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ABSTRACT

This qualitative case study examined how volunteer tutors are interacting with at-
risk adolescent ELL students in one-on-one tutoring sessions. This study also
investigated how volunteer tutors are supporting vocabulary acquisition within tutoring
sessions with adolescent ELLs. As a non-participant observer, | used ethnographic
methods, including observations, interviews, and document analysis to understand how
three tutors were interacting in sessions and how they were supporting vocabulary
acquisition over seven weeks. The following questions guided the research: How do
volunteer tutors interact in one-on-one tutoring sessions with at-risk adolescent ELLs?
How are volunteer tutors supporting vocabulary acquisition for adolescent ELLS in one-
on-one tutoring sessions? Data were analyzed to determine how volunteer tutors were
interacting in sessions and supporting vocabulary. Six themes emerged to explain how
tutors were interacting in sessions and three ‘a-priori’ themes explained how tutors were
supporting vocabulary acquisition. The results of this study are used to inform schools
who institute volunteer tutoring programs for at-risk populations, researchers interested in
vocabulary acquisition and adolescent ELLs, and faculty or staff members who work
with at-risk populations. Furthermore, recommendations for future research are

discussed for the field of education.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Background

This case study investigated the experiences of adolescent English Language Learners
(ELLs) in volunteer tutoring sessions. The research examined how volunteer tutors interacted in
one-on-one sessions with adolescent ELLs. The research also examined how tutors supporting
vocabulary acquisition within sessions. Through observations, interviews, and document
analysis, this study describes and analyzes the one-on-one tutoring experiences of three tutors.
The study’s findings contribute to filling a gap in English Language Learner research on
adolescent students and vocabulary acquisition. Furthermore, it adds to research on volunteer
tutors” work in adolescent settings. Moreover, this study’s findings will inform faculty members,
researchers, and curriculum designers as they plan future vocabulary interventions that support
the work of volunteer tutors with secondary ELLSs.

In the following sections, literature on vocabulary acquisition, ELLS, and volunteer
tutoring is reviewed followed by an explanation of how this study is the first to examine how
volunteer tutors are supporting the vocabulary acquisition of adolescent ELLs through one-on-
one tutoring. Questions driving this research will be discussed in addition to defining key terms
necessary for a clear understanding of my research goals. After outlining the study’s limitations,
I highlight its significance, mainly to illuminate how volunteer tutors and at-risk secondary ELLs
are interacting in one-on-one sessions. Finally, I explain the rationale for using Vygotsky’s social

learning theory of learning and the zone of proximal development (ZPD) as the study’s



theoretical framework, arguing that one-on-one interactions between a capable adult and a

student result in student progress and development.

Statement of the Problem

The population of ELLs in the US is increasing dramatically. In grades K-12, ELL
enrollment increased by 104% in the 1990s and it is estimated that by the year 2030, 40% of the
United States school population will speak English as a second language (ESL) (USDOE &
NICHD, 2003). In 2005, the number of school aged children with immigrant parents was 12.3
million and by 2020, it is projected that 17.9 million school aged children will have immigrant
parents (Passel & Cohn, 2008). The increase in school enroliment of ELLs is concentrated in
urban locations where ELL secondary students make up 56% of the student population (Berube,
2000). The study is geared towards at-risk secondary ELL students. An at-risk secondary ELL is
defined as a student who has one of the following academic struggles: 1) low scores on
standardized testing for reading 2) evidence of struggling in their content area classes or 3) poor
attendance or behavior. The definition of an at-risk ELL secondary learner is influenced by how
the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) defines an at-risk learner. The indicators
for an at-risk learner, according to NCES are: the student tends to be from a lower socio-
economic status, a single parent home, receives below average grades in school, has older

siblings who left high school before completion, and is around negative peer pressure.

With the increasing ELL school population, more research should focus on how
instruction can support the academic success of at-risk adolescent ELL students because these
students struggle to stay in high school and pass standardized tests. First, this struggle in high

school will be discussed and then standardized tests. Specifically, the dropout rates of adolescent



ELLs are increasing. The United States Department of Education reported in 2010-2011 that
nearly half the states graduated less than 60% of students with a limited proficiency in English.
Pennsylvania, the site of my study, has an ELL graduation rate of 63% compared with Vermont
and South Dakota that have the highest graduation rate, at 82%. Arizona has the lowest
graduation rate, at 25%. In light of this report, it is not surprising that ELLs accounted for the
highest population of high school drop outs in United States public schools (U.S. Census Bureau,
2012). The U.S. Census Bureau (2012) reported that the highest percentage (13%) of ELL
students who drop out of high school are Hispanic students. The National Center for Education
Statistics (2004) noted that 51% of Hispanic identified high school drop outs reported having
difficulty speaking English, compared to 18% who reported speaking English well. August
(2006) further concluded after conducting an extensive literacy review on secondary ELLS that

“[S]uccessful completion of high school is associated with the ability to speak English” (p. 24).

Standardized tests scores between ELLS and first language learners (L1) differ
dramatically and may determine how an at-risk secondary ELL student is given less opportunity
to prepare for college or have success in their high school environment. On national state
assessments, ELLs scored 20 to 50 percentage points below L1 learners. (Abedi & Dietal, 2004;
Government Accountability Office, 2006). When an ELL student receives a low standardized
test score, they usually are put in a lower academic track which hurts their future chances of
graduation or being accepted to college. Valdes (1999, 2000, 2004) has reported on how
academic tracking affects the levels of success for ELL students. He has found that the ELL
students who performed poorly on assessments were not being admitted to college prep courses.
Currently, 85% of secondary ELLs are part of an inclusion model in U.S. public schools (NAEP,

2013).



This means that most secondary ELLSs are tracked, according to their standardized test
scores, into content area classes (e.g. Science, Math, History) with L1 speakers; and all
instruction, including the textbooks, is given in English. Research that has been conducted on
high school content area teachers experiences with ELLs in U.S. public high schools has reported
that the content area teachers feel that their workload intensifies when ELLs are enrolled in
content area classes (Griffin, Buenda, Crosland, & Doumbia, 2002) and that they feel

inadequately trained professionally to work with ELLs (Verplaetse, 1998).

