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Abstract


Vocabulary is a very important component of reading fluency and comprehension.  Finding the best way to teach vocabulary to students is a topic that has been discussed and researched for several years.  This study was designed to find out if teaching vocabulary through traditional methods or non-traditional methods is best for vocabulary retention. The traditional method included activities such as:  writing the definitions, fill in the blank sentences, flash cards, and using the vocabulary words in sentences.  The non-traditional method included activities such as:  drawing or acting out the words, games, and choosing semantic answers.

Introduction


In elementary schools today, reading is the central focus.  The other subjects in the curriculum such as math, science, and social studies take a back seat.  Most school districts emphasize reading because it has such a huge impact on the other content areas.  If a student can not read, it will have a negative impact on all academic areas. With this in mind, teaching students to become fluent readers with good comprehension skills is the main goal for most classroom teachers and administrators.  All students can benefit from good reading skills.  These skills in turn spill over into the other subjects the students are required to study by giving them the skills and tools to read and understand the information presented.  The goal is for students to be problem solvers.  As teachers, we want them to be able to read a problem or situation and find a solution on their own.  Reading fluency and comprehension allow the students to make that leap from passive listener to active learner.   One way to improve the comprehension of a student is to increase his or her vocabulary.  This increased vocabulary needs to be in all content areas.  Therefore, it is important to teach vocabulary throughout the school day not just during reading (Burns, P., Roe, B., Smith, S., 2002).  One important aspect in fluency and comprehension is a well-developed vocabulary (Joshi, 2005).  Children begin to develop and increase their vocabulary very quickly in the elementary school years through interactions with other students and formal instruction (Burns, P., Roe, B., Smith, S., 2002).  Chall, Jacobs, and Baldwin (1990) found that many third-graders coming from working class families had mastered decoding skills and comprehension of materials that were on grad-level.  By the seventh grade, however, they were still fine with their decoding skills but they had difficulty comprehending grade-level material because of poor vocabulary.


Vocabulary is the major component that links fluency and comprehension together, and the acquisition of vocabulary is what separates good readers from poor readers.  This component, however, does not receive as much attention as does decoding and comprehension (Joshi, 2005).  Not only do students need to be able to recognize the words but they also need to understand what the words mean and be able to use them correctly.  This can be done through a variety of techniques such as:  using synonyms and antonyms, words sorts, analogies, and semantic mapping.  Thought provoking and deep-processing activities help build knowledge representations by building vocabulary on prior knowledge (Apthorp, 2006).  This study is important to those who teach children reading and can be useful for new teachers as well as experienced teachers.  It also has significance for anyone who would like to become a better reader or writer.


The purpose of this study was to see which method of teaching has the biggest impact when learning vocabulary.  In order to evaluate this, two different groups of students were used.  Both groups were exposed to two different methods of teaching vocabulary.  One method was the traditional method which included writing the definitions; fill in the blank sentences, flash cards, and writing the vocabulary words in sentences.  The other method was the non-traditional method which included the use of drawings, acting out the words, using analogies, games, and choosing semantic answers.  The methods alternated weekly, and the students were given a weekly vocabulary test.  
Literature Review


As mentioned before, vocabulary is one of the elements of reading that seems to be overlooked when trying to improve students’ reading skills.  Vocabulary can be approached in two broad ways; breadth, which is basically the number of words that is recognized, and depth, which is knowing the full meanings of words.  An increased understanding of the vocabulary used can greatly enhance a student’s comprehension.  The lexicon level, which is the amount of words that is stored in the memory, is related to the breadth which can improve fluency.  The depth, however, helps with reading comprehension (Ouellette, 2006).  The relationship between vocabulary and comprehension has been found in different countries and at all grade levels (Joshi, 2005).  

