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Abstract 

This action research project examined the effect of teaching vocabulary in all content 
areas to sixth grade students, including regular education, English as a Second 
Language, Special Education, and 504 students. Academic vocabulary was taught using 
a program called Word Generation. Students were given five academic vocabulary words 
per week.  Instruction occurred over those five words in each academic class, and pre 
and post test data was collected and analyzed.  Findings proved that students learned 
and used the academic vocabulary better if it was taught in all core classes.  
 

Background/Context  

Action Research is a way for teachers to ask and answer questions that arise in 

their specific classroom and school.  Teachers formulate questions, collect data that will 

help answer the questions, analyze the data collected, present their findings, and apply the 

information to their teaching to improve instruction and increase student achievement. 

This Action Research was conducted by a team of sixth grade teachers in a 

suburban public middle school outside of Houston, Texas.  The school consists of 1375 

students in grades six through eight.  The “team” consists of two English teachers, one 

with four years teaching experience and the other with ten years of teaching experience; 

one Science teacher with fourteen years of teaching experience; one Math teacher with 

five years teaching experience; and one Social Studies teacher with seventeen years of 

teaching experience.  This team has worked together for several years.  As we discussed 

our students, their strengths and weaknesses, and plans for their success, we realized that 

a major reason for the lack of success between classes and standardized testing is a lack 

of understanding and retention of vocabulary.  The students were not struggling so much 
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with concepts taught to them but had trouble with vocabulary associated with instruction. 

We wanted to show our students that vocabulary happens in places besides the English 

classroom.  The words they learn can be applied to all areas of their lives besides a 

reading and writing setting.  We wanted to see if continuous instruction in all subject 

areas at the same time would lead to improved retention.  We also hoped to see 

improvement in each of our academic areas by covering similar vocabulary.   

Research Questions 

• Does exposure to vocabulary terms in all academic areas at the same time 

increase retention of those terms?  

• Does exposure to vocabulary terms in all academic areas at the same time 

increase retention of those terms for students with special needs?  

“Special needs,” in this context, is defined as students who receive services from English 

as a Second Language (ESL), Special Education (SPED), and Section 504 (504). 504 is 

an antidiscrimination statute that requires school districts to provide services to students 

whose disabilities may limit success in the classroom.   

 
Research on Vocabulary Instruction 

In this section, we will cover studies supporting the positive impact of teaching 

academic vocabulary instruction simultaneously in all academic areas.  The literature we 

found illustrated the benefits of explicit academic vocabulary instruction, described 

systematic practices designed for long term retention, and explained the positive impact 

on struggling readers.   

In its study, How Systematic Vocabulary Instruction and Expanded Learning 

Time Can Address the Literacy Gap (2009), The Center for American Progress 
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recommends implementation of a school wide systematic vocabulary program in which 

existing word knowledge is measured, academic vocabulary is targeted, and learning is 

assessed at regular intervals.  Academic vocabulary is the language of school, particularly 

that of textbooks.  Townsend (2009) suggested that academic word knowledge has the 

potential to increase access to academic texts for all students, especially for English 

Language Learners. This language, used in all disciplines, can vary in meaning from one 

content area to the next.  Systematic vocabulary instruction can help children learn a 

word’s often multiple meanings and understand how a word’s meaning can change in 

different contexts or how it is used in a particular subject area. (White & Kim 2009)  This 

research project shows how a systematic vocabulary program implemented across 

academic disciplines improves retention of academic vocabulary.  By routinely targeting 

the same specific vocabulary words in all content areas, teachers can improve retention of 

academic vocabulary. 

The research shows students need multiple encounters with target vocabulary to 

demonstrate mastery.  Targeted academic vocabulary words appear in textbooks and 

should be explicitly taught across content areas (White & Kim 2009).  Academic 

vocabulary occurs in every subject area and can vary in meaning from subject to subject.  