In the inclusion model, research has found that ELLs are not being given adequate
support (Reeves, 2006 &SCT, 1996) and are not achieving academic success at the level of L1
speakers (NCES, 2003). The inclusion model is when students with special needs, including
ELLs, are placed in classrooms with the general population of students. Three factors, discussed
below, are linked to the lack of support being given to secondary ELLs; lack of resources, lack of

teacher training, and limited vocabulary development of ELL students.

The first factor is a lack of resources. With school district budget cuts and teachers
having a myriad of responsibilities, ELL students are oftentimes lost in the shuffle (Smith, 2006
& Yoon, 2008). Teachers forget to make accommodations for their ELL students or do not have
the time to do so (Youngs, 1999). Some of the resources that ELL students are not able to access
include the teacher’s time for one-on-one instruction and accommodations during assessments.
In other cases, ELL students would benefit from seeing classroom information being presented in
visually friendly ways, such as illustrations or graphs, but teachers might tend to present new

information through one modality in order to save lesson planning time.

The second factor is that teachers have not been trained extensively or continuously on

how to support ELLs. Currently, the state of Pennsylvania requires accredited certification

4



programs to include at least an introductory course that pre-service teachers must take on how to
help ELLs. One course may seem limited, but prior to 2012, pre-service teachers were not
required to take any coursework related to working with ELLs. In fact, the National Center for
Educational Statistics reported in 2002 that only 12.5% of teachers in the United States had
received 8 or more hours of training to work with ELLs. If an educator does receive professional
development training on supporting ELLs, they tend to happen in isolation, maybe once or twice
over the school year and only last for a few hours (Keller-Allen, 2006). This lack of consistent or
extensive training invariably has repercussions on the chances of success for ELLs in content
area classrooms. If a teacher has not received enough training, their student’s chance for

academic success suffers.

The third factor is that the vocabulary of ELLs is usually underdeveloped compared with
L1 speakers, which makes understanding the content in classes more difficult (NCES, 2003).
This vocabulary gap is especially significant in secondary settings where students, ELL or L1
speakers, are asked to grapple with textbooks that include academic vocabulary that is not
typically used in everyday conversation (Scarcella, 2002, 2003). For many ELLSs, the task to
decipher the academic vocabulary becomes overwhelming (Olson & Land, 2007). The ELL
students spend the majority of their time decoding the words in the text instead of concentrating

on comprehending the larger context of the course.

States address these roadblocks to academic success in different ways. For instance, in
Pennsylvania every school district or charter school has to have a written plan for educating
ELLs to improve both their English and academic standing in the content areas (Pennsylvania
Department of Education (PDE), 2014). A school district or charter school in Pennsylvania

identifies a student as ELL based on a language assessment test. The criteria for identifying



ELLs vary from state to state and once identified, the ELL student may receive Title Il services
that are affiliated with federal funding (PDE, 2014). Many of the interventions that are currently
taking place in the U.S. to support at-risk learners, including adolescent ELLs, involve the work
of support staff, such as volunteer tutors, because schools are trying to find ways to give at-risk
learners one-on-one attention when the content area teacher is not able to. For example, in 1996,
the Clinton Administration allocated 2.75 billion dollars toward The America Reads Challenge
Act. Most of the allocated funds went toward putting 1 million volunteer tutors in elementary
schools to help at-risk students with literacy. As a result, a lot of research was done on the
effectiveness of volunteer tutors in elementary school settings (Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, &

Moody, 2000; Shanahan, 1998; Wasik, 1998).

More research needs to be done on how federally funded programs, such as volunteer
tutoring, is supporting at-risk secondary ELLs. Currently, the largest federally funded program in
the United States is Title I. Title I money is largely used by schools to help at-risk students and in
2008 alone, 26.4 billion dollars supported Title I services. Recently, the government has noticed
the negative impact that a decline in federal funding and high standards has had on at-risk
students. As a result, intervention programs that support struggling school districts and help at-
risk students have been established. One of the programs that has been funded by Title I is
Reading Rockets. Reading Rockets provides reading resources for a variety of audiences via the
web and educational programming. It is widely used and geared toward early reading initiatives
although it does provide some help regarding ELL strategies. Hardly any research has been
conducted on how federally funded interventions are supporting at-risk ELL adolescent students.
The only studies conducted to my knowledge have been a series of meta-analyses that provide an

overview of some interventions, but do not offer substantive insights regarding a group of



participants within one particular volunteer tutoring structure (August & Hakuta, 2007; Snow,

Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this case study was to explore and describe the interactions between

volunteer tutors and at-risk adolescent ELLs in one-on-one tutoring sessions. Specifically, how
are volunteer tutors supporting vocabulary acquisition? Vygotsky’s social learning theory and
the zone of proximal development (ZPD) was used as the theoretical lens that helped to yield a
better understanding of how the observed interactions either increased learning outcomes or
hindered learning. Qualitative data was collected in the form of audio observations, interviews,
and document analysis. Tutoring sessions were observed and field notes were taken. VVolunteer
tutors were interviewed two times during the case study (pre and post observations). VVolunteer
tutors were also interviewed informally after observations took place as necessary. Document
analysis included; tutoring materials, content area texts, and reflection logs that the tutor filled

out after each tutoring session.

As stated previously, there is a lack of research exploring the interactions volunteer tutors
have in one-on-one tutoring sessions with at-risk adolescent ELLs. Additionally, the study noted
how volunteer tutors supported ELL vocabulary acquisition in tutoring sessions which no study,
to my knowledge, has specifically looked at. This study was necessary because it tells a story
about how support staff affect a struggling population of students. Currently, research suggests
that volunteer tutoring interventions are currently in place to help at-risk learners, including
adolescent ELLSs, but this study helped to explain what interactions are happening between

volunteer tutors and at-risk adolescent ELLs within those interventions. Additionally, this study



supports future interventions focused on adolescent ELLsS, volunteer tutors, and vocabulary
acquisition. The case study adds to conversations about how Vygotsky’s ZPD is present in one-

on-one tutoring sessions.

