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Abstract 

 

Research literature on vocabulary interventions for primary aged students, sociodramatic play, 

and project investigations is examined in this Masters project in relation to the reduction of the 

vocabulary gap for emergent bilingual students. Professional development was prepared from the 

results of the literature review. Research based techniques to incorporate the interactive 

vocabulary interventions used during shared storybook reading into sociodramatic play and 

project investigations were presented to Pre-K to 2
nd

 grade teachers at a state conference. The 

workshop consisted of small group role-plays of interactive storybook reading strategies, small 

and large group collaboration and a presentation of the research literature. The workshop 

addressed instructional techniques to decrease the vocabulary gap, with an emphasis on emergent 

bilinguals. Continued opportunities for co-generative dialogue and extensions into classroom 

settings were made available to participants through a group blog. 
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Chapter 1 

 

“But she won’t roll…” The parent looked up at me in frustration. “Ask her how the mat feels 

and use the terms ‘up’ and ‘down’ as her hand moves,” I replied.  Such conversations were often 

my experience in the toddler movement education program I designed in the mid 1980’s. 

Increasing a parent’s awareness of the educational value of their child’s own agentic initiatives 

was a major component of the program. The parents’ initial directive style of communication 

soon developed into shared meaningful exchanges that led to an increase in the toddlers’ 

engagement in the educational components of the program. 

Gillanders and Castro (2011) record similar concerns from teachers regarding student 

engagement during shared storybook readings in dual language Spanish/English primary 

classrooms. “The little girls play with their hair and the boys play with their shoes”, (p. 91) along 

with other comments from teachers point to misdirected engagement during a shared storybook 

reading. Agency, defined as what children exert in order to serve their own participation and 

learning (Rowe & Neiztel, 2010), is not always directed toward the effective interventions a 

teacher implements in the classroom. As noted by Gillanders and Castro (2011) misdirected 

engagement can be a significant problem for a student who does not understand the language 

used for reading the story. Since storybook reading can be used to promote vocabulary 

development as students are exposed to new words, the educational value could be high for 

emergent bilinguals and other students with limited vocabulary knowledge.  

One of the goals of current research in vocabulary instruction is to determine the most 

effective ways to close the gap in vocabulary knowledge between linguistically advantaged and 

linguistically disadvantaged students. The term linguistically disadvantaged encompasses several 
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subgroups, including students with low socioeconomic status (SES), students who speak a 

language other than English in the home, and students with speech and language disorders. 

Students learning English as a second language are often referred to as English Language 

Learners (ELLs), both in practice and in the research literature.  

However, the preferred term for ELLs in this Masters project is emergent bilinguals, except 

in the literature review in which the terminology used will be consistent with the research study 

being discussed. According to Garcia, Kleifgen, and Falchi (2008), students learning English can 

be referred to as emergent bilinguals since, ideally, successful acquisition of English results in a 

student who is able to function in both their home language and in English. The process of 

acquiring English in an additive environment, aimed at maintaining the home language, can 

result in bilingualism and often leads to cognitive advantages (Baker, 2006; Thomas, Collier, & 

Center for Research on Education, 2002). Conversely, a subtractive environment usually leads to 

a decrease in home language competence as the English language is learned. In an effort to strive 

for the ideal, and to promote classroom environments that are additive as opposed to subtractive, 

the term emergent bilingual will be used to refer to students learning English as a second 

language. 

 The content of this Masters Project includes a professional development workshop which 

considered implementations of interventions designed to reduce the vocabulary gap for emergent 

bilinguals. The vocabulary gap is evident before children enter school. Hart and Risley (2003) 

found significant differences in the size of 4-year-olds vocabularies depending on (SES). Their 

study revealed: 

an average child in a professional family would have accumulated experience with almost 

45 million words, an average child in a working-class family would have accumulated 
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experience with 26 million words, and an average child in a welfare family would have 

accumulated experience with 13 million words. (p. 116) 

According to a study by Graves, Burnetti, and Slater (1982, as cited in White, Graves, and Slater, 

1990) linguistically disadvantaged children read and understood about 50% fewer words on entry 

in first grade when compared to linguistically advantaged first graders. Biemiller and Boote 

(2006) report that current school practices promote a widening of the vocabulary gap between 

linguistically advantaged and disadvantaged students during the primary years.  

Some researchers refer to the widening gap in vocabulary knowledge as the Matthew 

Effect (Joshi, 2005; Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002). The term comes from a Biblical passage 

in the book of Matthew: the rich get richer and the poor get poorer (Stanovich, 1986; Walberg & 

Tsaiu, 1983, as cited in Joshi, 2005). According to Joshi (2005) the more a student reads, or is 

exposed to language, the faster the pace at which their vocabulary will grow. Thus, the Matthew 

Effect indicates that a poor reader, or a child from a background with limited exposure to the 

English language, will learn vocabulary at a slower pace. The result is a widening gap for 

students with lower vocabularies as they progress through school.  

