ELLs decreases over the years as 

the district implements an Early-Exit Transitional program and most ELLs exit the status 

of LEP (Limited English Proficient) by the 5th grade. Concerning the curriculum, both 

Aime and Nina follow the district scope and sequence, but “are allowed to deviate from 

it when there is a need to re-teach or expand on the learning.” 

When asked about any frustrations, Aime claimed: “That with the timeline of the 

scope and sequence provided, there is no lee way and that is why she is frustrated; as a 

teacher we must be provided with time to re-teach and review.” Nina confirmed that 

“they don’t have enough time; not only in school but life itself.” She added that many 

times they also act as counselors providing their students with confidence in order to be 

more successful.  

With respect to professional development sessions attended within the last two 

years, Aime mentioned about 21 hours (6 hours in vocabulary), and Nina reported none 

in vocabulary within the last two years. Concerning accountability, Aime stated, “We are 

accountable because the students need to learn the skills necessary to be successful.” 

Nina claims that accountability is “how the 5th grade students perform on STAAR.” 

Low-Achieving Campus (LA): Principal Interview 

Petra (pseudonym), the first year principal at this campus, claimed that her 

teachers “follow the scope and sequence based on the student’s needs.” Furthermore, she 
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allows her teachers to “make modifications to the curriculum and the schedules as 

needed.” She is a strong believer in progress monitoring as a form of accountability. The 

monitoring is based on baselines set at the beginning of the year that are driven by data. 

This progress monitoring entails monitoring every two weeks for the literacy levels of 

the students to increase and monitoring vocabulary instructional strategies through 

classroom walkthroughs. She gives credit to her past principal who was a firm believer 

in progress monitoring and how it leads to student success.  

Petra is an ELL herself and understands the importance of vocabulary knowledge 

and development for her ELLs. District initiatives that Petra embraces for the 

development of vocabulary at her campus are the Reading Fairs. This is where students 

are asked to select a book of their choice and create a tri-fold (reading board) describing 

the characters, setting, main event, problem, and resolution. Since Petra understands that 

oral language development leads to vocabulary knowledge, she has the students present 

their reading boards and encourages the teachers to ask extended questions about the 

book being presented. Her goal is to “drive this campus into academic success for all 

stakeholders.”  

Classroom observations for LA: 3rd - 5th grade teachers. The findings in Table 

4.3 identify the highly effective strategies that were mostly implemented by the teachers 

in the different grades and the least effective strategies that were used by a few of the 

teachers as part of their vocabulary instructional procedures for this campus. The two 

types of vocabulary strategies are explained under their respective headings. The 

Classroom Observation Tool was Vocabulary Instruction in Mixed-Ability Classrooms 
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and the Classroom Environment (See Appendix G) was from LA –Highly Effective 

Strategies (1-5, 7, 9-11, 13) scoring 2+ (Strong); Least Effective Strategies (6, 8, 12) 

scoring 1 or 2+. For LES scoring of 0% means that none were observed. Classroom 

Environment (1-9) scoring 2+ (Strong) are the only identified. 

Table 4.3 

Classroom Observation for LA 

Vocabulary 

Instructional 

Procedures 

HES: 

1-5, 7 

Score: 2+ 

HES: 

9-11, 13 

Score: 2+ 

LES: 

6 

Score: 0 

LES: 

8 

Score: 0 

LES: 

12 

Score: 0 

C. Environment 

1-9 

Score: 2+ 

3rd grade teachers 32/60= 

53% 

29/40= 

73% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

66/90= 

73% 

4th grade teachers 34/60= 

57% 

31/40= 

78% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

74/90= 

82% 

5th grade teachers 29/60= 

40% 

18/40= 

45% 

0/10= 

0% 

0/10= 

0% 

1/10= 

10% 

57/90= 

63% 

Note. CRT will be analyzed as Research Question 2 and is answered later in the chapter. 

Highly effective strategies. Data in Table 4.3 identify the vocabulary 

instructional practices that were mostly implemented by the teachers in the different 

grade levels at this campus. The Highly Effective Strategies (HES) 1-5 and 7 were 

implemented with the highest percentage by the 4th grade teachers from this campus. 

These teachers also exhibited the highest rate (82%) of culturally responsive classroom 

environment. With respect to the least effective strategies (LES 6, 8, and 12), the only 

strategy implemented was 12 by 5th grade teachers 10% of the time.  

The following are examples of HES and vocabulary instructional procedures 

found at LA: 
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1. Preparation for vocabulary instruction through a systematic approach 

e.g., separating of words into tiers, implementation of word maps, graphic 

organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, concept attainment, 

“mental anchors” with visuals, etc.). The 3rd grade teachers at this campus provided 

their students with the use of visuals and graphic organizers; for example, the students 

were learning about the water cycle and so the teacher provided a visual of the water 

cycle, explained the process of the reproduction of water (evaporation, condensation, 

and precipitation), and modeled for her students content specific vocabulary for them to 

learn and implement during their completion of projects. Graphic organizers were also 

implemented by the teachers at this campus. Students used the graphic organizers to 

assist them in the learning of vocabulary. One particular graphic organizer often 

integrated in the classrooms at this campus was the Writing Web. For example, the 

students were asked to web the title of the story they were reading. They were also asked 

to web different attributes of a character in the story they were reading about. During 

these activities, teachers reminded their students to implement the academic vocabulary 

learned in order to receive a better grade. 

2. Explicit instruction with modeling (activating/building background 

knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic maps-before, during, and 

after reading, multiple encounters of the words are available for students, etc.). The 

4th grade teachers at this campus implemented the strategy of making connections. For 

example, while discussing the vocabulary words of the week, the students came across 

the word emerge. During the explanation of the word, the 4th grade teacher provided a 
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student friendly definition like, coming out, popping up, etc. Then, all of a sudden, a 

student said: “Oh yes, like the Walking Dead; the zombies emerge from the house.” 

Teacher responded: “Yes, they all of a sudden came out; exactly! And why are you 

watching that show?” Student responded: “I watch it every Sunday with my mom; it’s 

cool.” Teacher responded: “Great way of making connections to our world.” 

3. Assessing student’s current knowledge level of the target lesson 

vocabulary words (vocabulary foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) created by students 

(student artifacts). The 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade teachers at this campus assessed the 

vocabulary knowledge of the students by asking them to record journal entries 

implementing the vocabulary words learned. After completing the entries, the teachers 

provided immediate feedback and if needed, they encouraged their students to express 

themselves in their writing and to apply the vocabulary words learned. One of the 4th 

grade teachers, in particular, had this quote on his bulletin board: “Be who you are and 

say what you feel, because those who mind don’t matter, and those who matter don’t 

mind.”—Dr. Seuss. As the students completed their journals, the teacher would refer 

them to the quote and further reminded them to take risks. This particular teacher tried to 

check the journal entries on the same day and, if not possible, by Friday. 

4. Prompting students to assume an active role (e.g., listening, responding, 

taking notes on journal, providing examples or non-examples) during instruction of 

new vocabulary terms. The 5th grade teachers at this campus implemented the internet 

application Quizlet with the vocabulary words of the week. This application allowed the 

students and the teachers to engage in learning games about the vocabulary words being 
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presented. Part of the game allowed the students to assume an active role while 

responding to the questions. The game actually reminded me of Family Feud in a sense, 

because of the turn-taking strategy and the teams. “Competition is very important for 5th 

graders, especially when the teams are divided between boys and girls,” Melissa said. 

5. Allowing the students to read independently through novels, basal 

stories, and/or informational texts at their instructional level. Teachers at this 

campus seldom provided opportunities for the students to read independently. During 

my classroom observations at LA, I was able to view one 4th grade teacher providing her 

students time to read independently the basal story of the week. Because of the minutes I 

was in the classrooms for the observations, I did not see any other vocabulary strategy in 

this 4th grade classroom. 

7. Pronouncing new words clearly and prompting students to repeat the 

words chorally, maximizing engagement; engagement of students with student-

friendly definitions and classroom discussions. The 3rd and 4th grade teachers at LA 

asked students to chorally read passages, basal stories, etc. This procedure was done in 

an effort to maximize the engagement of every child and to improve the prosody and 

intonation of words while reading.  

9. Students are provided with opportunities to use vocabulary words in 

context through listening, speaking, reading, and writing. A 5th grade teacher at this 

campus comes to mind when writing about this highly effective strategy. He was 

teaching his students words in context about mathematics. For example, he was teaching 

the skill of alignment and described this word as putting numbers in line. A student 



 

129 

responded: like a number line? Teacher: Yes, that is correct! Then the class proceeded to 

reading a word problem about the concept of alignment. The word problems were read 

chorally; students were then allowed to ask for assistance from their neighbor, and 

finally they all shared their answers.  

10. Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient readers and English 

language learners. Teachers at this campus implemented this note-taking scaffold 

within the journal entries. A 3rd grade teacher asked her students to take out their 

language arts journal because they were going to brainstorm synonyms together. I was 

able to observe the students’ brainstorming and recording for the word big. The 

following are responses the students mentioned and recorded in their journal: gigantic, 

huge, hefty, astronomical, and enormous.  

11. Checking for understanding with a concrete task/question that requires 

critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from the teacher. The 4th grade 

teachers from this campus did an outstanding job with the lessons about transitional 

words during writing compositions. For example, the students were provided with an 

anchor chart with the different types of transitional words to use when writing about a 

sequence of events: before, during, finally, at the start, first of all, then, next, meanwhile, 

subsequently, to begin, etc. They were also provided with transitional words to write 

about time (until, today, tomorrow, as soon as), to compare (in the same way, likewise, 

similar to), to contrast (whereas, instead of, unlike, although, on the other hand, even 

though, however, yet), and to add information (again, also, and, for example, another, 

for instance, as well, along with, furthermore). The students were provided with a 
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prompt from their teacher and were asked to write their composition implementing the 

transitional words of their choice. The teacher monitored their writing and provided 

immediate feedback as the students submitted their drafts.  

13. Students are allowed to speak in their Native language when they do not 

know a vocabulary word in English. Teachers at this campus take advantage of the 

Latin roots of words and use of cognates. For example, during the classroom 

observations performed with the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grade teachers, there was at least one 

instance of use of cognates in one of the classrooms. Cognate words in a 5th grade math 

class: identify—identificar, probability—probabilidad, reasonable prediction—

predicción razonable, and total—total. Cognate words in a 4th grade language arts class: 

important—importante, moment—momento, fantastic—fantastico, novel—novela, 

contrast—contraste, cause—causa, conclude—concluir, and appreciate—apreciar. 

Cognate words in a 3rd grade science class: cycle—ciclo, evaporation—evaporación, 

precipitation—precipitación, condensation—condensación, vapor—vapor, gas—gas and 

liquid—líquido. 

Least effective strategies. Least Effective Strategies (6, 8, and 12) were either 

not observed at all or evident only once. The only LES strategy that was observed one 

time in a 5th grade classroom was 12, which is: Providing students with a list of 

vocabulary and spelling words to study for a test at the end of the week. The analysis of 

the classroom environment for the implementation of culturally responsive teaching will 

be analyzed in detail as Research Question 2 and is answered later in this chapter, as it is 

indicated as a special note below the table.  
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Artifacts collected during the classroom observations (LA). The total number 

of artifacts collected from this participating campus was 65. All of the artifacts collected 

presented some type of vocabulary understanding from the students; in many instances, 

teachers displayed scaffolds about vocabulary knowledge and vocabulary instructional 

procedures for their students through a word wall, journal entries, graphic organizers, 

and lesson plans with specific vocabulary words to be taught, Mighty Words with 

visuals, etc.  

In addition, the artifacts were closely related to the classroom observation being 

performed and they assisted me in understanding more about the vocabulary 

instructional strategies being implemented. The number of artifacts collected was a 

representation of the vocabulary instructional procedures that were being implemented 

by the teachers during the time of the study and the collection of data. Some of the 

artifacts included visuals of the water cycle, writing webs about the characters, anchor 

charts of transitional words, and the implementation of journals, all to enhance the 

development of vocabulary.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd -5th grade teachers (LA). During interviews, teachers 

from LA reported the following:  

Nancy and Katrina (3rd grade). Nancy teaches 18 ELLs out of 22 students in her 

classroom and “makes her lessons exciting and entertaining, where the kids are not just 

repeating the vocabulary words, but are actually engaged.” Katrina teaches 14 ELLs out 

of the 18 students in her classroom, and she takes pride in her instructional delivery 

because she is “also an English language learner, and together with her students, they 



 

132 

over analyze every word, learn more words and language together, making learning fun 

and easy.” In addition, Katrina and her students “implement technology and the internet 

(Google) to explore the meaning of new words.”  

During one of my visits, the students were working on the creation of water cycle 

illustrations for their science journal. While the teacher explained the water cycle, one of 

the students asked, “What exactly is condensation?” The teacher responded: “Let’s 

Google it!” The teacher performed a Google search for an image, so that the students 

could see it; then she requested a student friendly definition of the word, this is what she 

got: The process by which gas cools and becomes a liquid. With respect to the 

curriculum, both teachers stated that they follow the district’s scope and sequence; 

however, “they can make decisions on how to best deliver a lesson in the classroom.” 

Nancy and Katrina shared different views when asked about frustrations. Nancy 

claimed that “there is not enough parental support from home and that the transition 

program is not very effective.” She added, “It may be too late to transition to English in 

2nd grade, so when they get to 3rd grade, it becomes very difficult to do everything in 

English.” The bilingual program offered at the district is the Early Transition program; 

therefore, students are more than likely to transition by the end of 1st grade or middle of 

2nd grade; especially students who have been in the district since Pre-Kindergarten. 

Katrina stated, “some students give up too soon when learning new words.” You can 

even say that even parents give up to soon too, especially when they say ‘es que no 

quiere maestra.’ – ‘they don’t want to do it teacher.’ “The kids are basically on their 

own when learning, with very little support from home,” says Katrina.  
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Nancy and Katrina both claimed that there is a need for more professional 

development sessions about vocabulary. When providing feedback about professional 

development sessions, Nancy stated, “We need vocabulary training.” Both have 

participated in less than 6 hours of training/sessions within the last two years and none 

dealt with vocabulary development. They added, “All trainings provided mostly dealt 

with STAAR, and strategies to do well on this test.”  

With respect to accountability, they affirmed that putting the training into 

practice is the expectation, “The main reason we get trained is to come back into the 

classroom and implement the new techniques.” They both stated that they get frequent 

visits from administration and Nancy further confirmed this by saying, “Now it’s 

different with our new principal; it’s all getting better.”  

Liza and Juan (4th grade). Liza has been teaching for 5 years and all at the 

present campus; Juan has been teaching for 9 years with 8 of those years at his present 

campus. Liza serves 17 ELLs out of 22 students in her classroom. Liza added, “I provide 

my students with a safe, nurturing environment. Even if students respond incorrectly, 

their responses are accepted, too.” Juan teaches 16 ELLs out of 21 students in his 

classroom and teaches with excitement. Juan added that as a youngster, he wanted, “To 

become a pediatrician but because of financial reasons, he did not; however, he loves to 

be a 4th grade teacher.” He is motivating to his students and tells them “not to limit 

themselves and to get scholarships to better educate themselves.” He added, ‘No le 

hecho mucha crema a los tacos’ (another way of saying I’m not exaggerating) –that’s 

just being me! I teach like this every day, all year long.” Both Liza and Juan follow a 
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prescribed curriculum with the scope and sequence from the district, but are empowered 

to teach to meet the students’ needs. Juan adds, “Our new principal is leading us to 

academic success.” 

The frustrations for Liza are,  

Within the subject of math. I am frustrated with the math scopes (district scope 

and sequence) and the way they (district personnel) are expecting our students to 

meet the required objectives. Some of the activities need to be a little more 

updated. 

 

For example, “The integration of technology with iPads, we need more applications to 

keep our students engaged.” On the other hand, Juan expressed no frustrations and 

briefly stated, “I’m OK!” 

Concerning professional development training, both agreed that there is a lack of 

professional development in general. Juan stated that he has about 12 hours of training, 

but not necessarily in vocabulary. Liza mentioned in her response, “Now it’s more about 

STAAR,” but that when she was teaching in the lower grades, “the sessions were 

provided on language development and vocabulary.”  

When asked how they are accountable for teaching, both teachers responded that 

they are held accountable by school administration with very frequent classroom visits. 

Juan mentioned, “I am very pleased with our new principal. She has made many changes 

for the best of our campus and the children that we service.”  

Melissa and Samuel (5th grade). Melissa with 10 years in education is an 

experienced teacher with 7 years at LA. She teaches 60 ELLs because they are 

departmentalized, and she is the Language Arts/Reading 5th grade teacher at her campus. 