Research Questions

The study is guided by the following research questions:

1) How do volunteer tutors interact in one-on-one tutoring sessions with at-risk adolescent
ELLs?
2) How are volunteer tutors supporting vocabulary acquisition for adolescent ELLS in one-
on-one tutoring sessions?
Definitions

Academic Vocabulary: The way that the academic vocabulary was defined in the study was as

general academic vocabulary. General academic vocabulary refers to the broad all-purpose terms
that appear across content areas but may vary in meaning depending on the discipline. They are
words that would be considered tier two words by Beck and McKeown (2002). Tier two words
(e.g. fraction) require instruction; they are not typically in a student’s everyday vocabulary like
tier one (e.g. part) words. Tier two words are normally found across a variety of texts, but they
are not extremely specialized words which are reserved for a tier three (e.g. oncology)

distinction.

Coxhead (2000) referred to tier two words found in academic text as academic words that
occur frequently and uniformly across a wide range of academic material. Coxhead created an
academic word list (AWL) that is made up of 570 word families that encapsulate 10% of the
words in content area texts. Hiebert and Lubliner (2008) also have a general academic

vocabulary list similar to Coxhead but the words are aligned with Language Arts standards and
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are used in reading instruction in the K-12 grades. The Coxhead list of general academic
vocabulary words was designed using college based academic texts. For my study, the
understanding of academic vocabulary and how words are tiered helped with the analysis of
documents such as academic texts and also helped analyze what types of words the tutors were

helping ELL students acquire in tutoring sessions.

Volunteer Tutoring: The way that volunteer tutoring was defined for the study is similar to how

Ritter, Barnett, Denny, & Albin (2009) defined volunteer tutoring for a review that was
conducted on volunteer tutoring programs in elementary and middle schools. VVolunteer tutoring
was defined as academically-focused instruction delivered by nonprofessionally trained adults
which includes college students but not teachers. The volunteer tutors may have received a small
stipend for their service. The volunteer tutors in the study received minimal training, meaning
that they were only trained on general teaching practices in their college coursework prior to

working with at-risk high school and middle school students.

At-risk secondary ELL learner: At-risk ELL learners are defined in the study as learners who are

currently enrolled in a Title One School that uses an inclusion model. The at-risk ELL learners
are identified as having either one of the factors identified by NCES, and/or: low standardized
test scores, low content area class grades, or difficulty understanding academic text in their

content area courses.

Tutoring Session: A tutoring session was a one-on-one interaction between the volunteer tutor

and an at-risk ELL secondary ELL learner. The session was a scheduled tutoring session and
lasted from 20 to 90 minutes. There was three tutors working with secondary ELL students that
were observed during tutoring sessions. The same tutors worked with the same group of students

over the course of the study.



Content Area Classroom: A high school class that is teaching core content to students (English,

Science, Social Studies, and Math). The content area class was taught by a certified content area
high school teacher. The class was taught in English and the academic text in the class was in

English.

Academic Success: The following factors define academic success: proficient or advanced

proficient standardized test scores, high academic standing in all subject areas, and College Prep

(CP) or Advanced Placement (AP) classes.

Drop-out Crisis: High drop-out rates are a current crisis in United States public high schools.

Every day, 700 high school kids drop out of school and most of these high school students
belong to the following demographic groups. They go to schools that are typically considered
underperforming, they have poor attendance, behavior, reading ability, and course performance
grades. ELL learners account for the highest percentage of students that are dropping out of high

school in United States public high schools.

Social Learning Theory: Vygotsky’s (1978) theory of learning. Vygotsky argued that learning

results from the social interactions and the environments that humans are exposed to.

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD): The ZPD term was introduced by Vygotsky and is rooted

in the social learning theory. It is the idea that learning will occur in a one-on-one setting
between a capable adult and student because learning results from social interaction. The adult
helps the student progress through their ZPD by introducing new information and allowing the
student to interact with the new information in a variety of meaningful contexts. Eventually, the

student has learned the new information and is able to use it in order to interact with their world.
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Delimitations and Limitations of this Study

Limitations of this study’s design affected its generalizability. First, the sample size was
small and all of the tutors in the sample were from the same volunteer tutoring program.
Moreover, the case study was conducted in one school district in the Mid-Atlantic region at one
school site. These features further constrain the study’s generalizability as the tutoring sessions
may not be representative of other tutoring programs, school sites, or participants. Nevertheless,
the study’s intensive investigation and depth of inquiry with each tutoring session observation
yielded a richer and more nuanced portrait than a study using a larger sample would have. This
study is still important to the field because it tried to understand a particular phenomenon, in this
sense, though not broadly generalizable, the study’s findings provided insight into similar events

and experiences.

Another foreseen limitation of the study was the timeframe of data collection. Due to the
structure of the tutoring program being observed, the school calendar, and the ELLs availability
to be tutored, observations needed to be conducted over a seven week time period. If
observations could have been conducted over a longer period of time, it might have allowed for a
longitudinal discussion of the data where sessions could have been looked at over time.
Nevertheless, observing tutoring sessions within a limited time frame provided sufficient data to

answer the research questions.
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Theoretical Base

The concepts that Lev Vygotsky uncovered through his research on cognitive
development have been and continue to be immensely useful to literary researchers whose focus
is on how pedagogy affects literacy development. | believe that using Vygotsky as a theoretical
home base to study how volunteer tutors are supporting adolescent ELLS in one-on-one tutoring
sessions was beneficial in helping me explain how the findings of the study related to the ways
students learn in a social context. | argue that secondary ELLs need to progress through their
zone of proximal development (ZPD), explained in detail below, in order to develop

academically.

Blanc (1990) covers the historical and theoretical basis of Vygotskian theory, the belief
that social interaction has a dramatic impact on cognitive development. Grounded in the
Vygotsky theory of psychology, mental activity is uniquely human and results from social
learning, the interioralization of social signs, and the internalization of culture and of social
relationships. Vygotsky believed that learning is mediated by “tools” and the biggest tool was
language, specifically word meaning. Words were tools to mediate the acquisition of “concepts,”
which ranged in degree from the “everyday” or “spontaneous” to the more formal “scientific”
concepts of schooling. In essence, biology and social development are not isolated from one
another. According to Blanc’s (1990) synthesis of Vygotsky’s psychology theory, “the higher the
neural activity of human beings is not, as it was once considered, simply ‘superior nervous
activity’ but superior nervous activity that has internalized social meanings derived from the
cultural activity of human beings and meditated by signs” (p. 44). Vygotsky believed that
learning is mediated by the social interactions of students and by more knowledgeable peers. |

analyzed if the tutors in my study follow Vygotsky’s theory of learning. By observing one-on-
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one tutoring sessions, | was able to see if the tutors are using the “tools” of language to interact
with students in their acquisition of “scientific” concepts, academic vocabulary and of their

general education.

