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A
Problem Statement

Teaching new vocabulary has become a very important part of reading programs at the elementary school level. As a result there has been a great deal of discussion regarding the most beneficial method for helping students to expand their vocabulary. The purpose of this study was to determine whether students acquired new vocabulary definitions more effectively using context clues from literature to develop a definition or by using dictionaries to record the provided definition.  
Literature Review


The research information available for vocabulary instruction is not a thorough and complete as one would expect. Much of the research does indicate a great importance to incorporate vocabulary instruction as a part of a daily reading curriculum starting at an early age. According to Rupley and Nichols (2005), due to the increasing number of students with diverse backgrounds, it is more important than ever to focus on vocabulary instruction. This will help to bridge the gap between a student’s real life exposure to vocabulary and the learning environment’s and demands of school. Further research indicates that students who are provided with rich early experiences will come to school with rich vocabularies without any formal vocabulary instruction providing proof that incidental learning accounts for a great deal of vocabulary growth (Brabham & Villaume, 2002). So much of the research indicates a strong correlation between vocabulary instruction and reading. McKeown (1993) found that gains are not often made by struggling readers due to their limited reading vocabulary. There are many strategies that have been researched to help improve vocabulary acquisition, a significant correlation made by researchers between vocabulary acquisition and reading success, and finally ways to integrate vocabulary understanding across the curriculum. 

Brabham and Villaume (2002) believe that vocabulary instruction has almost disappeared in many classrooms and has become a neglected area in teacher education. This finding is problematic due to the direct correlation much of the research has found between vocabulary knowledge and success in reading comprehension. Vocabulary and word knowledge contribute to improved comprehension and this provides a strong defense for increasing the emphasis on vocabulary instruction (Snow, 2002). Kuhn (1998) believes the trend in teaching vocabulary has moved from teaching the word taxonomy to providing children with cognitive strategies and modeling using context clues. Learning new words from context can occur incidentally or students can be directed to derive meaning from the context using one of the taught strategies (Nash & Snowling, 2006). 

Before children can use the strategies to learn word meaning, it is important for children to be able to decode words. Students’ efforts to create meaning from written text are severely constrained if they cannot decode the words first (Brabham & Villaume, 2002). In addition to this, Rupley and Nichols (2005) found that even the children who can decode new words struggle with comprehension when they see too many words without knowing their meanings. Word recognition is important to comprehension just as word understanding in important to recognizing unknown words. When decoding words is not longer an issue to prevent students from comprehending new words the strategies can be taught and implemented.

As the trends in vocabulary instruction change, many teachers have abandoned traditional vocabulary instruction using either a glossary or dictionary for good reason (Brabham & Villaume, 2002). Nilsen & Nilsen (2003) believe that a secret to teaching vocabulary is keeping students interested in a set of words long enough that their minds will have time to absorb the meanings. In addition to interest, it has been found best to learn words together that relate to each other so the meanings will reinforce each other. The context method has been found effective by Nash and Snowling (2006) in increasing vocabulary knowledge and improving reading comprehension in children with poor existing vocabulary knowledge. The strategies they have found for teaching the context method are to use pieces of information called clues in context to infer the meanings of targeted words. To support Nash and Snowling’s research, Kuhn (1998) also found that the vast majority of words do not become a part of a student’s reading vocabulary through direct instruction but incidentally by encountering them in text. 


The research clearly shows that teaching vocabulary starting at an early age is critical for a child to succeed in reading and reading comprehension. Rupley and Nichols (2005) believe that the critical components of a balanced reading program should include word identification capabilities, vocabulary knowledge and comprehension development. As trends change in vocabulary instruction so too are they changing in the ways children are assessed in their understanding of new words. Using vocabulary in writing and discussion provides a better picture of understanding than a matching test (Dixon-Krauss, 2001). A child’s acquisition of vocabulary is essential for gains in reading comprehension and reading development (McKeown, 1993). Subsequently, the development of proficient reading skills are documented as the most effective independent word learning strategy (Jitendra, Edwards, Sacks, and Jacobson, 2004). The research clearly indicates the strong correlation between reading a vocabulary development. Comprehension can be greatly enhanced with a strong context based vocabulary education.
Methodology
Participants

The sample for this study was a group of students randomly assigned by administration to be in one general education class. Since the research was conducted over two semesters spanning two school years, there were two samples of third graders randomly assigned, two consecutive years, to the same teacher. The students attend Bryant Intermediate School in Mableton, Georgia. The ethnic make up of the students is 75% Black and 25% Hispanic. The classes of 20 students were then randomly assigned by the teacher to each of the two research groups.
Instrument


The testing instrument was a vocabulary test (see Appendix A) created by the teacher. The top portion of the test is a matching of the vocabulary word and its definition, while the bottom portion has the children reading sentences and filling in the missing vocabulary word based on the context of the sentence. 

Procedure


The procedure for this research was conducted two separate times using two similar sample groups. In the first round of research was conducted in the spring semester of 2007. The class of 20 third grade students was randomly assigned to one of two groups. In the first group, the students would be using dictionaries to look up and record the definitions to a given list of words from the story of the week. This group worked on finding their definitions in a room connected by a doorway to the classroom. The students were not able to hear the teacher working with the class and were not encouraged to work together in using the dictionaries. The second group worked with the teacher in the classroom to first find the same provided vocabulary words in the context of the story, one word at a time, and then collaboratively generated a definition using the context clues surrounding the vocabulary word. The students worked in these groups for three weeks, over the course of those three weeks they worked with three sets of new vocabulary words from three stories. At the completion of each week, the students were give a vocabulary test (see Appendix A) in order to determine success to whether the students learned the definitions. The vocabulary test consisted of both a matching section and a vocabulary in context portion. Upon complete of the three weeks, the groups were switched. The group who had previously been using the dictionaries was now working with the teacher and the context clues, while the group previously working with the context clues was now using the dictionaries to learn the vocabulary definitions. 