This differs from content vocabulary where subject specific word knowledge is necessary 

for mastery of content objectives.  Vocabulary instruction should provide multiple 

exposures to target words in varying contexts (McKeown & Beck 2004).  With this in 

mind, this project shows the impact of teaching targeted academic vocabulary in all 

academic areas. 
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Systematic instruction of academic vocabulary has been found to have a positive 

impact on struggling readers, often English Language Learners (ELL).  To begin with, 

vocabulary knowledge of ELLs is significantly less than that of native speakers, and with 

no intervention, the gap can grow (Snow 2004).  While it takes two to three years for an 

ELL to be on grade level in conversational English, it can take five to seven years for that 

same student to be on grade level in academic language (Brown 2007).  To close the 

literacy gap, struggling readers should have frequent varied exposure to high frequency 

academic vocabulary in multiple content areas.  Townsend (2009) found that ELLs can 

successfully build academic knowledge through her study of Language Workshop.  This 

research project examines the effect of daily interaction with targeted academic 

vocabulary in cross curricular activities. 

For this Action Research, we have implemented The Word Generation vocabulary 

program, developed by the Strategic Education Research Partnership.  The program is 

designed to build knowledge of high frequency academic vocabulary words through daily 

instructional activities in all academic areas.  We chose Word Generation for this study 

because it provides ready made materials designed for simple implementation in all class 

settings with most activities fitting seamlessly into and enhancing our existing 

curriculum.    

In its 2008 – 2009 study, Harvard Graduate School of Education evaluated gains 

made by students in five Boston area public schools where Word Generation was 

implemented.  The data from these 5 schools was compared to data from three schools 

that did not use Word Generation.  The study showed significant gains in specific word 

knowledge where Word Generation was implemented (White & Kim 2009).  With 
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careful implementation of the program, we hoped to close the literacy gap between our 

highest and lowest achieving students. 

 

Methodology 
Participants 

The participants are sixth grades students in a middle school with approximately 

1375 students.  The school is located in a suburban school district near Houston, Texas.  

The sample group consisted of 140 students.  The sample group contained students with 

varying ability levels.  Twenty six of the students are identified as “Gifted,” while 31 of 

the students are included in Special Education, 504, and English as Second Language 

(ESL) programs.  The remaining 93 students are students without further identification 

and receiving all education in regular classroom environments. 

Materials 

The program that was used for this study was found at the Word Generation 

website.  The Word Generation program is broken into 10 week blocks.  For each block, 

five vocabulary words are introduced, taught, and evaluated.  There are materials for each 

subject area to use in teaching the words for this study.  We used most of the Word 

Generation materials and some of our own, and adapted for our students’ interests.  

Students were given a teacher generated pretest and posttest using an electronic student 

response system.  Students received instruction on the vocabulary words in each of their 

academic classes from teachers on the “team” who shared the study.  The “team” consists 

of two English teachers, one Science teacher, one Math teacher, and one Social Studies 

teacher.  The “team” shares most of the same students so they are receiving vocabulary 

instruction in two or more classes.  The Gifted students, however, only received 
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instruction during their science class.  Students in Special Education received vocabulary 

instruction in at least two classes.  Students identified as 504 received instruction in all 

“team” academic classes.  Students in the English as Second Language (ESL) class 

received instruction in their ESL English class and in their other academic “team” 

classes. 

Procedures 

The procedures for this study included the introduction of five vocabulary words 

per week in each of the core subjects taught by a team of teachers who shared the 

majority of the students (See Appendix A).  Students were introduced to the vocabulary 

words in their English classes on Monday of each week.  Students read the words in 

context in reading passages; they made flashcards of the vocabulary words and their 

definitions, and took a weekly quiz over the words and their definitions each Friday.  The 

two English classes also conducted a small competition for the number of examples of 

words used in context in daily sources.  Students cut out their examples of the words and 

posted them in the hallway (see Appendix B). 

In Science class, students completed sentences with vocabulary words.  The 

sentences contained the vocabulary word used in a science context.  Students were asked 

to fill in the missing vocabulary word and justify their answer.  This took place usually 

on Tuesdays.  The Gifted students only received instruction in the Science classroom.  On 

Wednesdays, students used the vocabulary words in context in their Math classes.  They 

completed an activity and discussed in their Social Studies classes on Thursday.  Each 

teacher on the team participating in the study posted the words in their classroom or on 

their classroom door (see Appendix  B).  The words were posted in the hallway as well 

for students to see at all times (see Appendix B).   
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Data Sources 

The data sources for this study were teacher made tests.  The pretest and posttest 

were multiple choice questions where students were given the definition and asked to 

match it to the word.  Check point quizzes were administered in students’ English classes 

to show weekly progress.  The pretest and posttest were given in the same manner in the 

same classroom five weeks apart.   