Blanc (1990) noted that VVygotsky considered school the best laboratory of human
psychology. The best place to see the mental development that results from social learning.
Blanc (1990) writes, “[w]ithin the context of an active, systematic interaction between the child
and the pedagogue in school, children are provided, in an organized way with the psychological
tools that will determine the reorganization of their mental functions” (p. 50). Vygotsky believed
that school pedagogy creates learning processes that lead to development unlike psychologists
like Piaget who emphasized that development tows learning. Vygotsky did not deny biological
development happens, but believed that biological development is shaped by human activity. For
Piaget developing concepts through social exchange came after biological developments. For
Vygotsky, concept formation was less about if the child had developed biologically and more

about the cultural setting the child develops the concepts in.

Two Vygotskian ideas are still used in school pedagogy that promotes learning processes
through social interaction — children being active agents and the importance of play. Blanc
(1990) writes, “Vygotsky’s most important contribution was to acknowledge children as active
agents in the educational process” (p. 49). Children are able to learn so much more when they are
given a voice in the process of concept formation and are able to interact with learning concepts
in an interactive way. One interactive way that Vygotsky felt mediated learning was play.
Through social play children were able to transact with each other and mediate each other’s

learning. Playing with their representation of the world helps them learn to understand meanings
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of the world. Blanc (1990) says Vygotsky “considered play to be the principal activity for the

interiorization and appropriation of reality during the first years” (p. 50).

The Vygotskian idea that the learning process leads the development process results in
ZPD. The ZPD, according to Vygotsky (1978) is the distance between the actual development
level as determined by independent problem solving, and the level of potential development as
determined through problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers. Simply stated, the ZPD is the difference between what a learner can do without help and
what he or she can do with help. It is the space in which teacher and learner could engage in
dyadic interactions which promoted advancing degrees of concept development. The ZPD was
Vygotsky’s way of saying that teaching has an important role in learning, as the learner can do
more with assistance that she can do independently. Blanc (1990) explained that learning takes
place in the ZPD when “a difficult goal is offered; the child receives orientation from an adult;
he reaches that goal and another one is offered; he tackles it and solves it independently, if
possible, or with the help of an adult” (p. 50). | believe that the ZPD interactions tutors had with

students explained how at-risk secondary ELLs learned in the observed tutoring sessions.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

As a foundation for the present research, four complementary bodies of literature will be
reviewed: (a) Vocabulary Learning; (b) ELLS; (c) Tutoring; and (d) Vygotsky’s ZPD. A mix of
theoretical scholarship and research will be reviewed in order to demonstrate a knowledge of the
field and also make the argument that there is a gap in the current research on vocabulary
interventions that support adolescent ELL learners. This study is the first study looking at
volunteer tutors, adolescent language learners, and vocabulary acquisition. VVocabulary learning
will be reviewed first and it will give a broad overview of the research on word learning,
vocabulary development, and vocabulary instruction. The studies on word learning looked at in
section one were conducted with students learning vocabulary in their first language (L1)
Second, relevant literature on ELL learners will be explored including general background
information, second language acquisition, vocabulary development, reading development,
lessons learned from research, and ELLs in the content areas. The studies on vocabulary
development in this section were conducted with students learning words in their second
language (L2). It is important to note that because there has been such little research conducted
on at-risk ELL adolescents and tutoring interventions geared toward vocabulary, some of the
tutoring studies and intervention literature that will be discussed in this review were conducted
with younger at-risk ELL learners. Then, literature on volunteer tutoring interventions will be
reviewed using relevant interventions that have worked with both adolescent students and
younger learners. Finally, research that has been influenced by Vygotsky’s zone of proximal
development (ZPD) will be discussed and studies that have used aspects of the ZPD will be
reviewed. The literature review will make an argument that advocates for conducting a

qualitative case study that looks at how volunteer tutors are interacting with at-risk adolescent
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ELLs in one-on-one tutoring sessions with a specific focus on what the tutors are doing to help

at-risk adolescent ELLs with vocabulary acquisition.
Vocabulary Learning
Word Learning

In order to understand how volunteer tutors are helping at-risk adolescent ELLs with
vocabulary acquisition, word learning must be understood. There are two main methods of word
learning present in the literature. The first is that words are learned directly. For example, a
teacher will explicitly teach one word to her students each day as part of instruction. The second
is that words are learned through context. For example, a student would learn a word because it
was used in their daily environment or presented in a text they would be reading. Word learning
that follows a “context only” approach aligns with the incidental word learning hypothesis. The
incidental word learning hypothesis means that a student will learn words just by reading many
books or by being in an environment where they are able to hear new words without being

directly instructed.

Jenkins, Matlock, and Slocum (1989) support the incidental word learning hypothesis as
a rational and persuasive way to learn vocabulary. Several other researchers have argued that
students have problems learning target words through “context only” instruction (Van Daalen-
Kapteijns, Schouten-van Parreren, & De Glopper, 1993). The argument is that students need
more explicit instruction from adults in order to teach the meanings of words before giving
students another context that contains the word. Just giving the word in context does not clarify

the meaning of the unknown word (Beck, McKeown, & McCaslin, 1983; Schatz & Baldwin,
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1986) and students are limited in their ability to intentionally derive the meaning from the

context (McKeown, 1985; Shefelbine, 1990; Van Daalen-Kapteijns & Elshout-Mohr, 1981).

An argument can be made based on the above research that students learn vocabulary
words best by blending direct instruction with context instruction. Studies that have been done
that blend direct word learning with context word learning had much higher effects than studies
that used a “context only” approach. For example, the meta-analysis of Marmolejo (1990)
reported that “context only” studies had either small or non-significant results for poor readers
(d=.11). Marmolejo’s (1990) findings support that word learning needs to happen before the
students see the words in context. If an adult introduces new words to children and presents them
multiple times in a relevant context, the student will be more likely to understand the word. This
explicit instruction involves strategies like teachers having students participate and students
being asked to connect words to things they know through semantic mapping. By observing if
volunteer tutors are working with adolescent ELLs on vocabulary acquisition, | was able to

analyze what approach they were using to support word learning.