The second round of research was conducted in the fall of 2007 with a new of 20 third grade students. The research was conducted using the same format. The class was again randomly assigned into the two research groups. One group worked using the dictionaries while the other group worked with the teacher developing a definition from the context clues. The groups used one method for three weeks and then switched to use the other method for three weeks. These students were also tested each week using the same vocabulary test format. 
Data Analysis and Interpretation

Data Analysis


The data for this research was collected over the course of two semesters of two different classes of third grade students. The data was organized and analyzed in three different was to compare the semesters, number of samples, and groups of students. Each time the data was analyzed a t-test was run. The first analysis done looked at all of the data compiled from both semesters and all students. The second analysis looked only at the spring semester of students, while the third analysis looked solely at the fall semester.


In compiling and analyzing all of the data, we looked at the two semesters of data with a total of seventy samples. Each student took three tests as a participant in each of the two groups; dictionaries and context clues. 

Oneway Analysis of Average 1 by Group
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There was a great amount of overlap with the median scores. The analysis of the total data did not show a significant difference between the two groups. The p-value was 0.1969. The data does reveal that the students were slightly more successful when using dictionaries to acquire the new vocabulary definitions than they were with the context clues.


The second analysis was done looking only at the spring data of 2007. This group was on approximately half of the whole group and had a sample size of 36 third grade students. The t-test showed a lesser significance with the smaller group than with the larger sample. 

Oneway Analysis of Average 2 by Group
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There was a greater overlap in the median scores in comparing the dictionary group and the context clue group. In this comparison there were fewer outlying scores than there were in the whole sample comparison. The p-value for this analysis was p = 0.7695. There was not a significant difference between the dictionaries group and the context clues group in their abilities to acquire new vocabulary definitions.


The third analysis was done by looking only at the data from the fall 2007 sample. There were 34 third grade students in this sample. The students completed assessments similar in content and identical in design to the spring sample. The analysis showed a greater significance than the fall sample, but a lesser significance than the whole sample yielded.

Oneway Analysis of Average 1 by Group
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There was less overlap in the median scores in this sample than there was with the spring sample, but greater overlap than with the whole sample analysis. In this analysis, the sample was given three post assessments in the first group, but when the groups switched there was only time for the students to complete two post assessments. The P-value was 0.3938. There was not a significant difference between the context clues group and the dictionary group. 
Interpretation

In reviewing the three analyses, the findings were not expected. In setting up this research, the predicted result were that the group working with the teacher using context clues to develop definitions for the vocabulary words would have significantly higher post test scores than the students using dictionaries. In other research that I have read and been told throughout college and staff development, there is a great benefit in teaching vocabulary through the use of context clues rather than isolated in a dictionary. However, in seeing that there was no significant difference between the two sources in this research, I looked for sources to explain the results. Since the students acquire the new vocabulary on Monday and work with the vocabulary words throughout the week before having the assessment on Friday, there was ample opportunity for the students to learn and remember the definitions through the weekly activities. If the test had been given the next day, there may have been more significance in the post test results. In looking at the individual students’ test results, I found that students, who typically score higher on vocabulary assessments, did so whether they were in the context clue group or the dictionary group. The way they acquired the definitions did not impact their ability to do well on the assessment. Similarly, the students who did not score as well did not score well regardless of the group in which they were placed.

There are a few other factors which may explain some of the other differences seen between the fall and spring semesters. The spring semester research was done with one class at the end of their third grade year. Their test results were not significant with a p-test of 0.7695. This sample had been working with vocabulary acquisitions for four months before this research began, so their confidence and ability to acquire vocabulary was stronger. The fall sample was involved in the research in the beginning of their third grade year. They did not have very much experience with acquiring new vocabulary before the research began. 

Though the research did not provide statistical support for my beliefs about the benefits of using context clues, I will continue to explore these methods further. 
Conclusion

In this action research project, the research findings are not supported with the current research stated in the literature review. The literature clearly notes the context method as the most effective teaching technique for new vocabulary where as the data collected over two semesters does not show a significant difference between using dictionaries nor context clues to acquire new vocabulary definitions. 
Nash and Snowling (2006) conducted similar research with some additional components which may have affected my results making them aligned with the research. In the Nash and Snowling research, they had the sample take a pre-test, an immediate post-test and then a follow up post test three months later to see what vocabulary was truly retained. In their research both groups showed improvement, but after three months, the group who obtained the definitions through context clues showed a greater retention.
If this research were to be conducted again, I would employ the pretest and distant post test to see the greater impact of the teaching methods.
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Appendix A
City Critters Vocabulary Test

Place the letter that is by the definition next to the word it is defining.
1. _____ biologist 


a. having to do with a city or city life

2. _____ laboratories 

b. very tall building found in the city

3. _____ migrating 

c. person who studies how people, other animals,

or plants live and grow

4. _____ observation 

d. moving from one place to another, usually when

the seasons change

5. _____ skyscraper 

e. places where science studies and experiments

are done

6. _____ urban 


f. watching and looking, being careful to notice

details
Use each vocabulary word correctly in the sentences below.

1. We made __________________ during our science experiment; watching carefully for any changes.

2. The geese we saw are _________________ from the North to the South for the winter months.

3. In the city there are a lot of ______________ which are taller than most other buildings. 

4. In an ____________ environment there are very few trees and a larger population.

5. A _________________ is a scientist who studies plants and animals.

6. Scientists do a lot of their research in places called _______________.