There is a very close relationship between comprehension and vocabulary acquisition, therefore, students that have good vocabulary knowledge are better readers and students that have poor vocabulary knowledge are poor readers.  According to Spencer and Guillaume (2006), “children who are learning a second language or are from a low socioeconomic group are especially at risk unless a teacher gives direct intervention in learning vocabulary.”  The number of students being taught in the schools with diverse backgrounds is steadily increasing, which makes it even more important for teachers to focus on meaningful vocabulary instruction to bridge the gaps between their life experiences and the demands of school (Rupley and Nichols, 2005).  These poor readers have difficulty understanding what they read; therefore, they read less and acquire less vocabulary.  They get frustrated and see reading as a chore instead of a pleasure.  The good readers usually enjoy reading because they understand what they read; therefore they read more and acquire more vocabulary.  “This poor reader/good reader phenomenon is commonly referred to as the Matthew Effect after a passage in the Bible’s Book of Matthew:  “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer” (Stanovich, 1986: Walberg & Tsai, 1983).


Many of the teaching methods that teachers still use today are the traditional vocabulary exercises.  These may include looking words up in a dictionary or glossary, using words in sentences, or writing the definitions.  This type of instruction ignores what theory and research tell us about learning vocabulary (Bromley, 2007).  These activities are usually taught at the same place in the lesson and each word is given the same amount of time regardless of the word or the background knowledge of the students (Flanigan and Greenwood, 2007).  Although teaching methods vary, this is the most common experience recalled by students regarding vocabulary instruction (Rupley and Nichols, 2005).  Most teachers probably feel more comfortable using these methods because this is the way they learned vocabulary when they were students.  
The teacher needs to get away from strictly using these traditional vocabulary instructional methods.  Spencer and Guillaume (2006) found that “careful teacher guidance is required to support student learning.”  Students need teachers to ask questions that will allow support and guidance that will lead to more independent learning.  Matching the vocabulary to the student and his or her needs is also very important.  Teachers can help students acquire new vocabulary if the words are categorized into tiers.  Tier one words are words that most students will pick up on their own.  Tier two words are words that are high-frequency useful words for mature language users.  Tier three words are usually going to be low-frequency content words (Flanigan and Greenwood, 2007).  Teachers also need to be careful when reading a text with too many new or difficult vocabulary words.  This makes the text hard to comprehend and frustrates the students (Cohen, 2008).

Many teachers are using graphic organizers as tools for learning the meanings of specific words (Baumann, Ware, and Edwards, 2007).  The graphic organizer needs to be specific to the purpose and should help the students organize their initial ideas and terms (Spencer and Guillaume, 2006).  There are several different graphic organizers that can be used such as:  data retrieval charts, concept wheels/circles, and semantic word maps.

Data retrieval charts are a type of graphic organizer that is frequently used in social studies and science (Brem & Subotnik, 1988).  “Graphic organizers help students see and question relationships among terms and allow the teacher and students access to the group’s pooled knowledge, including word knowledge” (Spencer and Guillaume, 2006).  This type of graphic organizer can help the students build background knowledge and it can be modified as new learning occurs.  Using these tools in a variety of ways ensures that the connection a student makes with the vocabulary is genuine.

Concept wheels/circles are another type of graphic organizer that provides students with opportunities to critically examine words and help students relate words conceptually to one another (Vacca &Vacca, 2002).  This builds on the students’ background knowledge and helps them to brainstorm and link words together with words they already know.  This organizer allows students to not only learn the definition of the words but they are able to come up with student words and pictures that help them make sense of the new vocabulary.  
Another graphic organizer that is helping students learn vocabulary is the semantic word map which incorporates many of the recommended strategies that researchers suggest using to teach vocabulary.  “Semantic word mapping structures information categorically so that students more readily see relationships between new words, concepts, and their existing background knowledge” (Rupley and Nichols, 2005).