Researchers define knowing a word in different ways, which will be discussed below.

One researcher could say that recognizing the definition of a word means the students know the
word. Another researcher might say that the student would have to produce the definition of the
word in order to know it. Ouellette (2006) says that in order to understand that a student knows a
word, the depth and quality of the word learning needs to be measured. Vygotsky’s (1978) social
interaction theory believes that a student would only know a word after they had learned it in a
social context with a more capable adult or peer and then internalized it through the zone of
proximal development (ZPD). Beck and McKeown (1983) say that to learn a word, a child will

need a number of exposures to the word in a variety of context. My study was able to decipher
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what word strategies volunteer tutors were or were not using that the researchers above have

noted work.

The process that a student goes through in order to know a word has been discussed
extensively in the literature. Nagy and Scott (2000) suggested that word learning occurs in an
incremental process. According to this theory, the meaning of a word develops from no
knowledge to complete knowledge in stages (Schwanenflugel, Stahl, & McFalls, 1997). Beck
and McKeown (2002) agree that knowing a word is not a one and done process but that word
knowledge develops over a continuum. The continuum Beck, McKeown, and Omanson (1987)
developed is: (a) no knowledge; (b) general sense; (c) narrow, context-bound knowledge; (d)
generalized receptive knowledge; and (e) rich, decontextualized knowledge of a word’s meaning
and its relation to other words. Calfee and Drum (1986) and Dale (1965) developed similar
conclusions regarding levels of word knowledge. The incremental process of word knowledge is
thought to develop as the word’s meaning becomes gradually more refined with each exposure to

the new word (Landauer & Dumais, 1997).

In order to incrementally develop knowledge of a word, students benefit from having
certain word association skills. Calfee and Drum (1985) found that a student was more likely to
know a word if they were able to associate it with a range of experiences, access it readily, be
able to articulate the understanding of the word, and recognize synonyms, metaphors, and
analogies that employ the word. Nagy and Scott (2000) have noted that metacognitive
knowledge is a key factor in word learning. There are only a few studies that demonstrate the
connection between using a metacognitive approach to vocabulary instruction. Dole, Sloan, and

Trathen (1995) did one of the few studies where high school students were taught to use
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metacognitive skills to monitor comprehension and clarify unknown words in a text, resulting in

significant gains in vocabulary and reading comprehension.

Additionally, Graves (1984, 1985, 1986) distinguished a number of word learning tasks
required for a student to develop vocabulary. One is that a learner must learn to read words that
are in their oral vocabulary. A second word learning task is for students to be able to read a word
that is not in their oral vocabulary or their reading vocabulary, but they have an available concept
in their vocabulary that is associated with the word (ex. synonym). The third learning task is for
students to read words for which they do not even have an available concept. The last two tasks
are the word learning tasks directly involved in my study because they are aligned with the
definition of academic vocabulary. That is, words that are necessary to navigate academic text

but rarely used in everyday conversation.

The literature offers several insights into the skills required to know a word and what it
means to know a word, but does not provide as much information on specific ways educators are
incorporating vocabulary acquisition into their lessons. For example, Graves distinguished the
word learning tasks required to develop vocabulary but did not offer specific information on how
educators were employing word learning tasks within their daily instruction. Similarly, Beck,
McKeown, McCaslin, and Burkes, (1979) distinguished three levels of word knowledge:
unknown, acquainted, and established. How vocabulary acquisition was being approached in
one-on-one instruction was not explicitly explored, or suggestions for specific pedagogical

interventions that would help teachers know how to move students from one level to another.

More recent studies have been done on word learning best practices (Biemiller & Bodte,
2006; Coyne, McCoach, & Kapp, 2007; Kamil, 2004; Silverman & Hines, 2009; Stahl, 2005;

Stahl & Kapins, 2001) but the research on how to help adolescent students attain unknown words
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or read words for which they do not have an available concept is sparse and the research on how
to help ELLSs in adolescent settings with word learning is even sparser (August & Hakuta, 1997;
Snow, Griffin, & Burns, 1998). More research needs to be conducted on how, or if educators,
such as volunteer tutors, are helping at- risk ELLs learn words. Especially words that are
unknown, not being used in the everyday conversations of ELLS, but is frequently being used in

academic settings where the ELL learner is expected to succeed.

Vocabulary Development

Vocabulary development differs from word learning. Word learning, as discussed above,
is the process of getting to know words in isolation and vocabulary development is how a student
develops a lexicon of words that enable them to interact with people, texts, and the world. It has
been argued that vocabulary develops over time with many repeated exposures to a word in a
meaningful context (Clark, 1993; Dorso & Shore, 1991, Paribakht & Wesche, 1996) which
includes the interactions students are having with others, like more knowledgeable adults and
peers. In order for a student to develop their vocabulary, many things need to happen. They have
to know about sound structures, multiple meanings, phonology, and morphology. Students have
to be able to understand how words are used in sentences and how they are used in conversation.
This type of depth determines whether a student will be able to distinguish a word from other

words and understand words in novel contexts or when they are represented in different forms.

Vocabulary also develops based on the environment children are in and what vocabulary
they need to communicate. When children enter school, they enter a world of academic English
that requires a broad mastery of decontextualized language forms and conventions (Cummins,

1984, 2000; Rumberger & Scarcella, 2000). Students will learn this type of language, for the
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most part, from teachers and textbooks (Fillmore & Snow, 2000). Prior to entering the school

environment, the vocabulary they acquired would have been primarily from their caretaker.