She added “new vocabulary words can be learned by making connections of [sic] the 
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words they know in their native language, sometimes all they need is the English term.” 

Samuel has been teaching for 13 years and two of these at the present campus. He 

currently teaches 60 ELLs for mathematics, as they are departmentalized at his campus 

for the 5th grade. Samuel teaches vocabulary “every day, all day, and as many times as 

possible.” He added that he “even spirals the words and takes advantage of every 

teachable moment from the lessons being taught.”  

Both teachers agreed that they follow a prescribed curriculum through the 

district’s scope and sequence, but they are empowered to “tweak it” to meet the needs of 

their students. Samuel added: 

My principal gives me the power to implement other resources. Before in TAKS, 

they would ask questions in combination; now in STAAR, it is tested as possible 

outcomes; the kids get confused. It is important for us as professionals to know 

where our kids are at. Studying the data makes me make better decisions 

instructionally, for my kids. 

 

Frustrations for Samuel are: 

All the paperwork I must complete as a pathfinder (team leader). There are too 

many deadlines for paperwork and not enough time to teach. We need to keep in 

mind that we are in the frontline, and we get labeled on how our kids perform. I 

get it, lesson plans are necessary, but other paperwork could probably be 

reduced. Another frustration for me would have to be interruptions. For example, 

last week we tested TELPAS (Texas English Language Proficiency Assessment 

System); this week, middle school registration for the kids. There is no need to 

interrupt instruction. Because of the interruptions, there is no consistency; not 

only here, but in general. As teachers, we need to teach; the more we teach, the 

more the kids will learn. My priority is the instruction and the success of our 

kids. If our kids do not pass STAAR, they are not college ready. I am a big 

advocate for kid’s success and my number one goal is to service the kids to the 

fullest. 

 

For Melissa her frustrations have to do with the CBAs (Content-based 

assessments) “not teaching the skills the students’ need for the CBAs and their scores 
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being low; that is my biggest frustration.” According to both teachers, they have 

received, maybe one training over the past two years on vocabulary instruction, but they 

do implement vocabulary strategies. Melissa and Samuel are both held accountable by 

frequent visits from their campus administrators.  

“Accountability and responsibility in this campus are very important for their 

principal,” according to Samuel and Melissa. Samuel adds that he is also responsible to 

“train teachers from his campus on best math homework to assign to students.” He 

added, “I service teachers when they come over with questions about how to teach a 

certain skill. These are teachers with a passion for education, your next Teacher of the 

Year, they look up to me. I also train teachers on how to read data and use data to make 

the best educational decisions, so that the kids can be successful.”  

Interpretations of the Findings for the Research Questions 

Research Question 1 

What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified for the classroom 

observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? 

 All of the three campuses provided vocabulary instructional procedures to their 

students; however, the vocabulary strategies to achieve these procedures were not at the 

highest or strongest levels. If we refer back to the tables (4.1, 4.2, and 4.3), which 

represent the classroom observations and the percent of instances to which Highly 

Effective Strategies 1-5, 7 were implemented at least twice (Strong (2+), the percentages 

are very low. The campus and grade level with the highest percentage for implementing 
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HES 1-5, 7 was HA2—4th grade teachers with a frequency of 70% of the time; the 

lowest occurrence (40%) of these HES (1-5, 7) was noted among the 5th grade teachers 

from the LA campus. These HES (teacher-centered) consists of:  

1. Preparation for vocabulary instruction through a systematic approach, e.g., 

separating of words into tiers, implementation of word maps, graphic 

organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, concept 

attainment, “mental anchors” with visuals, etc.).  

2. Explicit instruction with modeling (activating/building background 

knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic maps-before, during, 

and after reading, multiple encounters of the words are available for students, 

etc.).  

3. Assessing student’s current knowledge level of the target lesson vocabulary 

words (vocabulary foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) created by students (student 

artifacts).  

4. Prompting students to assume an active role (e.g., listening, responding, 

taking notes in journal, providing examples or non-examples) during 

instruction of new vocabulary terms.  

5. Allowing the students to read independently through novels, basal stories, 

and/or informational texts at their instructional level.  

7. Pronouncing new words clearly and prompting students to repeat the words 

chorally, maximizing engagement; engagement of students with student-

friendly definitions and classroom discussions.  
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Also contained in the tables are the observation data about the strong (2+) 

implementation of HES 9-11, and 13. These student-centered strategies include:  

9. Students are provided with opportunities to use vocabulary words in context 

through listening, speaking, reading, and writing.  

10. Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient readers and English 

language learners.  

11. Checking for understanding with a concrete task/question that requires 

critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from the teacher.  

13. Students are allowed to speak in their Native language when they do not 

know a vocabulary word in English.  

The 4th grade teachers from the LA campus exhibited the highest rate of 

implementation of these strategies (78%). They were followed by the 3rd grade teachers 

from this campus (73%). The 5th grade teachers from HA1 and LA campuses each 

exhibited a 45% implementation rate.  

August and her colleagues (2005) suggested several strategies that are especially 

valuable for building the vocabularies of ELLs. These strategies are identified as cognate 

implementation, learning the meaning of basic words, and review and reinforcement of 

words through read-alouds, teacher-directed activities, listening to audiotapes, and 

activities to extend word use outside of the classroom.  

In reference to the student artifacts that were collected through digital 

photographs, these were based on the availability in every classroom as part of the 

evidence collected for the vocabulary instructional procedures implemented at the time 
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of the classroom observations. For HA1, 60 student artifacts were collected, for HA2, 79 

student artifacts were collected, and for LA, 65 student artifacts were collected. Because 

HA2 campus had the highest number of student artifacts collected, I would like to 

reiterate my interpretation about this campus and the topic. The student artifacts 

collected at this campus were closely related to the classroom observations being 

performed, and they assisted me in understanding better the vocabulary instructional 

procedures being implemented. Many student presentations took place at this campus 

within the subject of science and students were able to express themselves with the 

academic vocabulary acquired pertaining to the content. Claymation presentations of 

novels and visuals related to the different content areas were also very evident at this 

campus as a vocabulary instructional procedure. Moreover, all of the classrooms 

observed at this campus had a classroom library with different genres for the students to 

access. The classroom libraries provided the different genres of books, and 

accompanying activities were prepared for students to complete in order to monitor their 

comprehension and vocabulary acquired. According to Neuman (1999), teachers can 

promote better reading performance by reading to children daily and by having students 

interact with books through the extensive use of classroom libraries. A study by 

Anderson and Nagy (1992) found that children learn an average of 4,000 to 12,000 new 

vocabulary words each year because of book reading. 

During the teacher interviews, the findings revealed that at all of the participating 

campuses and teachers interviewed followed the district scope and sequence; however, 

they would make modifications as needed for their ELLs. For example the 3rd grade 
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teachers from HA1 (Doris and Jane) stated in their teacher interview that they both 

follow the district scope and sequence, but they do differentiate instruction, especially 

for struggling students (e.g., pacing of the lesson is adjusted according to mastery, 

providing visuals, and examples for vocabulary words being taught).  

The 5th grade teachers from LA (Melissa and Samuel) stated that they follow a 

prescribed curriculum through the district’s scope and sequence, but they are empowered 

to “tweak it” to meet the needs of their students. Most of the teachers, with the exception 

of one, reported a sense of frustration. As Samuel from LA replied, “there are too many 

deadlines for paperwork and not enough time to teach.” All of the teachers interviewed 

reported a lack of professional development pertaining to vocabulary knowledge and 

strategies to help them facilitate their students’ vocabulary development. 

Research Question 2  

Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two-high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school?  

The evidence gathered from the observations, artifacts, and teacher interviews 

will assist in answering Research Question 2 regarding culturally responsive teaching; it 

also presents the triangulation of data. The data are presented as they pertain to HA1, 

HA2, and LA campuses.  

High-achieving campus 1 (HA1). The classroom environment for the 

implementation of culturally responsive teaching (CRT) for HA1 was recorded in Table 

4.1, and it was based on the classroom observations conducted. CRT serves as a means 

to address the cultural knowledge, prior knowledge experiences, and performance styles 
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of diverse students in order to make learning more effective (Gay, 2000). CRT also 

allows teachers to teach through the strengths of the students (Gay, 2000). The incidence 

of CRT observed in descending order depicted practices utilized by 4th grade teachers 

(66%), 3rd grade teachers (58%), and 5th grade teachers (46%). These data suggest that 

the 4th grade teachers from HA1 most often communicated high expectations for the 

students by displaying respect and providing positive reinforcement. These teachers also 

served as facilitators within the learning environment, and their students had numerous 

opportunities to develop a sense of independence and problem-solving abilities.  

The CRT classroom environments at HA1 exhibited an immense amount of 

student interaction. This was very good noise to hear because students were able to 

problem solve when they did not know an answer or when they were experiencing 

difficulty making sense of a word; they would also refer to their Mighty Words wall. 

While I visited the classrooms at HA1, I could not differentiate between ELLs, Special 

Education students, and/or Gifted and Talented students, since the academic vocabulary 

words used by the students indicated that the more they practiced a word, the faster it 

became part of their vocabularies.  

The teachers from HA1 provided resources (e.g., internet-Google, thesaurus, 

dictionary, etc.) and reminded the students about the scaffolds posted around the room. I 

clearly remember a poster of one of the 3rd grade teachers that was displayed in her 

classroom titled Making Inferences. She described inferencing as: when you figure 

something out using clues and what you already know . . . . She also stated that for 

inferencing, you have text clues (clues the author gives you) and background knowledge 
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(what you already know). The classrooms were print-rich and resource-rich; students and 

teachers also displayed positive learning relationships.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd -5th grade teachers (HA1). During interviews, this is 

what the teachers from HA1 responded regarding their understanding of CRT: 

Doris and Jane (3rd Grade). Both teachers knew CRT had something to do with 

the culture of the students and how it plays a role in the learning. They added that they 

both understood it had to do with the needs and culture of their students, and they knew 

that providing respect for their students’ beliefs was culturally responsive. 

Carla and Lizzy (4th Grade). The 4th grade teachers responded that they were not 

very familiar with the model of culturally responsive teaching. Lizzy responded: “Would 

that be like their culture to build on their prior knowledge? Like, reading a story about 

their heritage for them to relate to it and understand it better.” Carla responded: “No, not 

the term of culturally responsive teaching, but I do encourage writing about traditions 

and applying it to the writing compositions.” 

Hugo and Clarissa (5th Grade). Both teachers were not very familiar with the 

model of culturally responsive teaching, but would like training. Clarissa responded: 

“Tying learning into their own personal experiences. Especially with our ELLs, they 

may know it in Spanish, and so encouraging them to respond in English.” Hugo 

responded: “Would it be like Sheltered Instruction? Or is it more like dealing with real 

world situations; making instruction part of them so that they can connect. We need 

training.” 
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High-achieving campus 2 (HA2). The classroom environment for the 

implementation of culturally responsive teaching for HA2 was recorded in Table 4.2, 

and it was based on the classroom observations performed. The data reflected a pattern 

similar to that found at HA1 with 4th grade teachers exhibiting the highest incidence of 

CRT (61%), followed by the 3rd grade teachers (56%), and 5th grade teachers (46%). 

Based on classroom observations, teachers from HA2 participating in the study provided 

a classroom library with literature of different cultures and genres based on the students’ 

needs, such as the novel Esperanza Rising. These teachers are required to read a novel a 

week with their students.  

In addition, HA2 teachers provided opportunities for student interaction, 

discussion of vocabulary words, presentations for oral language development, and the 

teachers acted more as facilitators. In one particular 3rd grade classroom, there was a 

strong teacher and student relationship, as the students took risks to respond and used 

high academic vocabulary (e.g., discombobulated). As far as artifacts, the classroom 

environment for these teachers exhibited students’ samples of work with the 

implementation of mental anchors, the implementation of Claymation projects in a 4th 

grade classroom based on novels read, and the writing of powerful sentences for students 

to implement while speaking and writing were also required.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd -5th grade teachers (HA2). During interviews, teachers 

from HA2 reported the following: 

Angelina and Marissa (3rd Grade). Both teachers had very little knowledge 

about the model of culturally responsive teaching. Angelina responded: “It’s relating 
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things to their culture and their heritage. The language itself helps to teach with their 

culture.” Marissa responded: “It’s modifying based on their needs and their culture. It’s 

very easy here in Laredo because we are all Hispanics.”  

Sylvia and Sonia (4th Grade). Both teachers reported that it is important to 

provide a classroom environment that is conducive to learning and most importantly 

related to the students’ culture. They both provide different genres of books that address 

their students’ cultural differences. “Esperanza Rising was awesome and we extended 

the learning by bringing in food (tamales) to make it more relevant,” Sonia said. Sylvia 

added, “We also celebrate the different holidays in our school based on our students’ 

culture, (e.g., holidays as Cinco de Mayo and 16 de Septiembre) to name a few.” 

Aime and Nina (5th Grade). When asked about culturally responsive teaching, 

Aime stated, “It’s building on what they know, their customs, and traditions. Embracing 

their prior knowledge and building knowledge from there.” This is what Nina responded 

about culturally responsive teaching, “Having to connect new learning with their home 

language or their first acquired language is very important. In my classroom, I connect it 

more in science and math because the words are very similar and they are usually 

cognates.”  

Low-achieving campus (LA). The classroom environment for the 

implementation of CRT at the LA campus was recorded in Table 4.3 based on the 

classroom observations conducted. Like the two other campuses, the 4th grade teachers 

exhibited the highest incidences of CRT (82%), and they were followed by the 3rd grade 

teachers (73%), and the 5th grade teachers (63%). Classroom observations also revealed 
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that the teachers from the LA campus provided lesson plans that were aligned with the 

district’s scope and sequence.  

The teachers from the LA campus, especially the 4th grade teachers, 

communicated high expectations to the students and had a strong belief in the students’ 

ability to learn. Evidence was found of communication with parents through copies of 

teacher/parent conferences, invitations for parents to attend school events, and a parent 

communication log was also found in a 4th grade classroom. The classroom environment 

created by these teachers revealed students’ samples of work, word walls with Mighty 

Words for students to implement while writing their compositions, and graphic 

organizers (e.g., webs, Venn diagrams, T-charts, etc.) within foldables to paste in their 

journals as scaffolds.  

Teacher interviews: 3rd -5th grade teachers (LA). During interviews, teachers 

from LA shared the following: 

Nancy and Katrina (3rd Grade). When asked about culturally responsive 

teaching, this is what Nancy said: 

It has to do with us relating our lessons to the culture of the students. We do it a 

lot through Social Studies. Here we are mostly Hispanics; so we tie our culture 

with the celebrations of 5 de Mayo and 16 de Septiembre. We also expose them 

to the African American culture as we learn about Martin Luther King. It 

depends on the month and the holidays as to how we expose them to the different 

cultures. 

 

This is what Katrina said: “To be honest, I went and did a little research myself. 

It is teaching to their cultural background. Students know that the teacher is committed 

and the learning becomes meaningful.” 
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Liza and Juan (4th Grade). When asked about the model of culturally responsive 

teaching, Juan responded:  

To tell you the truth, I wasn’t very familiar with the actual term, but I do know 

that culturally means culture, ‘Tienes que entender su cultura,’ ‘You must 

understand their culture.’ I’m sure it has to do with what you do with the culture 

of the students and teach them while respecting their culture. The students need 

to feel and know that their teacher is Mexican, too, has ‘carnes asadas,’ ‘bar-b-

ques,’ and eats ‘Menudo’ (Mexican soup) like they do. 

 

This is what Liza responded about culturally responsive teaching: “It’s like the 

affective domain; you bring their culture into the classroom. Accepting them for who 

they are and their background. It is important to build that safe learning environment and 

that they feel accepted.” 

Melissa and Samuel (5th Grade). When asked about culturally responsive 

teaching, Melissa responded: “I have never heard it, but I can imagine it is taking their 

culture into consideration, respecting their culture, and making connections between 

what we are teaching and the students’ culture.” 

Samuel replied: 

No, I am not sure. Is it teaching depending on their culture? (I nodded my head 

with a yes). Well, then know that I talk to them about the ‘maquinitas’ (slot 

machines) for the skill of probability because they need it and can make a 

connection. Also for probability, I connect it to buying scratch tickets and the 

LOTTO. I make it relevant to them and their environment. Whatever the trend is 

like Facebook, I also bring it to the classroom, but as Mathbook. I do whatever it 

takes and is out there, because it is important for my kids, and they become 

interested in the learning.  