Breaking words down into word parts is another way that students can learn words.  Teaching students the meaning of common prefixes, root words, and suffixes can help unlock an unknown word’s meaning.  It can also help with the meanings of words that the students may encounter while learning vocabulary in the future (Bromley, 2007).  Helping the student to learn to break words apart to look for meaning can help them decode or decipher a multitude of not only vocabulary words but also many content words that they may read in an academic content area or in a text book.  Bromley found that the meanings of 60% of multisyllabic words can be inferred by analyzing word parts.  Many of the words in the English language have Greek and Latin roots.  Teachers can help students learn these roots by printing a short dictionary of these roots for the students to use.  Bromely (2007) suggests “teaching fewer words well is better than teaching several words in a cursory way.”
The important thing to remember is that not all children learn the same way.  It is important to give students repeated exposure to vocabulary using a variety of strategies such as writing, reading, speaking, and listening (Pearson, Hiebert, and Kamil, 2007).  “We provided students multiple experiences with new and interesting vocabulary by reading aloud regularly, allocating considerable time for self-selected independent reading, conducting literature discussion groups, and exploring word choice and usage through writing activities” (Baumann et al., 2007).  Most vocabulary programs give the students a very brief amount of time to learn and use the words before it moves on to the next set of words.  “Research in word learning indicates that in order to enhance vocabulary, students need multiple exposures to words in different contexts and opportunities to build background knowledge in the domains in which the vocabulary is likely to occur” (Spencer and Guillaume, 2006).  Having a toolkit with a variety of strategies can increase student learning.  “It requires giving students a variety of opportunities to connect new words to related words, analyze word structure, understand multiple meanings, and use words actively in authentic ways” (Bromely, 2007).  “The difficult news is that teachers in the early elementary grades need to be more attuned to extending students’ meaningful vocabularies.  They should take every opportunity to connect vocabulary words to texts, to other words, and to some concrete orthographic features within words” (Juel and Deffes, 2004).  A study done by Nist and Joseph (2008) found that, “incremental rehearsal was the most effective method for students as a group, whereas the traditional drill and practice was the most efficient method on reading performance.”  It is important to know where the students are struggling in their reading before deciding on a particular teaching method.
Students that struggle with reading and vocabulary may have a difficult time making the connections without the use of a wide variety of strategies.  Some teachers try to teach students to use context clues as one of these vocabulary strategies.  This will help a majority of the classroom but for many students this just does not make sense.  “Struggling readers often lack the experiences associated with texts encountered in schools:  thus, context is an inadequate means for them to infer the meanings of unknown words” (Rupley and Nichols, 2005).  One important condition that needs to be met when acquiring new vocabulary is interest.  For some students, vocabulary is just one more thing that a teacher makes them learn.  If the teacher makes the learning interesting to those students who are not intrinsically motivated, the students will see learning the vocabulary not as being forced on them but as something that they want to do.  “In order for learners to become fully absorbed in texts, their curiosity must first be piqued hence listening texts need to be interesting to hold the students’ attention” (Cohen, 2008).  One very important area that many teachers overlook for vocabulary development is the interaction between students.  Student interaction allows students to use newly acquired words in engaging contexts.  “Because students can have very different background experiences and word knowledge, eliciting students’ language can expose them to rich language from their peers” (Spencer and Guillaume, 2006).

Methods

The subjects of this study were chosen from a Gordon County public school in North West Georgia.  The school is a Title I school as are most of the county schools in the area.  The subjects are 3rd grade students who range in age anywhere from eight to ten years.  The study was comprised of two third grade groups.  The first group of students was from a class in the spring of the year.  The class was comprised of ten boys and six girls.  Two of the students were gifted and four of them were EIP.  The second half of the study took place in the fall of the next school year with a third grade class.  This group of students was comprised of ten boys and eleven girls.  Six of the students were EIP, and two of them were ESOL.  A total of thirty-seven students participated in the course of this study.  Approximately 60% of the students that participated in this study receive free or reduced breakfast and lunch.

The sample used for this study is a convenience sample and also a cluster sample.  The investigator alternated two different methods of teaching vocabulary and gave students a weekly vocabulary assessment.  I was the investigator for the first group.  The second investigator was a 3rd grade teacher that had seen me teach the two methods the year before.  Therefore, moderation between both investigators was relatively easy and produced a high rate of inter-reliability.    All of the activities and tests were provided by me to make sure the methods were taught and assessed in the same manner.  This assessment was a matching test where the vocabulary is matched with the correct definition.  An A-B-A-B design was used.  

In this study, two different teaching methods were researched in order to find out which method of teaching vocabulary is better for student vocabulary retention.  One method was the traditional style that most educators use.  This included the use of flash cards, writing the definitions, fill in the blank sentences, and students writing sentences for the vocabulary words.  The non-traditional method that was used included the use of drawings, acting out the words, choosing semantic answers, and games.  The study lasted for eight weeks with each group and the teaching instruction alternated weekly.  The students took a weekly vocabulary test.  These test scores were used to compare the two different instructional styles.  This study was quantitative because I only compared the scores from the weekly tests.  