One critical reason to discover research based vocabulary interventions to overcome the 

vocabulary gap is evidence that vocabulary knowledge in the early years is a predictor of  later 

reading comprehension and future academic success (August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005; 

Beck & McKeown, 2007; Biemiller & Boote, 2006; Carlo et al., 2004; Dickerson & Smith, 

1994; Hart & Risley, 2003; Joshi, 2005; Marulis & Neuman, 2010; Ouellette, 2006; Penno et al., 

2002; Rupley & Nichols, 2005; Silverman, 2007a, Silverman, 2007b; Snow, Burns, and Griffin, 

1998; Uchikoshi, 2006; Ulanoff & Pucci, 1999). Due to the predictive nature of vocabulary 

knowledge on later comprehension and school achievement, decreasing the vocabulary gap 
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between linguistically advantaged and emergent bilingual students might have a significant 

impact on future academic success. Since the vocabulary gap is both large and evident when 

students enter school and tends to widen as they progress through school, interventions for 

kindergarten and first grade students are primarily examined for this Masters project.  

The benefits of Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) in the teacher’s approach to 

vocabulary instruction and the promotion of student agency toward vocabulary acquisition are 

explored as probable ways to increase the effectiveness of research based vocabulary 

interventions. Classroom implementation of the vocabulary interventions during sociodramatic 

play and project investigations are examined. The results of a literature review on vocabulary 

acquisition in kindergarten and first grade students, DAP, agency, sociodramatic play and project 

investigations will culminate in a professional development workshop.  

Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) 

 

 According to Copple and Bredekamp (2009), achievement gaps persist “not because 

children are lacking in any way but because they lack opportunities to learn” (p. ix). DAP is a 

framework for best practice in early childhood education. In the National Association for the 

Education for Young Children’s (NAEYC) position statement, Copple and Bredekamp (2009) 

define the teacher’s role in DAP.  Teachers apply research based knowledge on how children 

learn and develop to the process of learning about their students in order to provide attainable 

and challenging goals to promote achievement and interest. Central to DAP is the teacher’s 

responsiveness to the social and cultural contexts in their students’ lives. Developmentally, 

kindergarten students generally exhibit an increased interest in social interactions, an enthusiasm 

for learning, and a growing ability to inhibit impulses (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). First grade 

students generally begin to display more multifaceted social skills and a greater understanding of 
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how their behavior affects others. The cognitive development of first grade students typically 

reaches the stage where they can think with multidimensionality, increasing their problem 

solving ability (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). 

Sociodramatic Play and Project Investigations: A Theoretical Framework for Vocabulary 

Acquisition 

 

Sociodramatic play and project investigations will be examined as a framework for 

facilitating vocabulary acquisition. Both opportunities for sociodramatic play and project 

investigations can provide kindergarten and first grade students with developmentally 

appropriate approaches to learning which enable the students to exercise their increasing social 

and cognitive capabilities. Sociodramatic play is a form of symbolic play with verbal and role-

play interaction between players (Berkley, 2003). Vygotsky (1967/2004) notes that “a child’s 

play is not simply a reproduction of what he has experienced, but a creative reworking of the 

impressions he has acquired” (p. 11). Project investigations, such as those used in the Project 

Approach; involve the teacher’s shaping of children’s interests into group projects that promote 

the acquisition of knowledge in a variety of content areas (Katz & Chard, 1992; Roopnarine & 

Johnson, 2009). Reggio Emilia inspired classroom environments emphasize multimodal 

symbolic representation of the knowledge acquired through investigation, collaboration with 

peers, and reflection on learning through documentation (Roopnarine & Johnson, 2009). Dewey 

(1916, 2001) promoted play in the classroom, as an active occupation, for the value of “the 

fundamental worth of native tendencies to explore, to manipulate tools and materials” (p. 202) 

resulting in increased student engagement and a diminishing of the artificial gap between life and 

school.  
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Approaches such as sociodramatic play and project investigations are also supported by 

Vygotsky’s theory that cognitive development is affected by the social surroundings and 

interactions (Mooney, 2000).  Rich and varied social interactions are available during 

sociodramatic play and project investigations. Vygotsky (1967/2004) maintains that “the creative 

activity of the imagination depends directly on the richness and variety of a person’s previous 

experience” (p. 14) with such creative activity being defined as the central component of the 

“hand of man” (p. 11) in all of human culture, thus touching knowledge in all content areas. The 

benefits of the rich and varied social interactions available in sociodramatic play and project 

investigations in relation to the acquisition of target vocabulary words is further examined in the 

literature review.  