 

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is a model of teaching. For this study, CRT 

includes the teaching of vocabulary for ELLs that communicates high expectations, 

facilitates learning, demonstrates cultural sensitivity, reshapes the curriculum, promotes 
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student discourse, promotes easy access to background knowledge and initiates 

academic success for those diverse learners and cooperative learning (Gay, 2000; Hale, 

2001; Ladson-Billings, 1994). In all of the three participating campuses, the 4th grade 

teachers implemented CRT the most within their classroom environments; moreover, the 

4th grade teachers from the LA campus exhibited an 82% incidence rate of CRT and was 

the highest among all the teachers and across all three campuses. Across all three 

campuses, the 4th grade teachers were followed in descending order by their 3rd grade 

and 5th grade counterparts in implementing CRT. LA was the campus with the highest 

incidence of implementation of CRT among the 3rd, 4th, and 5th grades.  

If we go back to analyze the teacher interviews and their responses pertaining to 

CRT, none of the teachers participating from HA1, HA2, or LA knew the actual 

definition of Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT). Some of the responses were, “that 

it had to do with the culture of their students,” “building on their prior knowledge,” and 

some even thought CRT was like “sheltered instruction.” Others mentioned that CRT 

involved “heritage,” “modifying based on their needs,” “having to connect new learning 

with their home language,” “making learning more meaningful,” the “affective” domain, 

and more.  

Gay (2000) defined CRT as a means to address the cultural knowledge, prior 

knowledge experiences, and performance styles of diverse students in order to make 

learning more appropriate and effective for them; with the main focus being to teach 

through the strengths of these students. The teachers in the study from HA1, HA2, and 

LA demonstrated in many ways how much they cared about their students’ academic 
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careers, but most importantly, their lives. More information about caring will be 

provided when I describe Theme 4, which is Caring: Teachers teaching vocabulary and 

students learning vocabulary.  

Research Question 3 

Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional strategies 

and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of the high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, what are they?  

The evidence gathered from the teacher interviews about vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures assisted in answering Research Question 3. The data are 

reported as they pertain to HA1, HA2, and LA campuses.  

High-achieving campus 1 (HA1). The following data are reported: 

Doris and Jane (3rd Grade). Both teachers reported that to promote effective 

vocabulary instruction, they incorporated the use of anchor charts and content-based 

vocabulary in reading, math, science, social studies, and language arts, before 

introducing the skill or concept. They also mentioned that they use vocabulary centers 

during the week as a procedure, also word walls, synonyms, and antonyms when 

learning about vocabulary words, graphic organizers, foldables, and they create power 

points of the vocabulary words being taught for the week.  

Both teachers activated prior knowledge when presenting a new skill or concept 

by having instructional conversations about the topic. They commented, “Since we plan 

together as a team, all of us share lesson plans and create them from the scope and 

sequence from the district.”  
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Carla and Lizzy (4th Grade). Strategies incorporating effective vocabulary 

instruction include using mix-pair-share of words, making journals, writing sentences 

with targeted vocabulary words, making anchor charts. In addition, the procedure of 

having a teacher center to cover antonyms, synonyms, making graphic organizers, using 

foldables, asking students to write creative sentences with the vocabulary words of the 

week, providing examples and non-examples of the vocabulary words presented, and 

integrating Mighty Words (district provided list of academic vocabulary words for 

effective writing).  

Hugo and Clarissa (5th Grade). They incorporate vocabulary cards with a visual, 

foldables, graphic organizers, anchor charts, talk about field trips, and while reading 

passages, they review words the students do not know by providing student friendly 

definitions, synonyms, and antonyms. These teachers stated that the strategies 

mentioned, were learned from the basal teacher edition and from their fellow teachers.  

 Teachers from HA1 were very similar in the sense that they all incorporated 

procedures such as anchor charts to display vocabulary strategies, the use of synonyms 

and antonyms to teach vocabulary words, and graphic organizers that help students to 

visualize the relationship between words and their meaning, They also implemented 

procedures for vocabulary learning through foldables that are three-dimensional, 

interactive organizers that allow students to organize, remember, review, and learn 

vocabulary words and their meanings in a more explicit manner.  

Some differences between the grade levels do exist. The 3rd grade teachers put 

into practice the following procedures: content-based vocabulary, vocabulary centers, 
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and PowerPoint presentations of the vocabulary words being taught for the week. 

However, 4th grade teachers implement the use of journals, provide examples and non-

examples for the vocabulary words of the week, and apply Mighty Words (district 

provided list of academic vocabulary words for effective writing). The 5th grade teachers 

incorporated vocabulary cards with a visual, talked about field trips, and provided 

student friendly definitions for the vocabulary words of the week.  

All of these strategies and procedures mentioned as part of the similarities and 

differences within the campus are part of an effective vocabulary program as they reflect 

a precise and more direct approach to teaching. This approach includes instructional 

design and delivery procedures of vocabulary words (Archer & Hughes, 2011).  

High-achieving campus 2 (HA2). The following data are reported: 

Angelina and Marissa (3rd Grade). They both incorporated many strategies and 

procedures for vocabulary learning and mentioned that they understand that vocabulary 

can be developed by reading. They also mentioned that they use the following strategies 

and procedures to enhance their students’ vocabulary: use of journals, visuals, 

PowerPoints of vocabulary words to preview for the upcoming story (from the adopted 

basal or core reading program) with words from the story with definitions. In addition, 

classroom discussions, presentations (implementation of oral vocabulary), partner talk, 

graphic organizers, context clues, connecting vocabulary to real-life experiences 

(making it relevant to the students), acting out words, and always expecting students to 

go beyond the basic responses with simple words and instead requiring the 

implementation of academic vocabulary in their responses.  
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Angelina and Marissa reported that they consider implementation of a classroom 

library as the most important procedure since the library helps them provide extended 

activities for students to complete before, during, and after reading. During these 

activities, they provided their students with strategies as sentence starters and 

encouraged their students to write powerful sentences as part of their vocabulary 

development. Powerful sentences are those with seven words or more.  

Sylvia and Sonia (4th Grade). Both Sylvia and Sonia implemented the 

vocabulary strategy of teaching students how to look up words in the dictionary and how 

to use root words, suffixes, prefixes, vocabulary quilts, novels (in the classroom library), 

journals, context clues, and Mighty Words. They also commented, “Basically we do 

provide a lot of visuals for the stories that we read and use the vocabulary words every 

day.”  

Aime and Nina (5th Grade). The vocabulary strategies and procedures they both 

provided for their students include: teaching parts of speech, multiple meaning words 

with visuals, root words, context clues, word walls, journal writing, the Frayer model, a 

classroom library, student friendly definitions for vocabulary words from stories in the 

basal, think-pair-share to discuss vocabulary words and their meaning, and the use of the 

dictionary. According to Minicucci and her colleagues (1995), maximizing student 

engagement through think, pair, and share to define a vocabulary word, is much more 

effective than the dictionary.  

 The teachers from HA2 were very similar in the sense that they all incorporated 

strategies and procedures such as a classroom library that contains books and novels of 
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different genres, context clues to assist in the meaning of unknown vocabulary words 

found in the stories of the adopted basal, journal writing, and the use of visuals to better 

understand vocabulary words of the week. Furthermore, these teachers demonstrated 

fidelity to the core reading program by following the basal and teaching the vocabulary 

words from the stories of the basal for better comprehension. According to Wallace 

(2007), the core reading program used in the classroom is a good place to begin 

choosing vocabulary words for effective instruction and methods for teaching them. In 

addition, for ELLs, additional vocabulary words need to be identified for instructional 

attention, and the teaching strategies need to be much more extensive than instruction 

usually recommended within core reading programs (Vitale & Romance, 2008; Walsh, 

2009). 

  Some differences between the grade levels do exist. The 3rd grade teachers put 

into practice classroom discussions, graphic organizers, presentations, partner talk, 

acting out words, and always expect students to go beyond the basic responses with 

simple words and instead require the use of academic vocabulary in their responses. The 

4th grade teachers implemented the use of a dictionary, root words, prefixes, suffixes, 

Mighty Words (district provided list of academic vocabulary words for effective 

writing), and vocabulary quilts. The 5th grade teachers incorporated parts of speech to 

better understand vocabulary words, the Frayer Model, student friendly definitions, and 

think-pair-share to discuss vocabulary words and their meaning.  

Vocabulary words for instructional purposes should be selected carefully. Long 

lists of words cannot be taught in depth because rich vocabulary instruction requires 
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much more explicit teaching. Some researchers, such as Stahl and Fairbanks (1986), 

recommend teaching only about 8 to 10 words per week this way, while others suggest 

teaching 2 to 3 words per day, but always with lots of future review and extension 

(Gersten et al., 2007; Roberts, 2005; Wallace, 2007).  

Low-achieving campus (LA). The following data are reported: 

Nancy and Katrina (3rd Grade). These are the strategies and procedures they 

implement when teaching vocabulary: pictures representing the vocabulary words, 

student friendly definitions for a better understanding of a meaning of a word, sentences 

with the vocabulary word being introduced, cognates, poetry, idioms, and body language 

(pantomime) is also effective for students who struggle with vocabulary. These teachers 

added that they have learned these strategies and procedures to teach vocabulary from 

their teacher friends, since professional development sessions have been limited.  

Liza and Juan (4th Grade). The vocabulary strategies and procedures they 

reported implementing are clarification of English words in Spanish, cognates, internet 

assistance of word definitions, graphic organizers, modeling with student friendly 

definitions, Google (search engine) for real life visuals provided online, anchor charts, 

idioms, and the implementation of Mighty Words (district provided list of academic 

vocabulary words for effective writing) while writing compositions. 

I was able to witness some of these strategies and procedures in action while 

visiting the classrooms. The use of idioms was one of my favorite observations because 

some of our ELLs take things literally. A 4th grade teacher explained the meaning of the 

idiom, “It’s raining cats and dogs,” in the following way. “Boys and Girls, when you 
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hear the idiom, It’s raining cats and dogs, what can you imagine in your head? Are you 

able to create a mental image?” Students responded: “Yes,” “no,” or nothing at all. She 

then asked the students to close their eyes as she described, with detail and intonation, a 

thunderstorm: 

Rain is falling rapidly; lighting is flashing dangerously; you can hear the crash of 

thunder very loudly (she bangs a book on her desk); being close to a window 

may not be the best place to be because it can break with the heavy winds (makes 

the sound of wind). 

 

The teacher then had her students open their eyes. She then asked, “Have you 

ever experienced a thunderstorm?” Students responded: “Yes.” Teacher asked: “How did 

you feel?” Students responded: “scared,” “like crying,” “not well,” “too much rain can 

destroy homes, right?” Teacher responded: “Yes, good; OK, so how would you tell me 

about a thunderstorm, in a few words?” Students responded: “It’s raining really bad”; 

“be careful with the rain”; “don’t go outside; it can be dangerous.” Teacher added: “Or 

you can simply say, “It’s raining cats and dogs.” Boys and girls, this is an idiom; an 

idiom is used to describe something or someone, and there are many idioms. Let’s 

review other idioms in this book.” At the end of the lesson, the students were able to 

make connections with some of the sayings they hear at home in Spanish, like ‘Cuando 

el rio suena, agua lleva’ (dealing with rumors) – or ‘Dime con quien andas y te dire 

quien eres’ (dealing with behavior and character). 

Melissa and Samuel (5th Grade). The vocabulary strategies and procedures they 

implemented were journals, student friendly definitions, stories linked to the math 

strategy with purposeful academic vocabulary, and pictures next to every vocabulary 

word throughout the classroom bulletin boards. These two teachers also implemented 
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making connections with the vocabulary words through real-life experiences, cognates, 

idioms, and providing multiple opportunities to say, write, see, and use the vocabulary 

words while writing in their journals.  

According to Samuel: 

I understand that vocabulary is the key to success. Just like gasoline for a car, the 

car needs gasoline to move; the same with instruction, if you don’t have 

vocabulary, the kids will not learn. For me, vocabulary is very important and also 

that the students retain it and use it in their everyday life. Notice around my 

classroom, I have vocabulary cards from a company, Mentoring Minds; but I also 

implement pictures, especially when the skill is complex. I try to make it as easy 

as possible. My students will get it one way or the other and when they do, they 

will learn it forever.  

 

The teachers from LA are very similar in the sense that they all incorporated 

strategies and procedures such as the use of cognates to explain vocabulary words and 

the use of their ELLs’ native language to explain further a vocabulary word. They also 

used idioms to prevent confusion (by not interpreting a term literally) and added more 

knowledge. In addition, the teachers provided student friendly definitions to help 

students acquire a deeper understanding of a vocabulary word and placed pictures next 

to every vocabulary word presented for the lesson; these are all scaffolds found on the 

bulletin boards around the classroom for students to use while listening, speaking, 

reading, and writing.  

Effective vocabulary instruction includes multiple exposures to target words over 

several days and across listening, speaking, reading, and writing opportunities. 

According to Gersten et al. (2007), ELLs will benefit most from rich, intensive 

vocabulary instruction (a) that emphasizes “student-friendly” definitions; (b) that 

engages students in the meaningful use of word meanings in reading, writing, speaking, 
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and listening; and (c) that provides regular review. Furthermore, Gersten et al. (2007) 

and others asserted that the goal of rich vocabulary instruction is for students to develop 

an understanding of word meanings to the point where they can use these vocabulary 

words in their communication and as a basis for further learning as they progress from 

grade level to grade level in their academic lives (Gersten et al., 2007; Graves, 2009; 

Lugo-Neris et al., 2010). 

Some differences between the grade levels do exist. The 3rd grade teachers and 

their students practice writing sentences with the vocabulary words being introduced. 

These teachers also implemented the use of poetry and body language (pantomime) as an 

effective strategy to use for students who struggle with vocabulary. The 4th grade 

teachers clarified the meaning of English words with Spanish words, used the internet as 

assistance to promote word learning, used Google (search engine) for real life visuals 

provided online, and used Mighty Words while writing compositions. The 5th grade 

teachers incorporated stories linked to the math concept being introduced by having 

students (a) use purposeful academic vocabulary, (b) connect the meaning of the 

vocabulary words with real life experiences, and (c) have multiple opportunities for them 

to say, write, see, and use the vocabulary words while writing in their journals.  

Vocabulary instruction should involve cognitive skills instruction and allow 

students to draw on their background knowledge, be problem solvers as they encounter 

new words, and notice other words (context clues) in order to learn unknown vocabulary 

words. This instruction should also provide students with opportunities to predict and 

infer meanings, question the use of specific words, analyze words and parts of words, 
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make judgments about the selection and use of certain words, and evaluate their use of 

words and how words are used by others (Santoro et al., 2008).  

Across the campuses (HA1, HA2, and LA), there are clear similarities and 

differences when it comes to vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures being 

implemented, and they were described thoroughly while answering this research 

question. In order to reiterate the similarities across the campuses, regardless of their 

identification (HA1, HA2, and LA), I would like to summarize and list them once again. 

Similarities in vocabulary procedures through effective vocabulary strategies being 

implemented included in all three campuses the use of Mighty Words (strategy) in a 

word wall (district provided list of academic vocabulary words for effective writing as a 

procedure), graphic organizers (strategy), pictures/visuals (strategy), student friendly 

definitions (strategy), anchor charts (strategy), and journal writing across all content 

areas as a procedure for vocabulary learning. Differences identified in (a) HA1 were: 

content-based vocabulary, vocabulary centers, PowerPoint presentations of the 

vocabulary words being taught for the week, and discussions about field trips; (b) HA2: 

presentations, vocabulary quilts, and the Frayer Model; and (c) LA: poetry and 

pantomime, clarification of the meaning of English words with Spanish words, and used 

the internet as assistance to promote word learning. These strategies and procedures 

were implemented by the participating teachers and noted during the teacher interviews. 

Further, research states that vocabulary instruction should include opportunities for 

students to work with words in multiple ways, including identifying synonyms and 
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antonyms, looking for roots and using cognates, and graphic organizers to assist in 

connecting new words to known words (VanDeWeghe, 2007; Vitale & Romance, 2008).  

Emerging Themes 

The following are the four themes that emerged from the findings reported in the 

study while answering the research questions: (a) Empowerment: Best Instructional 

Practices in Vocabulary and Culturally Responsive Classroom Environment, (b) 

Frustrations: Lack of Professional Development and Time, (c) Monitoring: Effective 

Implementation of Vocabulary Instruction and Student Artifacts, and (d) Caring: 

Teachers Teaching Vocabulary and Students Learning Vocabulary. A complete analysis 

with relation to the research questions, through actual feedback from the participants, as 

well as research and my personal experiences are also described to support the identified 

themes.  