The traditional method that was taught was a very standard way to teach vocabulary.  Writing the definitions using a glossary or dictionary was the way the students found the meaning of the weekly vocabulary words.  They used flash cards to quiz each other in small groups.  The flash cards had the word on the front and the definition on the back.  They also had to choose the correct words to put into pre-made sentences or write their own sentences using the weekly vocabulary words.  PowerPoint and flipcharts were also used to review the words during these weeks.

The non-traditional method of teaching included drawing pictures for each vocabulary word.  The subjects also acted out the words in small groups and played bingo vocabulary games.  Some of the words were taught by using analogies to gain meaning and choosing semantic answers were also part of the instruction.  The semantic answers were multiple choice questions where the students had to choose the answer that was a description of the word or described a situation about the vocabulary word.  There were also pictures or objects brought into the classroom for the students to look at during these weeks to help them make connections with the vocabulary words.

Testing for significance is very important to an action research study.  The T-test was used to test for statistical significance.  It was imperative to this study to know which method students responded to better when learning vocabulary words.  The mean scores were used for each teaching method.  In other words, for each student the mean traditional method score was used along with the mean non-traditional score.  The mean scores from the different subgroups were also compared.  These subgroups included:  gender, spring, fall, EIP, and ESOL. 
Results


The chart below shows the combined weekly averages of the vocabulary scores for the spring and fall groups.  The first set of values represents the mean vocabulary test scores for the fall group and the second set is for the spring group.  It also gives a visual of the A-B-A-B design used in the research.  The T in the graph represents the scores from the weeks that vocabulary was taught by the traditional method and the NT represents the scores from the weeks that the vocabulary was taught by the non-traditional method.  The numbers beside the letters represent the alternated weeks in which the different methods were taught.  A T-test was performed to determine whether observed vocabulary scores between the spring group and the fall group were significant.  The p-values of the mean differences yielded a result of P≥0.262727.
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When collapsing the spring and fall  groups together to compare the traditional method vocabulary scores mean and the non-traditional method scores mean, the T-test was used to evaluate whether the differences of these means was the significant.  The observed p-value of the T-test results was 0.54.  Consequently, the mean difference was not significant.  The graph below shows the scores of the weekly vocabulary tests with the two groups collapsed together.
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The overall average scores between the two methods were very close.  The average vocabulary score for the traditional method was 82.77 and the average for the non-traditional method score was 81.65.  These were the average scores from both subject groups.  These averages are seen in the following chart.  T-test comparisons of this difference yielded non-significant results.
[image: image3.png]Average Scores

825
82
515

51






Although the average scores of the two groups combined did not show much difference, the two groups when analyzed separately did show some significant differences.  The following chart shows the spring group scores.  The combined average score for the traditional method was 83.53958 and the combined average vocabulary score for the non-traditional method was 76.45833.  The observed p value of the T-test was P≥ 0.042515.  This T-test shows statistical significance between the two methods.  Therefore, the spring group of students had higher vocabulary scores when using the traditional method than the non-traditional method.
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The results for the fall group were quite different than that of the spring group.  The average vocabulary score for the traditional method was 82.11322 and the average score for the non-traditional method was 85.57143.  Although there was a slight difference in scores with the non-traditional method scores higher than those of the traditional method, the T-test comparison yielded a non significant result based on the observed P value score of 0.359466.  The chart below shows the vocabulary scores for the different methods used for the fall group.
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The data was further regrouped to measure the effects of gender and a special group e.g. EIP students. The average vocabulary score when analyzed by gender is seen in the following table.  The average vocabulary score for the male students when using the non-traditional method of teaching vocabulary was 75.075 and the score for the male students when using the traditional method was 78.20833.  Although the average score for males was higher using the non-traditional method, the difference was not great enough for it to be statistically significant.  The observed P value of the T-test that was performed resulted in a score of P≥ 0.666981.