Research has shown that there is a gap between an at-risk student’s vocabulary
development and a not-at-risk student’s vocabulary development (Hart & Risley, 1995). A not-
at-risk student is defined as a student who has developmentally appropriate reading and
vocabulary levels. This vocabulary gap between at-risk students and not-at risk students affects
reading comprehension and academic success. Many not-at-risk students enter school knowing
thousands of more words than their peers who are at-risk for language and learning difficulties
(Hart & Risley, 1995). Children with an impoverished vocabulary cannot rely on learning new
words through reading and read less than their achieving peers which means they are
encountering fewer words (Stanovich, 1986). Children with impoverished vocabularies also
suffer because they have less developed metacognition skills for word learning, which means
they are less likely to use words around an unknown word as clues because the ratio of known to
unknown words is too high (Carver, 1994; Stroller & Grabe, 1993). Biemiller and Slonim (2001)
reported that a vocabulary gap continues to grow as a child moves through the primary grades.
By second grade they estimated a child with a large vocabulary knows 4,000 more root word
meanings than children with delays in vocabulary development. By high school, the gap has
become more like a gaping hole that students who were previously at-risk for language and
learning difficulties fall into which means they drop out. This is where the argument for a study
that looks at how volunteer tutors are supporting vocabulary acquisition with adolescent ELLs in
one-on-one tutoring sessions makes sense. Educators need to do find a way to support struggling
students who want to have academic success but are currently unable to decipher the academic

text in front of them. Furthermore, as stated previously, many teachers are overwhelmed with
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other responsibilities to give adolescent ELLs one-on-one support. Research that focuses on what
school support staff, such as volunteer tutors, are doing to support ELLs will provide important

information that will fuel future interventions dedicated to closing the vocabulary gap.

Finally, research has shown positive correlations between high levels of participation in
rich oral and reading experiences and high levels of vocabulary acquisition and reading
comprehension. (Greene & Lynch-Brown, 2002; Robbins & Ehri, 1994; Stahl, Richek, &
Vandevier, 1991). The reality is that many at-risk adolescent ELL students are not being given
the chance to participate in building their vocabulary and therefore are being left behind
academically. Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2002) report that having a large vocabulary
repertoire is related to becoming an educated person because vocabulary knowledge is strongly
related to reading comprehension and school achievement. Furthermore, a central idea to
conducting a study on vocabulary acquisition is the knowledge that vocabulary development is
central to reading. Research has affirmed that the major work of early reading is recognizing and
pronouncing words (Ehri, 2005). My study was necessary because it may help to strengthen the
methodologies of future tutoring interventions geared toward at-risk adolescent ELL learner’s
academic success and vocabulary acquisition. If future volunteer tutoring interventions focus on
working with secondary ELLs on vocabulary acquisition, it might help increase academic text
comprehension which would increase course performance in content area classrooms and lead to
greater overall academic success. Greater academic success for at-risk adolescent ELLs means

less high school drop outs and potentially more college bound high school graduates.

Instruction

Several vocabulary instructional strategies have been discussed in the literature. Similar

to the two ways of word learning, direct and through context, Ambruster, Lehr, and Osbourne
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(2003) reported two ways in which children learn vocabulary, through direct and indirect
vocabulary instruction. Direct instruction involves explicit teaching of vocabulary words and
definitions and indirect vocabulary instruction pertains to learning words primarily through
exposure — having conversations with others, reading independently, or being read to (Beck et. al
2002; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998; Nagy, Herman, & Anderson, 1985). Currently, many
researchers have done work that advocates for teachers to use a mix of both explicit and indirect
teaching methods (National Reading Panel, 2000) but the current research has not measured what
method of vocabulary instruction volunteer tutors are using, if any, in one-on-one tutoring
sessions with at-risk secondary ELLs. One of the ways | coded the data collected, detailed
further in the methods section, indicated whether the tutors were using explicit or indirect
teaching methods when teaching vocabulary. Coding and studying the type of word learning
instruction that occurred in sessions may help future researchers design vocabulary interventions

that directly train tutors to use a particular method based on the findings of my study.

Three objectives should be met when teachers are giving vocabulary instruction
according to Baumann, Kame’emui, and Ash (2003). The objectives include teaching students
how to learn words independently, teaching students the specific meanings of words, and helping
students to appreciate words and use them with satisfaction. The first objective, teaching
students how to learn words independently, involves exposing the students to a word’s rich text,
giving them independent reading time, and allowing them to have a choice in what vocabulary
they would like to learn (Fisher et al. 1996). The second objective, teaching students the
meanings of specific words, involves teaching synonyms or definitions using mnemonic devices,
giving students partial knowledge of words, or pre-teaching vocabulary prior to seeing it in

context. The last instructional objective, having students use and develop an appreciation of
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words, involves teachers getting the students to use vocabulary in fun and interactive ways. For
example, the teacher could promote word use in the classroom or promote the use of classroom
vocabulary words outside of school such as with Beck and McKeown’s (1983) “Word Wizard”.
For ELL students, a combination of direct instruction and multiple opportunities to process
words in different contexts may have led to vocabulary acquisition gains in the sessions. When
the principles of rich vocabulary instruction were used, ELLS may have also made gains in

reading comprehension.

Several studies involving young readers found that many teachers are incorporating little,
if any, explicit vocabulary instruction into the curriculum (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Roser &
Juel, 1982; Scott, Jamieson-Noel, & Asselin, 2003; Watts, 1995) and even though less is known
about middle and high school classrooms, it is likely that little attention is being given to
vocabulary instruction with so many other curriculum and literacy demands being placed on
content-area teachers. What researchers have found is that in the interventions that have been
done with adolescent learners, the focus tends to be on whether students have a word level
reading knowledge without paying attention to really developing language (Deshler, Palinscar,
Biancarosa, & Nair, 2007). In order to develop language at any level, students benefit from
being taught a fewer number of vocabulary words in a much deeper way. A teacher should help
students understand a word’s elements, related words, and have the students see the words in rich
context (Graves, 2000, 2006; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). The assumption being that vocabulary will
increase when teachers directly teach words, ask for student engagement, and show the words in
multiple contexts. Since teachers do not have time, the hope is support staff, such as volunteer
tutors, are using some of the one-on-one time they have with at-risk adolescent ELLSs to help the

students develop vocabulary that will give them more academic success and my qualitative study
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was able to analyze what is, or is not, happening with regard to vocabulary acquisition in the

tutoring sessions.

The case study was also able to analyze the type of words, if any, that were being worked
on in tutoring sessions. Knowing the type of words that at-risk adolescent ELLs are being taught
in tutoring sessions matters because it impacts how they are able to then engage in their content
area classrooms. The words that students learn should be general purpose academic words (e.g.
analyze) (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Graves, 2000, 2006; Stahl & Nagy, 2006) and not
low frequency, exotic words (e.g. burrowed) that are sometimes selected by teachers or targeted
by textbooks for instruction (Hiebert, 2005). Because no teacher can expect to teach students the
thousands of words associated with academic success, teachers must teach students word
learning strategies so that students have some cognitive tools in order to learn words
independently. Some of the cognitive tools that have been taught to students with positive results
include using context clues (Fukkink & de Glopper, 1998; Swanborn & de Glopper, 1999), and
using morphological awareness skills (Baughmann et al., 2002, Baughmann, et al., 2003; Keiffer

& Lessaux, 2008; Nagy, Berninger, & Abbot, 2006).