Theme 1: Empowerment 

Within the “Empowerment: Best Instructional Practices in Vocabulary and 

Culturally Responsive Classroom Environment” theme, I found that the principals and 

the teachers were attempting to make the best educational decisions, while meeting the 

needs of their students at their campuses. These findings came about after carefully 

examining the responses of the teachers for questions 1 and 5 of the teacher interviews 

and the principals’ responses. The principal from HA1 responded: “If the curriculum is 

consistent in the classroom, regular students, ELLs, and Special Education students will 

all benefit.” Based on my analysis when answering Research Question 1, it appears that 

all teachers follow the district’s scope and sequence; however, when needed, they are 
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empowered to implement additional resources and make the best educational decisions 

needed to facilitate student academic success. The 3rd grade teachers from HA1 stated 

that they “both follow the district scope and sequence, and enforce differentiation of 

instruction, especially for struggling students.” Differentiation of instruction stems from 

the differences among learners, how they learn, learning preferences, and individual 

interests (Anderson, 2007). Therefore, differentiation is an organized, yet flexible way of 

proactively adjusting teaching and learning methods to accommodate each child’s 

learning needs and preferences in order to achieve his or her maximum growth as a 

learner (Tomlinson, 1999). 

As I further reflected on the comments from the teachers and the principals, I 

could not help but think about my experiences as a 3rd grade student. I was a 3rd grade 

recent arrival from Nuevo Laredo, Tamaulipas, Mexico, in an elementary school in 

Chicago, Illinois. My 3rd grade teacher, Ms. Betancourt (Puerto Rican by the way), was 

very strict, but she also knew that I needed that extra academic assistance to succeed. 

She knew that I was a Spanish speaker coming from Mexico, and so she made sure, that 

I felt comfortable while I was learning the English language in her class.  

I still remember how Ms. Betancourt taught me the alphabet. She wrote the 

letters and next to them the name of the letter and the way I would read it Spanish. For 

example, for letter Aa—ey; for letter Bb—bi; for letter Cc—si and so on. She would also 

record herself reading the story of the week the Friday before. I would take the recording 

home and my reading book for the weekend, and I would practice the story by chorally 

reading along with her recording. By Monday morning, I was ready to participate with 
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the class during the reading of the story for the week. Now, I realize how her 

empowerment toward me, in the classroom really made a difference in my education. 

She differentiated instruction for me and provided that culturally responsive teaching to 

meet my needs. My experiences in that classroom are very touching and profoundly 

important. I would also like to add that because of this teacher, I became a teacher 

myself. 

Additionally, all teachers observed for the implementation of vocabulary 

instructional strategies and procedures provided students with opportunities to use 

vocabulary words in context. Also as noted in question 1, they did so through the 

language domains of listening, speaking, reading, and writing, and some even allowed 

students to speak in their Native language when they lacked the English vocabulary 

word. ELLs need to engage in academic discourse through the four language domains 

with teachers and peers in order to transition into the English language more successfully 

(Scarcella, 2003). They should use content and language development to enhance both 

vocabulary development and comprehension of the structure and function of the 

language being learned (L2) (Scarcella, 2003). This concept of academic language 

expands current thinking around “vocabulary” to attend to the five-nested components of 

language: (a) phonological, (b) lexical, (c) grammatical, (d) sociolinguistic, and (e) 

discourse (Scarcella, 2003).  

Furthermore, when I actually asked the teachers about their knowledge of 

culturally responsive teaching (CRT), regardless of the campus (high-achieving or low-

achieving), they did not really know what the term meant. Marissa, a teacher from HA2, 
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shared, “It’s modifying based on their needs and their culture. It’s very easy here in 

Laredo because we are all Hispanics.” Nonetheless, their actions revealed that they did 

implement certain aspects of CRT (see response to Research Question 2).  

Teachers also provided to varying degrees an effective classroom environment 

based on the culturally responsive teaching approach identified. In high-performing 

schools with identified low-socioeconomic students, the students appeared to have 

opportunities to engage in more challenging classwork than in low-performing schools, 

when differentiated instruction was implemented (Lauer, Palmer, Van Buhler, & Fries, 

2002). Looking back at the percentages presented in Tables 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3, there is a 

range among campuses as far as the classroom environment with 46% being the lowest 

and presented at HA1 and 82% being the highest and presented at LA. As far as the least 

effective strategies (LES), percentages were all low, which is very good, with the lowest 

being a 0% presented at HA2 and the highest being 30% presented at all campuses.  

Best instructional practices are very important for the academic success of ELLs 

(Bryk, Camburn, & Louis, 1999). Teachers implementing such practices, communicate 

high expectations, facilitate the learning of vocabulary, and provide an environment 

conducive to teaching vocabulary and learning vocabulary (Gay, 2000). In addition, 

these practices are essential in order to begin to close the achievement gap between 

ELLs and White students (Padrón, Waxman, & Rivera, 2003). 

Theme 2: Frustrations 

The second theme that emerged in my study, “Frustrations: Lack of Professional 

Development and Time,” signifies that more time and professional staff development 
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experiences focused on vocabulary development are needed to teach skills, objectives, 

and academic vocabulary that are necessary for ELLs to achieve success in 

comprehending standardized assessments and to facilitate their overall academic 

achievement. The lack of professional development training is a major deficit in this 

district, since more effective vocabulary procedures and strategies are needed to assist 

the teachers of ELLs. This need became very evident as I was analyzing the data to 

respond to question 3. Teachers were very frustrated because they did not have enough 

time in the day and lacked the professional knowledge and skills to provide appropriate 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures to their students to help them succeed.  

The most effective professional development engages teams of teachers to focus 

on the needs of their students (Strong et al., 2004). The teachers learn new strategies, 

collaborate, and problem solve together, in order to ensure all students achieve academic 

success. School systems use a variety of schedules to provide this collaborative learning 

and work time for their teachers (National Staff Development Council, 2001). 

Furthermore, research suggests that professional development sessions should be 

implemented with the intent of observing and assessing the purpose and actions of these 

professionals to demonstrate increased academic achievement for ELLs in the area of 

vocabulary (Snow & Kim, 2007; Tallerico, 2005). In essence, in a community of 

teachers where professional development is provided, the teachers are empowered to 

make the best instructional decisions for their students, thereby facilitating the creation 

of a climate of respect in which best instructional practices are shared in support of 

student learning (Bryk et al., 1999). 
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Because of the accountability pressure that is placed on teachers through 

students’ performance on state-mandated exams, teachers tend to use personal time to 

tutor students in need of vocabulary knowledge and do research on their own to 

implement better vocabulary strategies and to establish vocabulary learning procedures. 

Hugo (5th grade teacher from HA1) stated that “he has not attended any professional 

development sessions within the last two years for vocabulary; however, he is always 

trying to see what is out there.” A review of research clearly indicates that vocabulary 

knowledge is a critical factor in the school success of English language learners (Carlo, 

August, & Snow, 2005; Folse, 2004). Furthermore, research indicates that knowledge of 

English vocabulary is one of the strongest correlates of the discrepancy between the 

reading performance of native English speakers and that of ELLs (especially because 

ELLs are being assessed in the English language) (Carlo et al., 2005; Folse, 2004).  

Liza (4th grade teacher from LA) expressed frustration about the lack of applications 

(APPs) for the iPads that her 4th grade students need during the mathematics block. If 

she were to be provided with more applications, Liza mentioned that these resources 

would help “keep our students engaged.” Melissa (5th grade reading teacher from LA) 

indicated that her biggest frustration was, “not enough time to teach the skills before the 

assessment.” This correlation remains true despite the fact that many ELLs possess a 

large vocabulary in their native language (Garcia, 1991; Goldenberg, Rezaei, & Fletcher, 

2005; Verhoeven, 1990), but also focuses on the need to expand their English 

vocabularies. According to Gettinger and Seibert (2002), academic success and 

productivity reflect the proportion of engaged learning time during which students are 



 

164 

performing relevant instructional activities that provide a balance of high and medium 

success, with more activities targeted at a high-success level. 

Theme 3: Monitoring 

Monitoring: Effective Implementation of Vocabulary Instruction and Student 

Artifacts is Theme 3. This theme in particular is very significant and concurs with the 

research by Fuchs and Fuchs (2002): 

When teachers use systematic progress monitoring to track their students’ 

progress in reading, mathematics, or spelling, they are better able to identify 

students in need of additional or different forms of instruction, they design 

stronger instructional programs, and their students achieve better. (p. 1) 

 

All of the 18 teachers observed assessed their students’ current vocabulary 

knowledge and/or level of vocabulary and, as needed, activated their students’ prior 

knowledge and built upon the schema they possessed. The teachers also provided 

relevant examples in order for students to make connections and provided note-taking 

techniques to help the students learn. The monitoring of this vocabulary development 

through the Curriculum Based Assessments (CBAs), benchmarks, and Accelerated 

Reader (AR) levels, to name a few, has proven to be very effective for the success of the 

ELLs. This theme came about while answering question 1.  

While observing the classrooms, I was able to witness oral presentations, 

instructional conversations between teacher and students, and more. The oral 

presentations that come to mind were those in HA2 (4th grade classroom) with the use of 

Claymations. The students read novels and created visuals with clay based on the 

different parts of the novel; photographed the visuals; and uploaded them into a 

PowerPoint presentation (Claymation). The students worked in groups and orally 
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presented their novels. The teacher and the students in the audience asked them (the 

student presenters) questions. While responding to the questions, the students expanded 

their responses with academic terms and the teacher provided immediate and corrective 

feedback, as needed. The ELLs in the classroom played an active role in the learning of 

vocabulary words; this active student engagement was a feature of good instruction and 

a characteristic of competent readers (Pearson & Fielding, 1991).  

The participating teachers monitored the progress of their students through their 

AR levels acquired, scores on the Curriculum Based Assessments (CBAs), and 

benchmarks. All teachers from the three campuses responded that they were visited very 

frequently by their campus administrators (on a weekly basis, at times) and received 

immediate feedback, as well. Some of the feedback included applying more vocabulary 

development into their lessons, the importance of oral presentations, and use of graphic 

organizers to develop students’ vocabulary.  

Researchers found that visiting classrooms is positively associated with improved 

student achievement (Hallinger & Heck, 1998; Marzano, Waters, & McNulty, 2005). 

Additional studies provided some evidence that classroom visits can contribute to 

improved student behavior as well (Keesor, 2005). However, a small percentage of 

teachers found the instructional supervision process a bit threatening (Blase & Blase, 

2002). Overall, though, there was evidence that classroom visits can have a positive 

effect on students and teachers. Bryk and Schneider (2002) noted the importance of 

teachers feeling valued and respected by their principals after feedback from the 

classroom observation was provided. Nonetheless, if classroom visits are isolated or 
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unconnected activities with no feedback for the teachers, then they may not contribute to 

positive outcomes for teachers and the students they serve (Blase & Blase, 2004).  

Student artifacts are specific vocabulary assignments that are used to demonstrate 

and monitor how well students can meet an important reading standard. Good literacy 

procedures and the strategies of providing students with visual or hands-on activities to 

connect with new vocabulary can be crucial for building background knowledge when 

reading about a new topic (Wilfong, 2013). Based on my analysis while answering 

Research Question 1, all digital photographs of student artifacts gathered (204 to be 

exact) not only demonstrated development of vocabulary learning, but also a sense of 

students’ and teachers’ pride, belonging, and understanding.  

The teachers displayed student work in their classroom bulletin boards. In some 

of the classrooms, the bulletin boards were divided into the different content areas (e.g., 

Reading, Math, Science, Social Studies, and Language Arts), and they provided 

evidence of a clear understanding of the words the students were learning during that 

particular week. For example, in one of the classroom in LA, the 4th grade teacher 

displayed a bulletin board word wall with ‘Mighty words’. He provided a picture next to 

the ‘Mighty word’ and the students were asked to create a student friendly definition of 

the word. As an extension, the students were provided with a vocabulary quilt where 

they were asked to define, provide a synonym, and an example or non-example of the 

vocabulary word. These products were displayed on the reading bulletin board because 

the vocabulary words presented were related to the story of that particular week. All of 

the students participating in this activity were ELLs and non-ELLs, because research 
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suggests that strategies initially developed with ELLs in mind are often beneficial for 

everyone (McLaughlin, 2010).  

Research by Wiggins and McTighe (2005) indicated that teachers should begin 

their vocabulary instruction planning with the end in mind. In other words, when 

delivering vocabulary instruction across the content areas, they must first think about 

what exactly the students are going to be expected to know or do with their new word 

knowledge. For example, with respect to the content of science and the vocabulary 

words presented in this content area, the students should be able to integrate the new 

vocabulary knowledge while they work on an experiment during science lab (Wiggins & 

McTighe, 2005). 

Scaffolds were also provided for vocabulary enrichment, monitoring, and 

support. All of the participating teachers in the study provided a print-rich environment 

with many visuals for support of learning (e.g., word walls, posters with synonyms and 

antonyms, word games, books of different genres, lists of cognates, dictionaries, etc.). 

They also taught the students how to refer back to these scaffolds in the classroom while 

they were working independently. According to research by Blachowicz and Fisher 

(2004), students benefit from word-rich classrooms in which time is taken to stop and 

discuss new words from the classroom environment, especially for vocabulary 

development. In some cases, the artifacts displayed cultural sensitivity as they were 

created based on literature of different genres (Gay, 2000).  

I clearly remember Ms. Betancourt’s classroom as one with a lot of print on the 

walls and many books to read. She would also decorate her classroom according to the 
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season. I remember that winter was fairly long in Chicago because of the snowy days. 

Since I was coming from a place where there was no snow, at first I was amazed, and 

then it became part of the environment. Because I was a Spanish reader, she would 

highlight my ability by asking me to read poems to the class. She made me feel so good, 

that I would go home to tell my parents how happy I was in school. I also want to add 

that I quickly developed the English language, and by the end of my 3rd grade year, not 

only was I reading in English, but I was also singing along to Michael Jackson and 

Madonna’s tunes.  

Theme 4: Caring 

The fourth and final theme identified is “Caring: Teachers Teaching Vocabulary 

and Students Learning Vocabulary.” Throughout my study, I did not perceive or 

experience a difference when it came to the teachers teaching vocabulary words within 

the three campuses and the students learning the vocabulary words. In other words, the 

teachers and students from HA1, HA2, and LA were not very different—all the teachers 

expressed that caring factor and ultimately wanted student success for their ELLs. The 

principals from the participating campuses were welcoming and inviting, and they 

demonstrated a very supportive caring relationship toward their teachers as described in 

the responses to Research Questions 1, 2, and 3. LA campus had been low achieving for 

a couple of years when I invited them to be part of my study; at first, the teachers were a 

bit apprehensive. After I explained the procedures, they became more comfortable and 

they knew that this was an opportunity to prove to the district that they were on their 

way to academic success. I did not share with them or identify to them the other 
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participating campuses, but they knew how they were ranked in the district and the other 

campuses had to be higher ranked than they were.  

Rogers and Webb (1991) described the philosophy of caring as that where 

teachers encourage dialogue in their classrooms, are sensitive to the needs and passions 

of their students, and create relationships through relevant and rigorous curriculum and 

models of instruction (Pompa, Higareda, Treviño, & Guerra, 2011). What was very 

evident to me was that in all three of the participating campuses, the principals cared 

about their teachers and students; teachers cared about their students and their learning; 

and, most importantly, students felt comfortable and cared for at all three campuses. 

Research indicates that, “When teachers feel supported and encouraged, they are more 

motivated and enthusiastic about implementing new strategies and techniques” 

(Cummins, 2006, p. 12). In addition, Noddings (2003) stated that educators must 

recognize that care cannot be taken lightly, since it is a major purpose of schools. 

Teachers must acknowledge that caring for students is essential in teaching and 

developing individuals, since a sturdy capacity for care is a key objective of responsible 

education (Pompa et al., 2011). Jacobsen, Eggen, and Kauchak (2006) asserted that 

struggling students improve academically because of teachers who care about them as 

individuals and learners. These researchers further stated that it is practically impossible 

for educators to succeed without authentically caring about their pupils and their 

learning (Pompa et al., 2011). The caring relationship is essential as a starting point for a 

continuous framework of support, but it is not enough to ensure competent teaching. 

Caring teachers listen to the needs of their students and help them acquire the knowledge 
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and attitudes needed to achieve their academic goals (Noddings, 2003; Valenzuela, 

1999). 

Petra (principal from LA) once stated that her goal was to “drive this campus into 

academic success for all stakeholders.” This principal made sure this message was 

communicated to her teachers and the teachers were ready to perform and instruct to the 

best of their abilities. Epstein (2003) asserted that  

if children feel cared for and are encouraged to work hard in the role of student, 

they are more likely to do their best to learn, write, and calculate, to learn other 

skills and talents, and, most importantly, to remain in school. (p. 355) 

 

David was a recent immigrant in a 4th grade classroom from HA2. The fact that 

the teacher would take the time to explain to him on a one-to-one basis, in his Native 

language, was a clear example of caring for him and his needs as a student. In fact, 

David reminded me of me, as a 3rd grade recent arrival in Chicago, Illinois. David was 

also a very confident little boy, who often took risks in his learning, and made friends 

very easily. He even had his peers speaking to him in the Spanish language. Strong 

caring relationships that teachers create with their students have a positive effect on 

schools, classrooms, and individual students (Henderson & Milstein, 2003). 