Data Analysis 

For this study, we will look at the pre-test data after the kids have taken it.  We 

will look for any trends or words that seem especially challenging for the students.  We 

will then informally check their progress each week during their academic classes and 

clear up misconceptions as we go along.  The ELA teachers will give a weekly quiz to 

also informally monitor progress.  Once we have completed the five week study, we will 

give the students a multiple choice post test over the words.  Both the pre-test and post-

test will be multiple choice questions.  Students will be given a definition and asked to 

select the appropriate word from a list of four.  Students will use an electronic response 

system to log their answers on both pre-test and post-test. 

Analysis/Findings 

Before studying the words in context in class, the average score on the pretest was 

73 percent of students answering the multiple choice questions correctly.  After five 

weeks of instruction in their academic classes, the average score on the posttest was 83 

percent of students answering the multiple choice questions correctly.  Students who 

received in context instruction in two or more academic classes showed an improvement 

of 10 percent (Figure 1).   
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Figure 1.  Average score of all students from pretest to posttest 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Average score of ESL students from pretest to posttest 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Average score of special education and 504 students from pretest to posttest 

Students who are identified as English as Second Language (ESL) scored an 

average 46 percent on the pretest and jumped to 61 percent as an average score on the 

posttest (Figure 2).  This was a growth of 15 percent.  Students identified in the Special 

Average score on Test - Regular 
students

60
70
80
90

PreTest PostTest

Test

%
 s

co
re

Series1



9 
 

Average score on test - GT

83.5
84

84.5
85

85.5

PreTest PostTest

Test

%
 s

co
re

 o
n 

te
st

Series1

Education and 504 programs scored an average 60 percent on the pretest and showed a 

growth of 5 percent on the post test scoring an average of 65 percent (Figure 3).  Students 

in the gifted program who received instruction only one day a week in their Science class 

scored an 84 percent on the pretest and increased only one percentage point in a five 

week period scoring an 85 percent on the posttest (Figure 4).   

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 4. Average score of G/T students from pretest to posttest 
 

Discussion 

    This research shows an increased level of achievement for all students when 

academic vocabulary is taught simultaneously in all core subject areas.  While all student 

populations showed growth, students in the ESL program showed the most significant 

gains.  This population, least familiar with academic English, benefited from the 

consistent systematic practice in each academic discipline.   

     The Word Generation program helped the team achieve its goal of teaching 

vocabulary in all content areas.  The logistics of implementation were already mapped 

out for us; we just had to adhere to the plan.  Five words a week was perfectly 

manageable for each teacher to incorporate into existing curricula.  In many cases, the 

weekly words coincided with concepts we were covering in our classes as if we had 

purposely planned it.  Word Generation also gave each teacher the opportunity to use 
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academic language in the context of her own discipline.  This gave us the opportunity to 

show students how words have multiple meanings, which is a particular benefit for our 

special needs populations.   

     Although the purpose of this research was to learn whether a consistent, 

systematic academic vocabulary program in all content areas would improve retention, 

we would like to see how this type of practice would affect the entire school population.  

We plan to use the Word Generation concept on a school wide scale including specialized 

disciplines such as fine arts and physical education.  This plan includes introducing the 

words of the week on the morning announcements, posting the words in the hallways 

around the school and in each classroom, and having a school wide word usage contest.  

We also think parent involvement would help our daily efforts.  Here, we plan to inform 

parents about the program and the weekly words through frequent email communications.   

Reflections/Action Plan 

In conclusion, this research project proved the importance of academic 

vocabulary instruction occurring in all content areas. It also proves that students with 

special needs benefit significantly from being exposed to academic vocabulary words in 

all content areas.  The team of researchers will continue to use the Word Generation 

program in their classrooms.  Also, after examining the results of this research, the school 

where this project took place will implement school wide use of the Word Generation 

program in the future. 
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Appendix A – Student Work 
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Appendix B – Procedures Figures 
 

Figure 1:        Figure 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3:       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Day Subject Activity 

Monday ELA Introduction of words through paragraph. 

Tuesday Science Fill in the blank with words in Science context 

Wednesday Math Warm-up with word(s). 

Thursday Social Studies Discussion Activity 

Friday ELA Quiz over the week’s words. 

Friday Varying Subjects Write using all of the week’s words. 
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Appendix C- Pre/Post Test 

 
 