Research Questions 

 

The literature review that supported this professional development examined vocabulary 

interventions found to be effective in decreasing the vocabulary gap primarily for kindergarten 

and first grade students. In addition, research was examined to identify means for promoting 

student agency toward engagement with vocabulary interventions. The specific research 

questions addressed were: 

1. What research based vocabulary interventions for kindergarten and first grade students 

produce an increase in student vocabulary acquisition while overcoming the Matthew Effect 

for emergent bilinguals. 

2. What effect might sociodramatic play and project investigations designed to promote 

student agency in vocabulary acquisition have on increasing acquisition of target vocabulary 

words?  
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Chapter 2 

Literature Review 

 

 This literature review begins with a review of effective vocabulary interventions. 

Following the review of effective vocabulary interventions, the literature on sociodramatic play 

and project investigations is examined in relation to literacy and vocabulary development. The 

final section considers theoretical and research based implications for extending effective 

vocabulary interventions by increasing student agency during sociodramatic play and project 

investigations. 

Effective Vocabulary Interventions 

 

Researchers have noted that there is a need for research-based vocabulary interventions 

for younger, at risk, children. There is a more extensive body of literature on research-based 

vocabulary interventions for students in third grade and above (Coyne, Simmons, Kame'enui, & 

Stoolmiller, 2004). For example, Rupley and Nichols (2005) reviewed vocabulary research from 

the 1990’s and early 2000’s. They provided several research-based strategies to increase the 

vocabulary of the struggling reader. The vocabulary strategies presented; concept wheels/circles, 

semantic word mapping, concept of definition, webbing, and semantic feature analysis are all for 

use with older students. Likewise, Carlo et al. (2004) designed a vocabulary intervention to use 

with fifth grade Anglo and Latino students that was shown to be effective with English Only 

(EO) students in previous research studies (Carlo et al., 2004). The intervention involved both 

the meanings of academically useful words and strategies such as using information from 

morphology, multiple meanings, and cognates. The intervention proved to be equally effective 

for both ELL and EO students. However, since the intervention was effective to equal degrees, 
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the vocabulary gap was not diminished. In addition, this study also used strategies that required 

students to read. The question of effective strategies for decreasing the vocabulary gap for 

preliterate emergent bilingual children requires a more extensive review of the literature. As 

Coyne et al. (2004) discovered in their literature review for direct instruction of vocabulary 

during storybook reading for Kindergarten students, there was a lack of research on effective 

vocabulary interventions for young children. In order to design their storybook intervention, a 

review of vocabulary interventions for third grade and up was considered along with a literature 

review on storybook interventions for preschool to second grade. Given the importance of 

vocabulary development on later reading comprehension, as mentioned in Chapter 1, and the 

growing ELL population (August et al., 2005) it is essential to determine effective vocabulary 

interventions for use in the primary grades in order to diminish the vocabulary gap earlier in 

schooling, as opposed to waiting until children are older. 

Direct instruction. 

 Several studies, such as the one by Coyne et al. (2004), implement an intervention with 

direct instruction of vocabulary words during storybook reading and examined the effect on 

vocabulary knowledge. Coyne et al. (2004) utilized a pretest/post-test design with two 

intervention groups and one control group of 96 at-risk kindergarten students to compare gains in 

knowledge for taught and untaught vocabulary. Students in the intervention groups showed 

greater growth on a measure of explicitly taught vocabulary than the control group. Coyne et al. 

(2004) also found a statistically significant result that suggests students with “lower receptive 

vocabulary skills demonstrated greater gains in taught vocabulary than students with higher 

receptive vocabulary in comparison to students in the control group” (p. 158), indicating a 

decrease in the vocabulary gap. An earlier study by Penno et al. (2002) utilized a pretest/post-test 
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design to examine the effects of teacher explanations of target vocabulary words and repeated 

readings of stories with 47 children at the beginning stages of learning to read (between the ages 

of 5.2 to 6. 11). Both factors were found to contribute to vocabulary growth, with students 

making greater gains with teacher explanations. The higher ability students made greater gains in 

vocabulary than lower ability students (Penno et al., 2002). The results of this study did not 

indicate that the vocabulary gap was diminished. 