While in Ms. Betancourt’s 3rd grade class, she and I would sometimes have side 

conversations in Spanish. Because she was a Puerto Rican-American and I was 

Mexican-American, we actually had great conversations in the Spanish language. I 

became so comfortable with her that my personal frustrations about not knowing the 

English language soon diminished. I remember asking her why English was so 

complicated; she would laugh and say, “Don’t worry; you will get it.” For example, 
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techo in Spanish refers to the English terms roof (outside) and ceiling (inside). Other 

vocabulary words with which I had difficulty were multiple meaning words, like blue 

(color and a feeling), bark (related to dog or related to a tree), fall (as an action, or a 

season), pitcher (to drink from, or a position in baseball), and park (related to parking a 

car or where you find a playground). As Ms. Betancourt assured me, although very 

complicated to understand as an 8-year-old, I did get it. Nonetheless, I would like to add 

that still today, my parents, siblings, and I only speak Spanish at home; we have 

intensive dialogues about what is happening in our family life, and I love it. 

I would like to add, that Ms. Betancourt clearly cared about my schooling, about 

me learning the English language, cared about me learning to read in English; and most 

importantly, she cared about my well-being as a person. She made sure I felt good, and 

that I was successful. She never underestimated my ability for learning and even 

recommended me to an all-English class in the 4th grade with Mrs. Wilson; that is how 

much she believed in me. As I remember Ms. Betancourt and how much she cared about 

me as a student and as an individual, I am reminded of her through the words of Leo 

Buscaglia: “Too often we underestimate the power of a touch, a smile, a kind word, a 

listening ear, an honest compliment, or the smallest act of caring, all of which have the 

potential to turn a life around.” 

Summary 

The data collected through the classroom observations, artifacts, and teacher 

interview transcripts were analyzed for content that could be unitized for the findings 

and answering the research questions of this study. Unitized data led to the responses 
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provided for the three research questions with the data presented as it pertained to two 

high-achieving campuses and the low-achieving campus. Broad themes emerged, and 

they were analyzed for meaning in the study and their connection to the research 

questions. These themes were: (a) empowerment: best instructional practices in 

vocabulary and culturally responsive teaching, (b) frustrations: lack of professional 

development and time, (c) monitoring: effective implementation of vocabulary 

instruction and student artifacts, and (d) caring: teachers teaching vocabulary and 

students learning vocabulary. In this chapter, a complete analysis with actual feedback 

from the participants, as well as cited research, and my personal experiences are also 

described to support the identified themes. The uniqueness of the cases selected for the 

study was not determined solely by school demographics, but also by the documented 

levels of success that one of the schools achieved despite their high proportion of ELLs. 

In the next chapter, I will present a discussion of the findings, conclusions, implications 

for further research and practice, and final recommendations.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSIONS, CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER 

RESEARCH, IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE, AND FINAL 

RECOMMENDATIONS* 

 

Introduction 

 The purpose of this study was to compare and contrast vocabulary instructional 

strategies that promoted academic achievement among ELLs and their peers, in two 

high-achieving schools and one low-achieving school in a U.S.-Mexico border 

community. Effective vocabulary instruction exists in many forms, and it is important 

that students’ conceptions of learning go beyond the narrow view that they are simply 

acquiring a simple skill but rather learning vocabulary words for a lifetime (Posner & 

Rudnitsky, 2001). To understand the results better, this study answered the following 

research questions: 

1. What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the 

classroom observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the 

two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

2. Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-

achieving schools and the low-achieving school? 

 

______________________ 
*Reprinted with permission from “But I’m just their teacher—Why should I care? The effects of a 

caring centered environment in the literacy achievement of ELLs” by C. Pompa, S. Higareda, C. 

Treviño, and C. Guerra, 2011. Journal of Border Educational Research, 9, 113-122, Copyright 2016 

by Carmen Amparo Pompa. 
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3. Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional 

strategies and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of 

the two high-achieving schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, 

what are they? 

Chapter V is divided into five sections. The first section is a discussion of the 

findings of this study as it pertains to the three research questions mentioned above. The 

second section provides the conclusions based on the analysis of data that was collected 

for this research study. The third section provides implications for further research. The 

next section of Chapter V describes the implications for practice, and the final section 

provides the final recommendations.  

Constructing Meaning Through Discussions Within the Research Questions 

Discussion of the Findings for Research Question 1 

What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the classroom 

observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? 

Classroom observations. As Good and Brophy (2000) stated, “one role of 

observational research is to describe what takes place in classrooms in order to delineate 

the complex practical issues that confront practitioners” (p. 337). Researchers have 

identified some of the major strengths of using classroom observations that allow 

educators to do the following: (a) study the processes of education in naturalistic 

settings, (b) provide more detailed and precise evidence than other data sources, and (3) 

stimulate change and verify that the change occurred (Padrón, Waxman, & Huang, 
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1999). The instructional events that are provided by classroom observations have also 

been found to lead toward an improved understanding of instruction in the classroom 

and better models for improving teaching (Padrón et al., 1999). In addition, many of the 

reviews and summaries of classroom observation research, such as that by Walberg 

(1991, 1995), have consistently found that classroom behaviors, actually observed, 

significantly relate to students’ academic achievement. 

The classroom observations focused on whether the teachers from the three 

participating campuses delivered vocabulary instructional strategies and implemented 

vocabulary development procedures for the ELLs to learn vocabulary and be successful 

in school. The observation results will be discussed in two parts, the instructional 

strategies and procedures observed and recorded with the observation tool and my 

reflective journal, and the student artifacts collected through digital photographs. The 

observations provided me with opportunities to tally evidence observed as 2+ being a 

strong indicator of the practice being implemented, 1 being OK or observed one time 

only and 0 being not observed at all or zero observations of the particular practice (see 

Appendix G). The only components considered for this study and in the results 

previously presented in Chapter IV were the evidence observed as 2+ strong. For this 

discussion, I have italicized the actual components in the classroom observation as it is 

stated in the observation form and that was rated 2+ strong at all of the participating 

campuses. 

In all three campuses, regardless of identification – high-achieving or low-

achieving, all of the teachers observed demonstrated some of the HES identified as 
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strong 2+. If you remember, in Tables 4.1, 4.2, and 4.3, the HES were grouped and 

analyzed providing lower percentages altogether. For example, in Table 4.1, the 3rd 

grade teachers from HA1 scored a 60% for HES 1-5, 7 and 55% for HES 9-11, 13. In 

Table 4.2, the 3rd grade teachers from HA2 scored a 67% for HES 1-5, 7 and 65% for 

HES 9-11, 13. In Table 4.3, the 3rd grade teachers from LA scored a 53% for HES 1-5, 7 

and a 73% for HES 9-11, 13; however, these same 3rd grade teachers from the three 

campuses scored a 100% implementation of the HES 1 and 11. These included 

procedures such as:  

HES 1: Preparation for vocabulary instruction through a systematic 

approach (separating words into Tiers, implementation of word maps, graphic 

organizers, providing student friendly definitions, synonyms, concept attainment, 

mental anchors with visuals, etc.). Also, the participating 3rd grade teachers from HA1, 

HA2, and LA implemented the scope and sequence from the district in order to 

implement the systemic approach necessary for vocabulary development. These 

practices are identified in the relevant research from this study, as teachers must not 

assume that vocabulary is known, but rather, must provide daily vocabulary instruction 

in academic English that begins early and across all content areas (Gersten et al., 2007; 

Spencer & Guillaume, 2006).  

HES 11: Checking for understanding with concrete task/questions that 

require critical thinking/immediate and corrective feedback from teacher. This was 

also evident at 100% implementation from the 3rd grade teachers. All of the participating 

teachers (HA1, HA2, and LA) had their personal strategy for checking for 
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understanding. Some teachers used Popsicle sticks to select students to ask questions 

about the objective being presented (HA1); other teachers implemented sheltered 

instruction strategies to maximize student learning (think-pair-share, turn to your 

neighbor, context clues, etc.) (LA), and still others implemented ‘quick writes’ – that 

allowed the teacher to ask a question, called for students to write the response, and show 

the response to the teacher for immediate feedback (HA2). As noted earlier, academic 

vocabulary is challenging for both ELLs and native English speakers. Within text, there 

are clues for the reader that will assist them with the meaning of any of the unknown 

words. ELLs need to be taught to use clues that are implicit in the text to solve problems 

in comprehension due to unknown vocabulary (Carlo et al., 2004; Greenwood & 

Flanigan, 2007). For ELLs, one way to draw upon first-language skills is to use cognate-

related instruction. The participating 3rd grade teachers (LA) because of the number of 

ELLs in their classroom provided lists of cognates as scaffolds for their ELLs to use as a 

reference during independent activities. Cognates are words that are similar in their 

native languages to English forms of words (Garcia, 1991). Five years later, Garcia 

(1996) found that middle-grade Spanish-speaking students were able to learn how to use 

Spanish cognates to figure out English words.  

In Table 4.1, the 4th grade teachers from HA1 scored 57% for HES 1-5, 7 and 

65% for HES 9-11, 13. In Table 4.2, the 4th grade teachers from HA2 scored 70% for 

HES 1-5, 7 and 58% for HES 9-11, 13. In Table 4.3, the 4th grade teachers from LA 

scored 57% for HES 1-5, 7 and 78% for HES 9-11, 13; however, these same 4th grade 
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teachers from the three campuses scored a 100% implementation of the HES 2 and 13. 

These included procedures such as:  

HES 2: Explicit instruction with modeling (activating/building background 

knowledge, making connections, word walls, semantic maps-before, during and 

after reading, multiple encounters with the words are available for students, etc.). 

All of the participating 4th grade teachers (HA1, HA2, and LA) modeled for their 

students how to use a vocabulary word in context, provided numerous examples of the 

words, and made vocabulary instruction relevant to their students. According to 

research, the strategies mentioned above illustrate the sheltered instruction strategies as 

targeted vocabulary development and associations to student experiences (Addison, 

1988; Echevarria, 1995; Echevarria & Graves, 2003; Genesee, 1999; Kauffman et al., 

1995; Short, 1991; Vogt, 2000). 

HES 13: Students are provided with opportunities to use vocabulary words 

in context through listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Fourth-grade students 

from HA1, HA2, and LA were provided with opportunities to present their vocabulary 

understanding to the class. For example the 4th grade teachers from HA1, would provide 

a word through pantomime, and the group of students that would guess the word 

correctly would present their understanding of the word by providing a sentence and an 

example of the given word. It is important to keep in mind that the goal of vocabulary 

instruction is for students to “develop an understanding of word meaning to the point 

where they can use these and related words in their communication and as a basis for 

further learning” (Gersten et al., 2007, p. 13). Vocabulary instruction for ELLs should be 
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part of a robust literacy instruction model that includes explicit code instruction, 

comprehension instruction, balanced language-rich instruction, socio-culturally informed 

instruction, and an additive literacy instruction that supports the transfer of learning from 

a student’s first language (L1) to the student’s second language (L2) (Manyak, 2007). 

In Table 4.1, the 5th grade teachers from HA1 scored 47% for HES 1-5, 7 and 

45% for HES 9-11, 13. In Table 4.2, the 5th grade teachers from HA2 scored 50% for 

HES 1-5, 7 and 58% for HES 9-11, 13. In Table 4.3, the 5th grade teachers from LA 

scored 40% for HES 1-5, 7 and 45% for HES 9-11, 13; however, these same 5th grade 

teachers from the three campuses scored a 100% implementation of the HES 12. The 

procedure identified as: 

HES 12: Providing a note-taking scaffold for less proficient readers and 

English language learners. All of the participating 5th grade teachers (HA1, HA2, and 

LA) implemented the use of journals (district initiative procedure for vocabulary 

development) for note taking and as a scaffold for all learners. For example in HA1, the 

students were instructed on how to take effective notes about vocabulary words and 

provided with graphic organizers to arrange their knowledge as it related to the new 

vocabulary words. In HA2 and LA, the journals were implemented as a study resource 

for students at all times of the day, (e.g., during reading, math, science, social studies, 

and language arts instruction); the journals also provided student-friendly definitions for 

the targeted vocabulary words the students were learning across contexts. When 

providing ELLs with explicit instruction of vocabulary words and the definitions of 

those words (Armbruster, 2010) in a student friendly language, teachers must remember 
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to make sure the definitions are understandable to ELLs (Gersten et al., 2007; Graves, 

2009). Husty and Jackson (2008) found that there is increased vocabulary development 

when vocabulary instruction is context-based. Context helps ELLs to see relationships 

between known and unknown vocabulary words. Those relationships between words 

give ELLs more information than a definition alone for vocabulary development and 

make the learning of words more concrete (Graves, 2009; Husty & Jackson, 2008).  

Highly effective strategies that were not evident at a 100% implementation of 2+ 

strong were 3-5, 7, 13. The results indicate that 50% of the HES procedures were 

implemented within the grade levels at a 100% rate (1, 2, 9-11). 

Student artifacts. The gathering of the student artifacts through digital 

photographs was also conducted during the classroom observations. The learning from 

the students was also very evident, and most importantly at one point during the 

classroom observations at HA2, I was able to monitor further for understanding while 

the students performed their independent vocabulary activities. The students themselves 

demonstrated a sense of pride in their work by being very enthusiastic to demonstrate to 

me their vocabulary activity. They also explained the activities with great detail and 

asked me to photograph them for my book. This activity was the creation of a digital 

storybook through Claymation, and it was based on a novel they were reading in the 4th 

grade classroom, Holes. Students were asked to create their part of the novel by chapters. 

Group one was responsible for creating Chapters 1, 2, and 3; group two was in charge of 

preparing Chapters 3 and 4, and so on. As they prepared their illustrations with clay, 

wrote their version of the novel in their own words with the implementation of the new 
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vocabulary learned, they photographed their projects and then uploaded their creations to 

PowerPoint to produce a Claymation film and present to the class. This was awesome 

because all students (including the ELLs) were highly engaged in the lesson. ELLs will 

be most successful when they are (a) explicitly included in a school’s vision, (b) not 

isolated physically or by program, (c) have equitable access to all resources, (d) have 

constant staff development from teachers, and (e) the decisions of school reform include 

linguistic and cultural needs of ELLs (Coady et al., 2003). 

Teacher interviews. The teacher interviews provided me with opportunities to 

learn more about the teachers and their pedagogy. Although I was able to gather that the 

relationship between the teachers and the students was very strong in all three campuses, 

the campus that stands out from the rest was LA. While the teachers responded, there 

was no doubt in my mind that the teachers at LA truly cared about providing the best 

vocabulary instructional practices for their students, cared about providing the best 

classroom environment possible—adhering to the different needs (culture, language, 

knowledge), and cared about the final outcome of success from their ELLs. The teacher 

from LA that comes to mind is Juan. Remember Juan wanted to become a pediatrician 

but because of financial reasons, he did not; however, “he loves to be a 4th grade 

teacher.” He is motivating to his students and tells them “not to limit themselves and to 

get scholarships to better educate themselves.” In his own words, ‘No le hecho mucha 

crema a los tacos’(another way of saying I’m not exaggerating) –that’s just being me! I 

teach like this every day, all year long.”  
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LA teachers also expressed how happy they were with their new principal and 

the ultimate goal for the LA campus was student success. Remember when I discussed 

the theme about caring, teachers from the LA campus were apprehensive at first, but 

then they decided to prove to the district that they were capable of teaching just as well 

as the rest of the elementary campuses in the district. Research indicates that, in spite of 

the type of Bilingual/ESL program implemented by a school or district, all teachers and 

administrators should consider and practice the following: different cultures must be 

represented in classrooms and instruction must be provided encouraging acceptance of 

native languages and cultures while facilitating the learning of English (Au, 2001; Mohr, 

2004). It is also important to note that the new principal from LA was also at one point 

of her career, under the leadership supervision of the same principal as the other two 

new principals (from HA1 and HA2). A contributing factor to this campus (LA) could 

very well be the new principal and her background knowledge of building a successful 

school.  

Although the teachers at all three campuses shared major frustrations with time 

and lack of professional development, they still shared and provided explicit vocabulary 

strategies and procedures to help students acquire a sound understanding of vocabulary 

when teaching their students, as reflected in Chapter IV. When vocabulary instruction 

includes explicit, implicit, and strategy instruction, ELLs are repeatedly exposed to the 

target vocabulary in a variety of contexts that increases their individual vocabulary 

development (Gersten et al., 2007; Husty & Jackson, 2008). Husty and Jackson (2008) 

found that when multiple encounters are combined with direct teaching of the words, 
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both ELLs and their English-speaking peers have increased performance in academics 

altogether.  