In all of the above studies, general strategies are offered in order to develop vocabulary
but none of the studies focused on how or if volunteer tutors help at-risk adolescent ELLs
acquire vocabulary in one-on-one settings. My study was able to add to the literature because it
describes how tutors are specifically interacting with at-risk ELLS, what types of words were
being taught or not taught, and what vocabulary instructional strategies were being used by
tutors. Measuring this type of interaction adds to the field of vocabulary development because it
provides more data about vocabulary instruction and development based on a short term case

study looking at the interactions between volunteer tutors and at-risk secondary ELLSs.
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Before conducting a qualitative case study examining vocabulary development outside of
the classroom space, it was important to know what type of vocabulary instruction was currently
happening inside classrooms and if the vocabulary instruction that is being implemented is
effective. Scott, et al. (2003) conducted 308 hours of observation during 68 days of instruction
in 23 middle school classrooms in three school districts in Canada. The data revealed that only
6% of school time was devoted to developing vocabulary knowledge and only 1.4% of time was
spent developing vocabulary in the academic subject areas (Math, Science, Art, and Social
Studies) other than Language Arts. Most of the instruction time that was spent involved
mentioning and assigning vocabulary versus directly teaching it. These findings are concerning,
especially for students who depend on school in order to become proficient in academic English.
Even if more time were being spent on vocabulary instruction, it is the quality of instruction that
matters. A teacher can spend a significant amount of time teaching vocabulary, but if they are not
using effective practices, students will not develop the academic vocabulary they need to be

successful.

Blachowicz and Fisher (2000) identified four main principles to guide appropriate
vocabulary instruction. The first principle is that students should personalize word knowledge
which is based on past research that indicates when students are able to choose the words they
want to learn or the ways that would like to learn them, vocabulary develops more effectively
(Dole, et al.,, 1995; Fisher & Danielsen, 1998; Haggard, 1982). The second principle is that
students should be immersed in words. This involves a teacher that commits to interweaving the
vocabulary words that they are teaching into many components and subjects throughout the day.
The third principle is that students need to be able to build on multiple sources of information in

order to learn words that they are repeatedly exposed too. Many exposures, over time, create
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connections for students and help them connect vocabulary words to other words and concepts.
The fourth principle is that students should be active participants in their word learning. The
students should be encouraged to connect new words to things they know, manipulate words, and
discuss new vocabulary words. The current study coded all observational data, when it was
vocabulary-focused, and according to what main principles of vocabulary instruction were being

followed. It was also noted if no vocabulary-focused interactions occurred.

In addition to having guiding principles of how tutors might be assisting in student
vocabulary development, there are several instructional approaches that have been found to be
effective in word learning across the Pre-K to high school spectrum that the tutors might be using
such as: (a) key word (Levin, Levin, Glassman, & Nordwall, 1992); (b) repeated multiple
readings (Senechal, 1997); (c) rich context (McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & Pople, 1985); (d)
computer-based (Heise, Papelweis, & Tanner, 1991); (e) pre-instruction (Brett, Rothlein, &
Hurley, 1996); and (f) restructuring the task (Malone & McLaughlin, 1997; Scott & Nagy, 1997).
In the key word strategy, students are taught a key word by first thinking of other connecting
words that they knew that were associated with the key word. In the repeated multiple reading
strategy, target words are represented repeatedly using a variety of different text and by
repeatedly reading the different text, students receive multiple exposures to the target
vocabulary. The rich context strategy used by Beck et al., (1985) helps students understand target
vocabulary because they are able to engage with novel words in a variety of ways. Computer
based instruction enables students to learn vocabulary by engaging the students in learning the
definitions of new words in order to practice putting them into sentences and playing games that
involve the new words. Finally, pre-instruction has been found effective because it gives students

the background knowledge they need of the novel words in order to practice using them and
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recognizing them. The above research findings further prove that student’s vocabulary

knowledge benefits from explicit instruction and seeing new words in multiple contexts.

As stated previously, giving context to students is very important for word learning and
students will benefit if they are taught that words have multiple meanings (Beck et al., 2002).
Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) found that reading comprehension in students improved if the
vocabulary instruction was based on both providing definitions and context. One activity Stahl
(1999) recommends in order to show students that words are related to one another is to have the
students participate in semantic mapping. Semantic mapping involves creating visual word
families and then having a class discussion about how the word families are similar. While the
above instructional practices have been found to be effective, the researchers did not specifically
test the practices with an at-risk ELL population. My study provided information about what

particular instructional practices are being used within the one-on-one tutoring sessions.

Vocabulary and Reading Comprehension

The relationship between vocabulary and reading comprehension is thought to be
reciprocal. Knowing more words facilitates greater comprehension and if a person reads more,
he/she will learn more words (Freebody & Anderson, 1983; Stanovich, 1986). In short, the more
vocabulary a person knows, the more he/she will be able to comprehend what he/she is reading.
One argument is that increasing adolescent literacy rates requires the development of empirically
based approaches that will promote students’ reading comprehension (Biancarosa & Snow, 2006;
Moore, Bean, Birdyshaw, & Rycik, 1999). So, observing how tutors focus on vocabulary
acquisition makes sense considering that having a limited vocabulary knowledge is a potential
source of reading comprehension difficulties among struggling older readers, regardless of being

ELL or NS (Bailey, 2006; Biancarosa & Snow, 2006; Chall & Jacobs, 2003; Fillmore, 1982;
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National Institute of Child Health and Human Development [NICHD], 2000; RAND Reading
Study Group, 2002; Stahl & Nagy, 2006; Valdes, 2000). Several important studies have been
done on the relationship between reading and vocabulary that have found a positive relationship
(Davis, 1942; Just & Carpenter, 1987; Whipple, 1925). An inference can be made based on the
above research findings that students’ reading comprehension may have increased when tutors

supported vocabulary acquisition in the study.