The average vocabulary score for the female subjects was even closer.  The average vocabulary score for the non-traditional method was 88.10294 and the average score for the traditional method was 88.41667.  Although the average score for the females was slightly higher using the traditional method, however, when the score is rounded to a whole number they are exactly the same.  A T-test comparison of these means produced a non significant result based on the observed P value of P≥ 0.884367.
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Another subgroup that was evaluated was the EIP students.  The average vocabulary score for the traditional method was 67.33333.  The non-traditional method for this subgroup had an average score of 72.60417.  The T-test comparison of these means produced a non significant result based on the observed P value of P≥ 0.605247.  The table below represents the average score of the traditional verses the non-traditional for the EIP students.
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Data Analysis


At the start of this research project, the question driving the study was which method (traditional or non-traditional) was more effective when teaching vocabulary to students?  The first area examined was the average of the weekly vocabulary scores for the two groups combined.  The two groups were collapsed together and a T-Test was conducted which yielded a result of 0.54.  This score does not show statistical significance.  The average weekly vocabulary score for the traditional method was 82.77, and the average for the non-traditional was 81.65.  These two scores were extremely close.  This shows that with the two groups collapsed together the two methods had virtually the same results.


However, when the two groups (spring and fall) were analyzed separately, the spring group did show a significant difference between the two methods.  The spring group had an average score of 83.53958 for the traditional method and an average weekly vocabulary score of 76.45833 for the non-traditional method.  The T-Test result was 0.042515 which shows that the difference in the two average scores was statistically significant.  The traditional method of teaching vocabulary was more effective for this group yielding a much higher weekly vocabulary score.


The fall group, however, did not follow the same pattern.  The weekly vocabulary score for the traditional method was 82.11322 and the weekly score for the non-traditional method was 85.57143.  The non-traditional average was higher but not enough to show statistical significance.  The T-Test result for the fall group’s weekly vocabulary test scores was 0.359466.  


The significance shown in the spring group but not in the fall group could be due to several different factors.  The students used in the spring group were approximately six months older than the fall group.  This is because the school year begins in the fall, therefore, the students are younger and they are just getting settled into their new classes and school schedule.  There were also two different teachers executing the two methods at two different times during the year.  Even though there was much preparation to help the two teachers teach the two methods in the same way, they are still two different teachers with two different personalities.


Another way the data was disaggregated was by looking at the gender subgroup.  The males seemed to respond to the traditional method better than the non-traditional, although not by much.  The average weekly score for the traditional method was 78.20833, whereas the average weekly score for the non-traditional was 75.075.  This difference was not enough to show statistical significance and as such was a chance occurrence.

The female subgroup had similar results.  The weekly average score for the traditional method was 88.41667 and the non-traditional was 88.10294.  This difference was so slight that the T-Test result was 0.884367.  These subgroups had higher averages for the weekly scores but statistically either method could be used and the average scores would have been about the same.


The last subgroup evaluated were the students who get EIP services.  These students had higher weekly vocabulary scores using the non-traditional method than using the traditional method.  Although not statistically significant with a T-Test result of 0.605247, the non-traditional weekly scores averaged 72.60417 and the traditional method average was 67.33333.  One reason for this could be that many EIP students do better with manipulatives and games.  Many of these students need to be able to see words and writing in multiple ways and the non-traditional method gives them the opportunity to do that.


While conducting the research, the students did seem to enjoy the non-traditional weeks better than the traditional weeks because they would complain and groan when asked to use the traditional methods but would act excited when they were able to draw or play games which is part of the non-traditional method.  The students that usually do well academically and like order did well with the traditional method.  They seemed to like the routine of it.  The students who are academically lower seemed to do will with the non-traditional.  This gives more validity to the differentiated learning argument.  All students learn in different ways and if they are given the opportunities to get the information in a variety of ways they are more likely to retain the information and use it later as a foundation to build new knowledge and understanding. 


Some suggestions for another study would be to perhaps have more hands-on activities to use throughout the week for each set of words.  This increase of activities may yield a statistically significant T-Test for the non-traditional method.  The length of the study could also be increased from eight weeks for each group to twelve weeks for each group and alternate every two weeks instead of every other week to allow the students to get used to the treatment to see if it has an effect.  The last suggestion would be to use two groups but either conduct all of the research in the spring or all of it in the fall.  That way there would not be a difference in the maturation of the groups or the comfort level of the teacher and the students.
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