Discussion of the Findings for Research Question 2 

Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? 

The second part of the classroom observations involved observing the classroom 

environment within the culturally responsive teaching components. All three campuses 

embraced the culturally responsive teaching components to varying degrees; however, 

the campus with the highest scores as reflected in Table 4.3 was the LA campus. 

Although during the interviews, teachers reported they were not familiar with the term 

culturally responsive teaching; during the classroom observations, I was able to witness 

different examples of this type of teaching.  

Culturally responsive teaching (CRT) is the confidence for teachers to execute 

specific teaching practices and tasks that include utilizing cultural knowledge, prior 

experiences, cultural frames of reference, and diverse performance styles for students, in 

order to create a higher positive impact on the learning experiences of the students (Gay, 

2000). For this discussion, I have listed the actual components that scored at 100% 

implementation. The campus implementing these components through culturally 

responsive teaching to this degree was the LA campus across the three grade levels (3rd, 

4th, and 5th grade).  
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Component 1: Teacher communicates high expectations (provides positive 

reinforcement, respect for the students, and a strong belief in the student’s ability 

to learn). During the classroom observations, I was able to find evidence of teacher 

motivation toward their students; all of the participating teachers (3rd, 4th, and 5th grade at 

LA campus) implemented positive reinforcement toward their students’ learning and a 

strong communication with the parents. The teachers provided their students with 

homework passes, made positive phone calls to their home, and identified students of the 

week and month. Culturally relevant teaching is a term created by Gloria Ladson-

Billings in 1994 to describe “a pedagogy that empowers students intellectually, socially, 

emotionally, and politically by using cultural referents to impart knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes” (pp. 17-18). However, socio-linguists and teacher educators, searching for 

ways to find links between the students’ home culture and the school, described this type 

of schooling as culturally appropriate, culturally congruent, culturally responsive, and 

culturally compatible (Ladson-Billings, 1994). It is important to add that enlisting 

support from the home is significant because when the entire family is involved, cultural 

connections with the school are enhanced; the teachers at all three grade levels clearly 

projected this home/school connection. Ladson-Billings (1995) maintained that in order 

for teachers to use culturally relevant pedagogy successfully, they must also show 

respect for students and “understand the need for the students to operate in the dual 

worlds of their home community and the white community” (pp. 162-163). In fact, if a 

student must struggle with functioning in two disparate cultures, that of the home and 

that of the school, the child’s literacy learning may actually be impeded (Schmidt, 1995). 
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Component 2. Teacher facilitates learning (role is more of a mentor, 

facilitator within an active learning environment). Teachers from 3rd and 4th grade at 

LA allowed their students to speak freely, they accepted responses in the Spanish 

language, and they allowed students to take risks when they were not certain about a 

response. Gay (2000) stressed that culturally relevant pedagogy is imperative because it 

uses  

the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance 

styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant to and 

effective . . . . It teaches to and through strengths of these students; it is culturally 

validating and affirming. (p. 29) 

 

Gay (2000) also identified the power of caring as being one of the most important 

components of culturally relevant pedagogy.  

Component 4: Teacher demonstrates cultural sensitivity to all her students 

(provides literature of different cultures, genres, based on the student needs). All 

teachers from LA sent notes home in English and in Spanish, different genres of books 

were evident in all of the classrooms, and different levels of books were also available 

for the students. Adger et al. (2002) suggested that every teacher should know the 

following about language: (a) language behavior in school settings is influenced by 

culture; (b) children of different cultures participate in classroom interaction in different 

ways; (c) dialects are natural to all languages; and (d) the role of first language in 

literacy and the role of the first language in learning the second language are very 

important factors in learning. Ladson-Billings (1995) maintained that culturally relevant 

teaching “requires that teachers attend to students’ academic needs, not merely to make 

them ‘feel good’ but that it is imperative to have students ‘choose academic excellence” 
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(p. 160). By focusing on the importance of academic success in the world, teachers can 

foster a desire for intellectual achievement to all their students (Ladson-Billings, 1995). 

Component 5: Teacher promotes student classroom discourse (more student 

talk, less teacher talk, and students are provided with opportunities to develop 

language acquisition). LA participating teachers (3rd-5th) implemented sheltered 

instruction strategies that provided students (especially the ELLs) many opportunities to 

interact (think, pair, share; turn to your neighbor; ask someone who?; etc.), build 

language and grow academically. “Culturally relevant teachers utilize students’ culture, 

as a vehicle for learning” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 161). She further added, teachers 

who use culturally relevant pedagogy provide students with a curriculum that builds on 

their prior knowledge and cultural experiences (Ladson-Billings, 1995).  

Component 7: Classroom environment is conducive to learning (bulletin 

boards display student work-artifacts, scaffolds are provided for support, etc.). As 

previously mentioned in Chapter IV when reporting the findings, teachers from LA (3rd 

and 4th) provided bulletin boards for all of the content areas (reading, math, science, 

social studies, and language arts), and many scaffolds were also provided for further 

support (words walls, cognate lists, etc.), while the students were working independently 

and while working in collaborative groups. By studying eight schools with exemplary 

programs for ELL students, Minicucci and her colleagues (1995) identified five 

characteristics of successful instruction: (a) innovative approaches encouraging students 

to become independent learners, (b) cooperative learning, (c) strong parental 
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involvement, (d) maximizing student engagement, and (e) a concentrated focus on the 

goal of learning the English language. 

Component 9. There is a teacher and student relationship. Very evident in all 

of the classrooms from LA (3rd, 4th, and 5th grade) was that the students took risks in 

answering the teachers’ questions, participated in oral presentations, and they were 

enthusiastic about coming to school every day. Especially the 5th grade teacher who 

made sure that if the students were absent, they would receive the homework and 

assignments for the day, to prevent them from falling behind. Teachers who are high in 

culturally responsive teaching characteristics respect the culture and experiences of their 

students and utilize the students’ funds of knowledge to build student success (Gay, 

2000). “As educators listen to their students’ needs and cultural differences, they gain 

the students’ trust, which in turn, leads students to be more open to what their teachers 

are trying to teach them” (Pompa et al., 2011, p. 117). 

Discussion of the Findings for Research Question 3 

Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional strategies 

and procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, what are they? 

The teacher interviews at all three campuses demonstrated very few differences 

and many similarities. The first difference noted was the number of males participating 

in the study. Out of the 18 teachers, only 3 were males and 15 were females. Two males 

were in LA and the other male was in HA1. I am noting this as a difference because 

HA2 had all females participating, and therefore, a male perspective about vocabulary 
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instructional procedures and strategies was not provided for this campus. The two male 

teachers from LA had a Master’s degree with Mid-management (Principalship) 

certification and the male teacher from HA1 had a Bachelor’s degree. These statistics 

presented from this U.S.-Mexico border community are very similar to the study 

performed in 2012 by the U.S. Department of Education (2015) through the National 

Center for Education Statistics that reported that 76% of public school teachers were 

females and 24% were males. The next difference was the number of years of teaching 

experience; some teachers had as little as 2 years (see Table 3.3 from LA) and others had 

up to 22 years of experience (see Table 3.1 from HA1). When analyzing their responses, 

it was evident that the teachers with less years working as a teacher had less experience 

with vocabulary instructional practices and needed more professional development.  

The final difference was the number of ELLs being served; some classrooms had 

as little as 3 ELLs (from HA2) and others as many as 60 ELLs (from HA1) due to 

departmentalization. According to the U.S. Department of Education, National Center 

for Education Statistics (2015), both public school enrollment and the number of public 

school teachers were about 2% higher in 2013 than they were in 2003. In fall 2003, the 

number of public school pupils per teacher was 15.9, compared with a projected number 

of 16.0 public school pupils per teacher in fall 2013 (U.S. Department of Education, 

National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). 
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Numerous similarities were reflected in the teacher interviews as reported in 

Chapter IV. All the teachers reported that they followed a prescribed curriculum that was 

the locally developed scope and sequence from the district. They also stated that the 

district provided a scope and sequence for all content areas, targeting the TEKS (Texas 

Essential Knowledge and Skills), the ELPS (English Language Proficiency Standards, 

and the CCRS (College and Career Readiness Standards). Vocabulary words were also 

embedded in all of the scope and sequences with sheltered instructional strategies on 

how to best deliver this knowledge of words for ELLs. Furthermore, the scope and 

sequence also focused on read-alouds for the teachers to implement to facilitate 

vocabulary development. Reading to children has been shown to have an effect not only 

on their recognition of new words, but also on the students’ ability to use these words in 

their own retellings or everyday interactions (Elley, 1988). 

All of the teachers from the three participating campuses were encouraged to 

make educational decisions according to the needs of their students, especially for ELLs; 

and many of the teachers requested assistance from their students when it came to 

vocabulary word selections. Research from 1998 by Fisher and Danielsen revealed that 

when students in the 4th grade were allowed to choose their own words for vocabulary 

and spelling instruction, they demonstrated more effective and longer-lasting word 

learning than they did for words chosen by the teacher. Moreover, Jimenez, Garcia, and 

Pearson (1996) cited self-choice of vocabulary words by students as a powerful 

motivator for word learning as well.  
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Conclusions Based on the Analysis of the Data Collected 

In conclusion, a lot of work has been done in terms of finding overall patterns of 

effective vocabulary strategies and procedures to implement during an effective lesson. 

However, the choice and effectiveness of vocabulary strategies and procedures very 

much depends on the task (e.g., breadth vs. depth), the student (e.g., cognitive and 

cultural styles of learning, motivation), and the classroom environment (Gu, 2003). 

Enough attention on what vocabulary is (the task of vocabulary acquisition) would 

prevent us from focusing exclusively on word list retention strategies. It is essential to 

keep in mind that promoting extensive reading, carefully selecting which words to teach 

for comprehension purposes and choosing strategies that help students make cognitive 

connections through their personal schema between the new and the known are at the 

heart of effective vocabulary building (Stahl, 1999).  

The participating teachers in this study, regardless of the campus in which they 

were teaching, exhibited effective vocabulary instructional practices at the best of their 

abilities. While performing the classroom observations, I was impressed with the 

vocabulary instruction presented by the teachers and by the students’ engagement, 

regardless of the college degree (Bachelor’s or Master’s in Education) their teachers 

held. Nonetheless, the schema or prior knowledge that the student brings with them to 

the classroom is a very important factor (Ajideh, 2003) for the learning acquisition of 

vocabulary. 
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Vocabulary learning should include both remembering words and the ability to 

use the words automatically in a wide range of language contexts when the need arises 

(McCarthy, 1984, 1990). One way to see the overall task of vocabulary learning is 

through the distinction between knowing a word and using a word. In fact, evidence 

suggests that the knowledge aspect requires more conscious and explicit learning 

mechanisms, whereas the skill aspect involves mostly implicit learning and memory 

(Ellis, 1994, 1997). Vocabulary learning strategies, therefore, should include strategies 

for “using” as well as “knowing” a word.  

Another strategy to be explored is the use of explicit instruction and feedback to 

students on how they are doing academically and what they need to achieve higher 

performance on standardized assessment (Marzano, 2000). In fact, a key indicator in 

students’ success in school, on standardized tests, and in life, is their vocabulary; indeed, 

the knowledge anyone has about any topic is based on the vocabulary they know 

(Marzano & Pickering, 2005). The National Reading Panel (2000) reported that 

vocabulary instruction had a strong relation to text comprehension for 4th grade students 

participating in the study (McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & Perfetti, 1983). 

A question I often get from teachers is how many exposures to a word or words 

do ELLs need before they learn the word? Very different research results have been 

obtained in this regard. Nation (1990) concluded that 5-16 exposures are needed in order 

to learn a word from context. Krashen (1989) concluded that incidental vocabulary 

learning, or “acquisition,” achieves better results than intentional vocabulary learning. A 
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major flaw in this review lies in the assumption that “spelling and vocabulary are 

developed in second languages as they are in the first language” (Krashen, 1989, p. 454). 

There is already evidence about second language learners that a combined 

approach is superior to incidental vocabulary learning alone. Zimmerman (1994), for 

example, found that three hours a week of explicit vocabulary instruction and some self-

selected reading were more effective than reading alone. Paribakht and Wesche (1997) 

also found that reading and explicit vocabulary instruction led to superior gains 

academically over a period of three months.  

In addition, incidental vocabulary learning through reading and listening is not 

only possible, but also effective for vocabulary development (Krashen, 1989). However, 

this strategy seems to be more effective for native speakers than for intermediate to 

advanced ELLs who already have at least a basic grasp of the English language skills. 

Nonetheless, even for these learners, the usefulness of incidental learning does not 

exclude the use of intentional learning strategies (Krashen, 1989). Huckin and Coady 

(1999) warned, “Guessing from context has serious limitations. It is still seen as an 

important part of vocabulary-building, especially among advanced learners, but it 

requires a great deal of prior training in basic vocabulary, word recognition, 

metacognition, and subject matter” (pp. 189-190). After all, as Ellis (1994) rightly 

pointed out, different aspects of vocabulary demand different attainment mechanisms 

and different strategies of learning words. 
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Recurrent patterns that emerged from the study were revealed in the first theme: 

empowerment. Teachers were empowered by their administrators to provide the effective 

instructional practices in vocabulary, and they were empowered to provide a culturally 

responsive environment. Culturally responsive teaching is a pedagogy that recognizes 

the importance of including students’ cultural references in all aspects of learning 

(Ladson-Billings, 1994). Although the teachers were not familiar with the term CRT, 

they knew that the culture a student brings is important while achieving academic 

success.  

The second theme dealt with frustrations. Because of the lack of professional 

development available from the district, these teachers had to find resources, time, and 

training on their own to better assist the students in their classroom. This situation would 

not impede the teachers in the study from providing ELLs with effective vocabulary 

instruction. Since accountability standards rise every year, the district cannot just do 

more of the same. Concerning professional development, the real challenge schools face 

is how to create opportunities for teachers to develop in their practice so that they can 

help all students grow and expand their knowledge and ability to think critically 

(Birman, Desimone, Porter & Garet, 2000).  

The third broad theme focused on the monitoring aspect of delivering effective 

vocabulary instruction and the reflection of such learning through the student artifacts 

presented. According to Diaz-Rico and Weed (2005), students perform and create 

artifacts, in ways that teachers expect; and their performance is based on the teacher’s 

ability to know the students’ worth, intelligence, and capability. For teachers to 
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contribute to the success of English language learners, they need to be better equipped to 

adopt these culturally responsive instructional efforts and associate them to purposefully 

planned and reflective assessments. When cultures are not validated or represented in 

schools, the academic achievement of culturally and linguistically diverse learners is 

negatively affected (Echevarria & Graves, 2003). 

The fourth and final theme was caring, an element that in education is sometimes 

forgotten. Teachers displayed caring while teaching vocabulary to their students, and the 

students learned and appreciated that type of teaching. If you remember during the 

teacher interviews, some of them expressed that at times, ELLs provided responses in 

Spanish. The teachers accepted their responses because they understood the process of 

language development. According to Lightbown and Spada (2006), language learning is 

both tied to the ELLs cognitive development, as well as their experiences in learning 

about the relationships among people, events, and objects around them. This is very 

much related to the linguistic, formal, and content schema identified by Carrell (1984) 

and later by Yi and Zhang (2006). Figure 5.1 provides an example of the recoding of 

themes based on the teacher interviews in HA1 for one of the themes identified. 
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Figure 5.1. Sample of the recoding of themes based on the teacher interviews: HA1. 

 

Implications for Further Research 

Future research should focus on different aspects of learning vocabulary words as 

they relate to ELLs, within their classroom environments and targeting the concept of 

language acquisition. A critical understanding of students’ backgrounds, as far as the 
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schema that they possess, will encourage them to participate and engage in language-

building activities and thus build vocabulary (Ajideh, 2003). Teachers must also give 

students a great amount of opportunities to engage in “real world” learning that takes 

their content knowledge in school and connects it to what they are encountering in their 

communities on a daily basis (Gay, 2000). Furthermore, English language learners are 

greatly benefited when they are provided with opportunities to demonstrate a more 

comprehensive understanding of their abilities through validation of their cultural and 

linguistic needs (Ellis, 2008). 

Personal styles of learning, for example, have been shown to be very much 

related to cultural differences (Nelson, 1995) and the ability to learn a vocabulary word 

or words. This research could be very beneficial for teachers of ELLs, since it is the 

largest minority group in the United States. Ellis (2008) confirmed that in order for 

English language learners to acquire language more fluently and express this knowledge, 

they need to be exposed to a more genuine language environment in the areas of 

instruction and assessment.  