Anderson and Freebody (1981) suggest three hypotheses that may help to explain the
positive relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension. The first is the
instrumentalist hypothesis, which suggest that the words a person knows directly enables them to
comprehend text. The other two hypotheses, general aptitude and general knowledge, suggest
that vocabulary and reading comprehension is related to a third factor, intelligence or world
knowledge. The instrumentalist hypothesis is the hypothesis that most strongly suggests that

there is a direct relationship between vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension.

The National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD, 2000), a
subgroup of the NRP, demonstrated a causal relationship between vocabulary and reading
comprehension that furthered the instrumental hypothesis correlation. The NICHD found that
there was a consistent and robust relationship between learning vocabulary in specific text and
comprehension measures derived from the same texts. The NICHD report returned vocabulary
knowledge to a place of prominence in reading curriculum. The idea that knowing vocabulary in
a given text will help to support comprehension of that text supports my decision to look
specifically at how volunteer tutors are helping at-risk secondary ELLs with vocabulary

acquisition. I was able to make inferences about students increased reading comprehension of
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material brought to a tutoring session if the tutors went over vocabulary words embedded in the

text.

Knowing vocabulary words aids in comprehending a reading text, but it is not the only
higher processing skill required. Some of these higher level processes include making inferences,
accessing prior knowledge, resolving structural and semantic ambiguities while reading, and it
also involves integrating both linguistic and cognitive skills (Alexander & Jetton, 2000; Kintsch,
1994; McNamara, Kintsch, Songer, & Kintsch, 1996). It can be argued that each of the tasks
required for comprehension draws on vocabulary knowledge. Once a student has decoded words
successfully, they must grasp the word’s meaning in order to comprehend clauses, propositions,
and paragraphs. If a person knows more vocabulary, they will spend less time decoding and
more time connecting with the ideas the text is trying to present. If a student wants to become a

fluent reader, they will need to have a strong background in vocabulary.
Academic Vocabulary

Academic vocabulary can pose particular challenges for at-risk secondary ELLs because
it tends to be complex and abstract. Academic vocabulary is a component of academic English
which is used in academic settings, academic texts, and is crucial for academic success (Corson,
1997; Cunningham & Moore, 1993; Nation & Kyongho, 1995; Scarcella, 2003). Academic
vocabulary is not found in the everyday working vocabulary of at-risk secondary ELLS.
According to Beck, McKeown, and Kucan’s (2002) tiers of word knowledge, academic
vocabulary would fall under either a tier two or tier three classification. Academic vocabulary
could be tier two because they are high frequency words that are used across disciplines and have
some overlap with general (not discipline specific) academic vocabulary words. Academic

vocabulary meet a tier three classification because tier three words tend to be quite specialized
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and have low frequency. Tier one words are not academic vocabulary because tier one words

tend to need no instruction and are everyday words.

In order for students in high school and middle school to be able to comprehend texts and
ideas in their content classes, they need to be able to comprehend and possess an academic
vocabulary. Coxhead (2000) developed a new academic word list (AWL) based on college texts
that covered multiple content areas that was influenced by a previous general service list (GSL)
described by West (1953) that contains 2,000 of the most frequently used word families in
English. The new AWL is much smaller, containing 570 word families and it accounts for
approximately 10% of the total words in academic text, and close to 12.6 words per page
(Coxhead & Nation, 2001). The 570 words on the AWL represent general, or cross disciplinary,
academic words. | argue that knowing these general academic vocabulary words may help ELLS
in their middle and high school classes and also prepare them more for post high school
academic work. The study reported what type of words the tutors were introducing and if any of

the words were considered academic vocabulary.

Academic vocabulary is primarily found in academic texts (Corson, 1997). This means
that without explicit instruction and exposure to academic vocabulary, at-risk secondary ELLS
struggle in content area classrooms. An ELL student may have strong basic conversational
vocabulary (BICS) but are lacking access to the more cognitively challenging “language of
schooling” (CALP). When at-risk secondary ELLs do not receive the vocabulary resources
needed to understand the academic text, comprehending the text becomes challenging. Apart
from reading comprehension, academic vocabulary knowledge will help ELL students gain
access to codes of power and privilege. The ability to communicate powerfully and fluently

through academic vocabulary is one way that society separates and segregates members outside
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of the mainstream. The ability to understand academic vocabulary and use words well will help
ELL students develop a communication tool that will help them gain more access to
opportunities (Purves, 1990). Academic vocabulary needs to be taught in a context-specific
manner with students. Students need to learn a word’s meaning, parts, synonyms, antonyms, and
the word needs to be presented to the students multiple times in a variety of contexts. My case
study will provide data on what type of words, if any, volunteer tutors are helping at-risk ELLS
to acquire and what instructional method is being used. By exposing the interactions in volunteer
tutoring sessions, future interventions focused on helping at-risk secondary ELLs attain academic

vocabulary can utilize and incorporate the findings.

In sum, the literature suggests five key practices that are likely to build student
vocabulary skills and it suggests that a student is able to have greater reading comprehension
with a greater vocabulary knowledge. The vocabulary practices include having students learn
vocabulary words through social interaction and through meaningful contexts (Harris, Graham,
& Adkins, 2011, Vygotsky, 1978). Secondly, students need explicit vocabulary instruction.
Thirdly, students need to hear and use vocabulary words frequently in order to know a word.
Fourthly, the vocabulary knowledge of students increases if they are taught strategies for
inferring the meanings of new words. Some of the strategies include teaching students about
context clues, morphological awareness, cognate knowledge, and using aides like dictionaries or
glossaries (Garcia & Nagy, 1993; Jimenez, Garcia, & Pearson, 1996; Nation, 2001). Lastly, the
type of vocabulary words that a student learns matters. Students need to be instructed on

vocabulary words that will increase their chances of academic success.
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English Language Learners (ELLS)

The following section in the literature review will provide information on ELLs in United
States classrooms. A more extensive background of ELL learners will be shared first followed by
a discussion of the research that has examined how ELLSs acquire a second language (L2). Then
the research on ELLs and their development of reading, vocabulary, academic vocabulary, and
experience in secondary content areas will be reviewed. Finally, the lessons learned from the

research on how to teach ELLs vocabulary will be focused on.

ELL Background in United States public schools

There were more than 11 million children between the ages of five and 17 that spoke a
language o