In addition, classroom-learning environments should demand different 

vocabulary learning strategies because of the different background knowledge and 

schema the students bring with them (Ajideh, 2003). Likewise, readers from different 

cultural backgrounds interpret different perspectives when they are asked to recall the 

text because of the background knowledge they possess from their culture (Carrell, 

1984).  
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Finally, it could be very instructive to conduct more case studies implementing 

more classroom observations, with more observers, in order to determine if the 

vocabulary instruction identified in this present study is likely to be typical of the 

teachers’ behaviors as identified. A more in-depth case study can also allow observers to 

document and examine the length of time that vocabulary instruction is being provided 

by the participating teachers, the audience, the instructional setting (e.g., whole class, 

small group, individual students, students with special needs, and/or ELLs), and the 

implementation of culturally responsive teaching. Furthermore, as previously mentioned 

multiple observers and establishing inter-rater reliability would probably be an 

improvement to further enhance the dependability of the coding of any study instead of a 

sole investigator (Auerbach et al., 2004).  

Implications for Practice 

Yi and Zhang (2006) identified cultural schema as vocabulary knowledge 

acquired being culture-specific where “the meaning the reader constructs may not be in 

the text at all, but in the readers mind” (p. 2). As previously mentioned in Chapter I, 

schemata may be perceived as flexible in that it undergoes a recurring process of 

vocabulary knowledge within, that time after time changes through information that is 

stored in one’s memory, and provides knowledge when needed in the reading process 

with the least amount of effort to comprehend (Ajideh, 2003). Conceptions of learning 

have been found to differ from culture-to-culture (Watkins & Biggs, 1996). Even the 

same vocabulary strategy may be executed by teachers in different ways depending upon 

the different educational settings with which they are presented. Hence, teachers need to 
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be provided with more professional development about effective vocabulary 

instructional practices to implement to the different learners.  

Research suggested that educators should focus on four practices that help bring 

vocabulary words alive for their students (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2004). These practices 

are (a) develop word awareness and love of words through word play; (b) expand 

explicit, rich instruction to build vocabulary; (c) build strategies for independence; and 

(d) engage students actively through a wide range of books (Blachowicz & Fisher, 

2004). Students who receive good strategy training in vocabulary development can apply 

these strategies in a wide variety of lifelong situations, including receiving job-related 

training, acquiring knowledge associated with their interests and hobbies, and in 

preparing for post-secondary education (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2004). Although teachers 

reported a lack of professional development training pertaining to vocabulary 

development and CRT from the district, professional development focusing on 

vocabulary development and knowledge must also become a priority in the instructional 

preparation of classroom and content area teachers. It is important that teacher education 

at both the pre-service and in-service levels include experiences that will provide 

teachers with a strong understanding of vocabulary development through culturally 

responsive pedagogy. This preparation should provide an array of strategies for teaching 

individual words and word-learning strategies and an appreciation for the role of word 

knowledge in vocabulary development.  

The primary goal of teacher education through professional development is for 

student teachers, novice teachers, and experienced teachers to become better educators, 
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which ultimately benefits the students (Pompa et al., 2011). District leaders must come 

together to make the best possible decisions to determine professional development 

needs for teachers and campus administrators. A survey from the district leaders to 

campus personnel could assist in providing these professional development trainings. 

The responses gathered would assist the district to better prepare and implement well-

conceived long-term professional development programs through PLCs, aimed at 

enhancing the professional competence of the teachers of ELLs and principals.  

In spite of the lack of professional development provided by the district, these 

teachers noted in their interviews that they researched different strategies and resources 

to help them deliver effective vocabulary instruction to their students, especially the 

teachers from HA1. None of the teachers in the study implemented the instructional 

practice of asking the students to write the word multiple times or to write a list of 

vocabulary and spelling words to study for a test at the end of the week. Although these 

are strategies for word learning, they are considered less effective based on current 

knowledge and research-based practices for promoting learning with ELLs (Echeverria 

et al., 2004). It is important to note that some of the participating teachers in the study 

were teacher leaders or pathfinders in their grade level. Therefore, many grade-level 

planning periods were spent together to plan for more effective vocabulary instruction. 

Teachers of English language learners are required to serve as professional resources for 

other teachers of ELLs, work together with others, and be prepared to persistently 

practice opportunities to grow in the field of teaching English as a second language 

(Ellis, 2008). 
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Moreover, legal obligations require teachers to provide instructional needs for 

ELLs in very specific and equitable ways. Lau v. Nichols was a landmark case for the 

rights of language minority students, determining that ELLs must be provided with 

language support in schools, and Castañeda v. Pickard upheld that appropriate action 

must be taken emphasizing the need for designing effective curriculums for these 

students (Garcia, 2005). Chamot (1998) stated that if all teachers can comprehend that 

learners achieve more when they create a learning environment of high expectations, 

recognize their students as capable and interested, and have a positive attitude toward 

learning, academic achievement will increase.  

Not only were the participating teachers frustrated because of the lack of 

professional development focused on vocabulary development, but they also expressed 

frustration about time. The teachers shared that they were frustrated for not having 

enough time to teach the vocabulary skills required, the necessary academic vocabulary 

per content area, and the necessary knowledge for the students to be successful in state 

standardized tests and in school altogether. According to Perlmutter (2004), discipline 

problems, standardized tests, parental negligence, and lack of time are among the highest 

complaints of teachers (Pompa et al., 2011). District leaders must look into providing the 

necessary planning periods, with fewer interruptions in order to provide the teachers 

with ample time to prepare effective vocabulary lessons. “Teachers make better 

educational decisions when they take the time to learn and understand their students, 

which in turn leads towards meeting the demands of accountability” (Pompa et al., 2011, 

p. 120). 



 

201 

Final Recommendations 

By discussing answers to the research questions and gathering the themes, this 

study has produced data that suggest directions for future research about effective 

vocabulary instructional strategies and procedures for English language learners through 

a culturally responsive environment. It also identified the important role of 

empowerment and allowing teachers to make the best educational decisions for the 

students they serviced, alleviating their frustrations by providing professional 

development through PLCs at the pre-service and in-service level, monitoring the 

teaching and the learning, and most importantly, implementing CRT as the major aspect 

of caring in education. Noddings (2003) clearly stated that people seem to believe that 

our educational problems consist largely of low scores on achievement tests. She goes 

on to say,  

First we should want more from our educational efforts than adequate academic 

achievement and, second, we will not achieve even the most minimum success 

unless our children believe that they themselves are cared for and for our children 

to learn to care for others. (Noddings, 2003, p. 59) 

 

After the similarities and differences were identified, the case study was concluded as an 

instrumental case because the research provided learning about the specific issue of the 

case, which in this study, was identified as the implementation of vocabulary 

instructional strategies and procedures and not as an intrinsic case that is basically 

described as an unusual situation (Creswell, 2007, p. 75).  

As Nation (1982) and Meara (1996) stated, vocabulary learning is an ongoing 

process. Being able to remember one meaning of a list of words within a week or two is 

easy; developing a functional lexicon that contains morphological, semantic, syntactic, 
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pragmatic, and emotional connections needs a continuing process (Meara, 1996; Nation, 

1982). Nonetheless, different aspects of vocabulary learning at different stages of 

acquisition for different learners in various cultural and educational settings will help us 

answer so many other research questions beyond the presentation and retention of 

vocabulary words.  

Therefore, what we need is a developmental model that moves us beyond 

strategies for the initial handling of a list of vocabulary words and gives more emphasis 

to the hard work of vocabulary acquisition through effective vocabulary procedures and 

strategies. Professional development through professional learning communities (PLCs) 

for teachers of ELLs must focus on approaches to acquire vocabulary and different styles 

of vocabulary acquisition (Parry, 1997). Furthermore, explore how these approaches 

may relate more to the learner than to the task, and ultimately be more powerful 

predictors of success than individual vocabulary learning strategies (Gu & Johnson, 

1996; Parry, 1997).  

Vocabulary learning strategies and procedures for teachers that are supported by 

school districts through teacher training programs can assist to better meet the needs of 

students (Crawford, 2003). Building a sense of belonging in students from different 

backgrounds must be reiterated; doing so helps students, such as ELLs, develop a strong 

sense of awareness and acceptance, especially when their cultural traits are validated and 

respected by those around them (Pompa et al., 2011). 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW/RESEARCH AGREEMENT 

 

Date: February 27, 2014 

 

Name: Carmen Amparo Pompa 

 

Address:  216 Lake Powell Dr. 

 

City, St., Zip:  Laredo, Texas 78041 

 

Telephone: 956-235-1520 (cell); 956-568-0059 (home) 

   

Fax:  n/a 

  

E-Mail: cpompa@tamu.edu  

 

1. Study Title: A Comparison of English Vocabulary Instruction for English Language 

Learners: In Three Elementary Schools from a U.S.-Mexico Border Community.  

 

2. Participants and procedures in the study: During my first visit, I plan to individually 

interview the principals, and thus ask for recommendations (or to randomly select) from the 

principal, 18 teachers at each of the three schools. For the next visits, I will conduct 5 

classroom observations with ranges of 25 to 45 minutes in a two-month period of time.  

After the classroom observations have been completed I will individually interview the 18 

teachers from the three different campuses, transcribe and member-check for validity 

purposes. Student artifacts will also be collected through photographs to include in the case 

study as evidence of student projects created based on vocabulary.  In addition, in order to 

protect the students and their confidentiality the names of the students will not be visible in 

any photograph of the artifacts collected. 

 

3. Proposal Abstract: 

 

This study is a comparative investigation of English vocabulary instruction for English 

language learners. Three elementary schools from a U.S.-Mexico border community were 

chosen purposely and studied using qualitative research methods.   

 

The purpose of this study was to compare and contrast vocabulary instructional strategies 

that promoted academic reading achievement in the STAAR reading assessment with ELLs 

among two high-achieving schools and one low-achieving elementary school as measured by 

the Texas Education Agency.  

 

The participants in this qualitative study consisted of 18 teachers: 6 teachers per campus and 

3 principals. The methods of data collection were classroom observations, student artifacts 
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and one-on-one teacher interviews. Data were utilized, coded, categorized, and compared to 

create emerging themes. The narrative data provided stories of empowerment in education, 

frustrations about their education, monitoring of education and caring in education.  

 

According to these 18 teachers, teaching vocabulary is not an easy task, especially not for 

English language learners. Because teachers understand that accountability measures are 

designed to ensure that all students in the United States, including those who speak 

languages other than English, meet state and national reading and writing standards, there is 

no time to waste. This study highlighted the strengths of these teachers to provide effective 

vocabulary instruction for ELLs and how they coped with identified frustrations in their 

pedagogy in order to assist ELLs to achieve academic reading success.   

 

4. Major hypotheses or questions to be tested: 

The questions that will guide my research are: 

1. What are the vocabulary instructional procedures identified from the classroom 

observations, the student artifacts, and the teacher interviews in the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? 

 

2. Is there evidence of culturally responsive teaching among the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? 

 

3. Are there differences and similarities among vocabulary instructional strategies and 

procedures evidenced from the teacher interviews in each of the two high-achieving 

schools and the low-achieving school? And if so, what are they? 

 

5. Attached copies of interview and classroom observation data collection protocols. 

6. Desired timeline: After approval of my record of study proposal by my committee, I hope to 

begin collecting data at the beginning March 2014. Dependent on campus schedules, my 

plan is to complete all data collection by the end of May 2014. This includes the initial 

individual interviews with principals, classroom observations at each school and individual 

interviews with teachers. I will then transcribe, code, and analyze the data collected into 

themes. Finalize chapters 4 and 5. Defend my record of study by September 2015 and 

Graduate in December 2015. 

 

7. I plan to inductively code the data from each interview, classroom observation and student 

artifacts collected, and identifying vocabulary instructional themes as they emerge. I will 

first organize all of the transcribed data according to an analytic matrix. The matrix, 

organized by interview question and categorized by research question, will allow for single-

case analysis (each school), as well as cross-case analysis (all three schools). All data will be 

secured and participants will be informed that all information collected is confidential.  
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT SELECTION DATA SHEET (PRINCIPAL) 

 

 

 

1. Please identify two teachers for 3rd, 4th and 5th grades and one alternate.  We also 

need to identify their gender, ethnicity, current position, level of education, 

certifications, total years of experience in education, and number of years at their 

present campus. 

 

2. Do your teachers follow a prescribed curriculum or are they empowered to make 

educational decisions? 

 

 

 

Code #’s 

  

Gender Ethnicity Current 

Position 

Level of 

Education 

Certifications Total years of 

experience in 

Education  

Number of 

Years at 

Present 

Campus  
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APPENDIX C 

CONSENT FORM FOR PRINCIPALS 

 

IRB Approval Number (2014-02-18)/TAMIU & 2014-3008/TAMU) 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 

information about the study. The person in charge of this inquiry will describe this study 

to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 

questions before deciding whether to take part. Your participation is voluntary. You can 

refuse to participate at any time without prejudice or jeopardy to your standing with 

____Independent School District or Texas A & M University. You may choose not to 

answer a question(s) for any reason. This interview will be transcribed and then we will 

member-check responses for validity. 

 

Title of Research Study: A Comparison of English Vocabulary Instruction for English 

Language Learners: In Three Elementary Schools from a U.S.-Mexico Border 

Community  

 

Principal Investigator/Record of Study Chair: 

Carmen Amparo Pompa, Texas A & M University, Doctoral Student, 956.235.1520 

John Helfeldt, Ph.D., Texas A & M University, Professor and Record of Study Chair, 

979.575.9590 

Funding Source: Not applicable. 

Purpose of the Research Study: The purpose of this study was to compare and contrast 

vocabulary instructional strategies that promote academic achievement among English 

language learners (ELLs) and their peers, in two high-achieving schools and one-low 

achieving school. Data will be collected from three schools that will also remain 

anonymous, located in a U.S.-Mexico border community, because two of these 

consistently earned successful scores from subgroups (i.e., Hispanics, Whites, ELLs and 

Economically Disadvantaged) as well as their total population. Using the Schema 

theoretical approach (Ajideh, 2003), effective vocabulary strategies will be identified to 

determine what teachers in the testing grades (3rd, 4th, and 5th) are implementing to 

successfully narrow the achievement gap between ELLs and non-ELLs in reading state 

assessments. Because vocabulary acquisition is both cross-curricular and a challenge for 

minority populations, it was used as a focus area for the study (Buteau & True, 2009; 

Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009; Hoover & Patton, 2005; National Reading Panel, 2000).   

 

Participation: If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate 

in the following. 
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Principal: One-to-one interview in order to explain the purpose of the study and 

to gather participant selection data for purposeful sampling of six teachers and 

one alternate at your campus from 3rd, 4th and 5th grade. The one-to-one interview 

will last no more than 45 minutes and you will be asked to identify two teachers 

for grades 3rd, 4th and 5th identifying their gender, ethnicity, current position, 

level of education, certifications, number of years at their present campus, if they 

follow a prescribed curriculum or if they are empowered to make educational 

decisions and total years of experience in education.  

 

Benefits: The experiences you share and information you provide will inform the local 

district of commonalities found and serve as learning opportunities for each participating 

school. Additionally, this study will provide information that will possibly become 

recommendations for improving vocabulary instruction for ELLs, which may be useful 

to all, as well as inform other schools and districts of recommended practices that may 

enhance vocabulary learning among ELLs. 

 

Risks: This study will have minimal or no psychological/emotional risks, no risk of 

physical harm, and is non-experimental. You may feel somewhat uneasy because of the 

interviews and the teacher observations. Additionally, you may feel slightly uneasy in 

disclosing personal thoughts about your delivery of vocabulary instruction in fear that 

your principal may find out what you said. However, all comments are confidential and 

will not be attributed to any individual participant.  

 

Compensation: There is no compensation for participating in this study.  

 

Contacts and Questions: This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at Texas A&M International University and Texas A&M, College 

Station, Division of Research with Aline Lovings.  For questions regarding your rights 

as a research participant, or if you have complaints, concerns, or questions about the 

research, you can contact Dr. Jennifer Coronado, IRB Chair, 956-326-2673, 

irb@tamiu.edu. If you choose to stop participating in this study for any reason, please 

contact Carmen A. Pompa, principal investigator, at 956-235-1520 and/or John Helfeldt, 

Ph.D. at Texas A & M University at jhelfeldt@tamu.edu.  

 

Confidentiality: All one-on-one interviews will be hand written in field notes, 

transcribed and member-checked for validity. The transcriptions will be coded so that no 

personally identifiable information is evident. Classroom observation documents will 

also be analyzed, coded and kept under lock and key.  Field notes, classroom observation 

documents and transcription data will be secured in a locked filing cabinet at the 

principal investigator’s home and destroyed three years after completing the study. The 

principal investigator’s record of study chair is the only individual that may view this 

information. If results of this study are published or presented at a conference, then all 

identifiable information will be excluded. 

 

mailto:irb@tamiu.edu
mailto:jhelfeldt@tamu.edu
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Results of the Study: A summary of the findings will be available upon completion of 

this study, if requested. If you are interested in receiving this summary, please provide e-

mail address to provide a copy of the summary to you: 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Signatures: 

By signing this document, you are indicating that you fully understand the consent form 

and its contents. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and have been 

told that participation in this study is voluntary. You are not waiving any legal rights by 

signing this document. 

 

______________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Participant and Date 

 

______________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Principal Investigator and Date 

 

______________________________________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX D 

CONSENT FORM FOR FACULTY 

 

IRB Approval Number (2014-02-18)/TAMIU &2014-3008/TAMU 

You are being asked to participate in a research study.  This form provides you with 

information about the study. The person in charge of this inquiry will describe this study 

to you and answer all of your questions. Please read the information below and ask any 

questions before deciding whether to take part. Your participation is voluntary. You can 

refuse to participate at any time without prejudice or jeopardy to your standing with 

____Independent School District or Texas A & M University. You may choose not to 

answer a question(s) for any reason. This interview will be transcribed and then we will 

member-check responses for validity. 

 

Title of Research Study: A Comparison of English Vocabulary Instruction for English 

Language Learners: In Three Elementary Schools from a U.S.-Mexico Border 

Community  

 

Principal Investigator/Record of Study Chair: 

Carmen Amparo Pompa, Texas A & M University, Doctoral Student, 956.235.1520 

John Helfeldt, Ph.D., Texas A & M University, Professor and Record of Study Chair, 

979.575.9590 

Funding Source: Not applicable. 

 

Purpose of the Research Study: The purpose of this study was to compare and contrast 

vocabulary instructional strategies that promote academic achievement among English 

language learners (ELLs) and their peers, in two high-achieving schools and one-low 

achieving school. Data will be collected from three schools that will also remain 

anonymous, located in a U.S.-Mexico border community, because two of these 

consistently earned successful scores from subgroups (i.e., Hispanics, Whites, ELLs and 

Economically Disadvantaged) as well as their total population. Using the Schema 

theoretical approach (Ajideh, 2003), effective vocabulary strategies will be identified to 

determine what teachers in the testing grades (3rd, 4th, and 5th ) are implementing to 

successfully narrow the achievement gap between ELLs and non-ELLs in reading state 

assessments. Because vocabulary acquisition is both cross-curricular and a challenge for 

minority populations, it was used as a focus area for the study (Buteau & True, 2009; 

Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009; Hoover & Patton, 2005; National Reading Panel, 2000).   

 

Participation: If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate 

in the following. 
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Faculty: One-to-one teacher-interviews after the classroom observations. The 

one-to-one interview will include approximately 5 questions and last 30-

45minutes. You may be asked questions such as: Do you follow a prescribed 

curriculum or are you empowered to make educational decisions for your 

students? How many professional development hours in vocabulary instruction 

have you attended within the last two years? What strategies incorporating 

effective vocabulary instruction do you implement for your students while 

teaching a lesson? What constitutes an effective vocabulary program? What’s 

good about your instructional delivery? Are you familiar with the model of 

culturally responsive teaching? If so, describe? etc.  

 

Benefits: The experiences you share and information you provide will inform the local 

district of commonalities found and serve as learning opportunities for each participating 

school. Additionally, this study will provide information that will possibly become 

recommendations for improving vocabulary instruction for ELLs, which may be useful 

to all, as well as inform other schools and districts of recommended practices that may 

enhance vocabulary learning among ELLs. 

 

Risks: This study will have minimal or no psychological/emotional risks, no risk of 

physical harm, and is non-experimental. You may feel somewhat uneasy because of the 

interviews and the teacher observations. Additionally, you may feel slightly uneasy in 

disclosing personal thoughts about your delivery of vocabulary instruction in fear that 

your principal may find out what you said. However, all comments are confidential and 

will not be attributed to any individual participant.  

 

Compensation: There is no compensation for participating in this study.  

 

Contacts and Questions: This research study has been reviewed by the Institutional 

Review Board (IRB) at Texas A & M International University and Texas A&M, College 

Station, Division of Research with Aline Lovings. For questions, regarding your rights 

as a research participant, or if you have complaints, concerns, or questions about the 

research, you can contact Dr. Jennifer Coronado, IRB Chair, 956-326-2673, 

irb@tamiu.edu. If you choose to stop participating in this study for any reason, please 

contact Carmen A. Pompa, principal investigator, at 956-235-1520 and/or John Helfeldt, 

Ph.D. at Texas A & M University at jhelfeldt@tamu.edu.  

 

Confidentiality: All one-on-one interviews will be hand written in field notes, 

transcribed and member-checked for validity. The transcriptions will be coded so that no 

personally identifiable information is evident. Classroom observation documents will 

also be analyzed, coded and kept under lock and key.  Field notes, classroom observation 

documents and transcription data will be secured in a locked filing cabinet at the 

principal investigator’s home and destroyed three years after completing the study. The 

principal investigator’s record of study chair is the only individual that may view this 

mailto:irb@tamiu.edu
mailto:jhelfeldt@tamu.edu
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information. If results of this study are published or presented at a conference, then all 

identifiable information will be excluded. 

 

Results of the Study: A summary of the findings will be available upon completion of 

this study, if requested. If you are interested in receiving this summary, please provide e-

mail address to provide a copy of the summary to you: 

 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

_______________________________________________________________________ 

Signatures: 

By signing this document, you are indicating that you fully understand the consent form 

and its contents. You have been given the opportunity to ask questions and have been 

told that participation in this study is voluntary. You are not waiving any legal rights by 

signing this document. 

 

_____________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Participant and Date 

 

______________________________________________ 

Signature of Participant 

______________________________________________ 

Printed Name of Principal Investigator and Date 

 

______________________________________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator 
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APPENDIX E 

INTERVIEW AND ARTIFACT CODES 

 

100 Principals 101, 102, 103  

500 Teachers 

 Third Grade: 503(a), (b) 

 Fourth Grade: 504(a), (b) 

 Fifth Grade: 505(a), (b) 

 Alternate: 510 (3rd grade); 520 (4th grade); 530 (5th grade) 

800   Artifacts 

 Third Grade: 803(a), (b) 

 Fourth Grade: 804(a), (b) 

 Fifth Grade: 805(a), (b) 

HA1 (High-Achieving Campus 1) 

HA2 (High-Achieving Campus 2) 

LA (Low-Achieving Campus) 
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APPENDIX F 

INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW PROTOCOL (TEACHER) 

 

Begin by reviewing the IRB Consent form. 

1. Do you follow a prescribed curriculum or are you empowered to make educational 

decisions for your students?  

o What do you like the best? 

o What are your frustrations? 

o Provide an example of an educational decision you have made for a student. 

2. How many professional development sessions dealing with vocabulary instruction or 

teaching vocabulary have you attended within the last two years? At school or with 

the district over your teaching career? 

o Provide examples and describe why these practices are successful. 

 How are you accountable for the implementation of such 

professional development?  

 Are you frequently visited by campus administrators, instructional 

coordinators, etc. to verify the implementation of effective 

strategies? 

3. What strategies incorporating effective vocabulary instruction do you implement for 

your students while teaching a lesson? (name the strategies) 

o How frequently do you teach vocabulary? 

o How many ELLs do you currently serve in your classroom? 

4. What constitutes an effective vocabulary program?  

o What’s good about your instructional delivery?  

o Do you build/activate prior knowledge about language? If so, how? 

o Do you build/activate prior knowledge when asking students to write? If so, 

how? 

o Do you build/activate prior knowledge when presenting a skill or concept? If 

so, how? 

5. Are you familiar with the model of culturally responsive teaching? 

o If so, describe…… 

 

My goal is to obtain information about how high-achieving schools and their delivery of 

vocabulary instruction, what’s working well and although student demographics are the same 

what are the similarities and differences with high and low-achieving schools. I will probe into 

responses from participants, asking for specific examples or descriptions as necessary. 



 

249 

APPENDIX G 

CLASSROOM OBSERVATION TOOL 

 

 

 

Vocabulary Instruction In Mixed-Ability Classrooms  

and the Classroom Environment  

 
Name of Teacher: _____________   Subject: ________    Grade: ______     Date:_______ Time 

in:____ Time out:____ 

 
KEY: Strong Observation 2+ ( 2 or 

more times observed) 

OK Observation 1  (observed 1 time 

only) 

Not Observed-N.O. (0 observations) 

Evidence Observed 

Strong   OK    N.O. 

     2+     1        0 

Circle the one that 

applies 

 

 

 
Classroom Environment  

Evidence Observed 

Strong       OK          N.O. 

     2+           1             0 

Circle the one that 

applies 
Instructional Practices 

 

Preparation for vocabulary 

instruction through a systematic 

approach (e.g. separating words into 

Tiers, implementation of Word 

maps, graphic organizers, providing 

student friendly definitions, 

synonyms, concept attainment, 

“mental anchors” with visuals, etc. 

). 

 

2+     1     0 

Teacher communicates high 

expectations (provides positive 

reinforcement, respect for the 

students, and a strong belief in 

the student’s ability to learn).  

 

2+    1    0 

Explicit Instruction with Modeling 

(activating/building background 

knowledge,  making connections, 

word walls, semantic maps- before, 

during and after reading, multiple 

encounters of the words are 

available for students, etc..) 

 

2+    1    0 

Teacher facilitates learning 

(role is more of a mentor, 

facilitator within an active 

learning environment). 

 

2+    1    0 

Assessing students’ current 

knowledge level of the target lesson 

vocabulary words, vocabulary 

foldables, webs, visuals, etc.) 

created by students (student 

artifacts). 

 

2+    1    0 

Teacher communicates to 

parents positive perspectives 

about their child. 

 

2+    1    0 

Prompting students to assume an 

active role (e.g., listening, 

responding, taking notes on journal, 

providing examples or non-

examples) during instruction of new 

vocabulary terms. 

 

2+    1    0 

 

Teacher demonstrates cultural 

sensitivity to all his/her 

students (provides literature of 

different cultures, genres, 

based on the students needs).  

 

2+    1    0 

Allowing the students to read 

independently through novels, basal 

stories, and or informational texts at 

their instructional level. 

 

2+    1    0 

Asking the students to look for the 

definition of the word in the 

dictionary and recording on journal 

or any type of writing paper. 

 

2+    1    0     

Teacher promotes student 

classroom discourse (more 

student talk, less teacher talk; 

students are provided with 
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Pronouncing new words clearly and 

prompting students to repeat the 

words chorally, maximizing 

engagement- engagement of 

students with student-friendly 

definitions and classroom 

discussions.  

 

2+    1    0  

opportunities to develop 

language acquisition). 
2+    1    0 

Asking the students to write the 

word multiple times (5 times, 10 

times, etc.). 

2+    1    0  Teacher includes small group 

instruction and cooperative 

learning (opportunities to 

interact with peers, discussion 

of vocabulary words with 

peers, acting more as a 

facilitator). 

 

2+    1    0 
Students are provided with 

opportunities to use vocabulary 

words in context through listening, 

speaking, reading and writing.  

2+    1    0   

Providing a note-taking scaffold for 

less proficient readers and English 

language learners. 

 2+    1    0 Classroom environment is 

conducive to learning (bulletin 

boards display student work-

artifacts, scaffolds are 

provided for support, etc.).  

 

 
2+    1    0 

Checking for understanding with 

concrete task/questions that require 

critical thinking/immediate and 

corrective feedback from teacher. 

 

2+    1    0   

Providing students with a list of 

vocabulary and spelling words to 

study for test at the end of the week. 

2+    1    0   Teacher lesson plans are 

available and on target. 
2+    1    0 

Students are allowed to speak in 

their Native language when they do 

not know a vocabulary word in 

English.  

2+    1    0     There is a teacher and student 

relationship. 
2+    1    0 

*NOTE: Some strategies are NOT as effective as others. Please record your observations based on factual events 

occurring in the classroom being observed.(Adapted from Kate Kinsella, Kevin Feldman, 10/03, Indiana University of 

Pennsylvania). Gay, G. (2000). Culturally responsive teaching: Theory, research, and practice. New York, NY: Teachers College Press.  
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APPENDIX H 

 

CAMPUS INTERVIEW ANALYSIS: 

 

SAMPLE FOR CODING AND IDENTIFYING THEMES 

 

 

 
Code: HA1 101 103 104 105 

Curriculum  
 

Possible THEME: 

Empowered to make 
educational decisions 

for students as needed. 

Follow a prescribed 

curriculum from the 

district. Empowered 

to make educational 

decisions as a team.  

(a) Follow the scope and 

sequence from the 

district. 

Differentiation is 

enforced for 

struggling students.  

(b) Follow the 

curriculum from the 

scope and sequence. 

“Unless the kids are 

struggling I 

implement other 

strategies and take 

advantage of all the 

teachable moments.  

(a) Follow the scope 

and sequence 

curriculum and the 

resources provided 

by the district.  

(b) Follow a lesson 

plan based on the 

scope and 

sequence; “but if I 

need to re-teach a 

skill I do it”. 

(a) Follow the SS that 

the district provides; 

“but I make changes 

to fit the needs of 

my kids”.  

(b) Follow the SS but 

“have the liberty to 

implement whatever 
works with our 

class”. 

Like Best 

Possible THEME: 

Positivity about the 

curriculum and liking 
both.  

Attitude from this 

administrator is very 

positive—”What is 

good for one is good 

for everybody”  

“Let’s make it 

work!” 

(a) The prescribed 

curriculum because 

there is certainty that 

the required skills are 

taught.  

(b) “I like both. If my 

kids are struggling I 

re-teach and find 

other ways to 

teaching the skills”.  

(a) “I like the 

curriculum because 

it is aligned with 

the TEKS; in this 

school we are in 

unison with 

everything that we 

teach”.  

(b) “I like that 

everything is so 

structured because 

of the CBAs 

(content based 

assessments) and 

how they measure 

everything that 

should have been 

taught”.  

(a)  “Our students are 

predominantly 

Spanish speakers so 

it is important to 

cover more 

vocabulary for their 

success”.  

Frustrations 

Possible THEME: 

Time deficiency. 

N/A (a) Time; not having 

enough time to 

teach the skill. 

“Sometimes I wish I 

could extend the 

skill to longer than 

45 minutes and/or 

extend the school 

day even more”.  

(b) “Especially at the 

beginning of the 

year we don’t have 

(a) Time; “because 

we have so much 

to cover and not 

enough time to do 

everything”. 

(b) Time; “we wish 

we had more time 

to cover 

everything.” 

“Even though we 

follow a tight 

schedule and now 

(a) “We have very little 

time to make this 

happen”.  

(b) “Make arrangements 

for assignments 

missed –so students 

don’t fall behind.” 
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enough time to do 

what we need to 

do”.  

we have 15 

minutes extra 

added to our day, 

we still need more 

time”.  

Educational decision 

for a student 
 

Possible THEME: 

Success for all 
students. 

N/A (a) Student to the RtI 

committee for 
possible SpEd 

services. “I asked 

mom to please help 
me, help her 

child”.  

(b) “One of my 
students is ADHD 

so when he would 

take tests he could 

not focus. I brought 

it up to the 

committee and now 
his tests are oral 

and he is passing”. 

(a) “I provided more 

practice items to 
prepare the 

student for the 

math test”. 
 

(a) The vocabulary that 

he has is also in 
Spanish but not 

necessarily the 

academic Spanish 
needed to pass the 

test. “Hopefully this 

will be enough for 
him to be 

successful”.  

 

Professional 

Development sessions 
about  Vocabulary 

instruction within the 
last two years 

Possible THEME: PD 

deficiency. 

N/A (a) 5 to 6 sessions 

(b) One training 
 

(a) 2 sessions during 

the summer (4 
hours) and one 

session during 
the year (6 hours) 

(b) 1 session during 

the year (6 hours) 
and 1 session 

during the 

summer (2 hours) 

(a) None 

(b) At least three 
sessions  

 

Visited by campus 
administrators and 

coordinators for 

accountability of 
implementation of 

effective strategies 

Possible THEME: 
Monitoring from 

administration.  

N/A (a) “Administrators 
come weekly; the 

coordinators have 

not visited me this 
year”. 

(b) “Many 

walkthroughs by 
our administrators; 

the math 

coordinator visited 
our campus but not 

my classroom”. 

(a) “Yes, we have 
informal 

walkthroughs 

(about 2 per 
month). And more 

formal per month 

by campus 
administrators (2 or 

3). Instructional 

coordinators. 

(a) “Walkthroughs by 
our administrators, 

maybe 2 or 3 times a 

month.” 

 
  