 Other studies have also examined the effectiveness of direct instruction of vocabulary 

words. Beck and McKeown (2007) utilized a pretest/post-test design to examine the effect of 

teacher instruction and no instruction of vocabulary words with 98 kindergarten and first grade 

students during storybook reading. The intervention with teacher explanations was called “Rich 

Instruction” (Beck & McKeown, 2007, p. 256). In the experimental groups students in 

kindergarten had a mean gain of 5.58 words and first grade students had a mean gain of 3.64 

words. The mean gain for students in the control group was the same for kindergarten and first 

grade at 1.59 words. Beck and McKeown (2007) conducted a second study to compare Rich 

Instruction with a new intervention called “More Rich Instruction” (p. 260). More Rich 

Instruction is the same as Rich Instruction, with two additional days of instruction devoted to 

half of the target words and two review cycles. Results indicate that More Rich Instruction is 

beneficial, “with gains about twice as large for words given more instruction, in both 

kindergarten and first grade” (Beck & McKeown, 2007, p. 262). This study specifically 

examined the effectiveness of direct instruction of vocabulary words; the effect on the 

vocabulary gap was not examined. Biemiller and Boote (2006) examined the effectiveness of 

direct instruction for 43 kindergarten, 37 first grade, and 32 second grade students in their first 

study and 28 kindergarteners, 37 first grade students, and 42 second grade students in a second 
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study. They found a slight association between lower pretest and higher gains, potentially 

narrowing the vocabulary gap. The effectiveness of the intervention studied is most significant. 

The repeated readings without direct instruction evidenced gains of 10%, readings with direct 

instruction yielded gains of 22%, while increasing the number of words learned in the second 

study evidenced gains of 41% (Biemiller & Boote, 2006). The results indicate a significant 

improvement in vocabulary acquired by the intervention in the second study, but the effect on 

decreasing the vocabulary gap for ELL could not be identified. Although the population studied 

was about half ELLs, the effect of the interventions on the ELL population was not specifically 

examined. 

Emergent bilinguals. 

 Other researchers have specifically studied the results of vocabulary interventions during 

storybook readings with emergent bilinguals. Ulanoff and Pucci (1999) utilized a pretest/post-

test design to examine the effects of two bilingual methodologies: concurrent translation and 

preview-review with two groups of third grade students and a control group. Only students with 

Spanish as their primary language were examined in this study, so there was no comparison 

between emergent bilinguals and EO learners. The concurrent translation group listened to a 

story in English with a subsequent Spanish translation. The preview-review group received 

instruction in English and Spanish before, during, and after listening to a story read in English.  

A control group listened to the story in English with no instruction or intervention. Analysis 

indicates that the concurrent translation intervention resulted in less gain in vocabulary (12%) 

than the control group (19%) who simply heard the story in English with no intervention. The 

researchers point out consistency between these results and the literature that suggests students 

rely on the native language translation instead of monitoring for meaning in English (Ulanoff & 
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Pucci, 1999). Impressive gains in vocabulary acquisition (57%) were evidenced by the preview-

review group. Since both the concurrent translation group and the preview-review group spent 

more time listening to the story than the control group the researchers do not attribute the greater 

gains to an effect due to additional teaching time. The significantly greater vocabulary 

acquisition experienced by the preview-review group appeared to be due to repeated exposure to 

the target vocabulary words. 

 Drawbacks of the method used by Ulanoff and Pucci (1999) include the extensive teacher 

preparation required for the preview-review vocabulary lessons and the limited amount of target 

words that can be instructed. As noted by Biemiller and Boote (2006) children with low 

vocabularies need to acquire 1,000 to 1,500 more words in the primary grades in order to 

significantly narrow the vocabulary gap. Silverman (2007b) designed a Multidimensional 

Vocabulary Program (MVP) with the goal to provide more support for ELLs vocabulary 

acquisition based on a combination of the research for both effective vocabulary interventions 

and effective methods to meet the needs of ELLs. The intervention incorporated multiple 

exposures to the target vocabulary words, visual aids, gestures, and facial expressions. Students 

in five kindergarten classrooms participated in the study, three mainstream English classrooms, 

one structured immersion classroom, and one Spanish-English bilingual classroom. The 

classrooms in the study consisted of 44(61%) English speakers and 28 (39%) ELLs. Results 

indicated that both ELL and EO students improved in their knowledge of the target vocabulary 

words (Silverman, 2007b). Silverman (2007b) notes, “the rate of growth among ELLs was faster 

than among EOs, and the estimated difference between the two language groups was reduced by 

80%” (p. 378). These results suggest that the structure of a vocabulary intervention can lead to a 

narrowing of the vocabulary gap (Silverman, 2007b). 
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 Two studies considered for this literature review examined the potential of multimedia 

interventions to increase vocabulary acquisition for emergent bilingual students and to diminish 

the vocabulary gap. Ulchikoshi (2006) designed an intervention for 150 kindergarten Latino 

ELLs with one group watching Arthur, one group watching Between the Lions, three times a 

week during school hours, and a control group that did not watch either show. A parental 

questionnaire was utilized to investigate preschool experience and home literacy activities. 

Descriptive analysis and correlation analyses were conducted on all variables. There was no 

impact from classroom viewing for either Arthur or Between the Lions, possibly due to a lack of 

reinforcement of the viewing sessions (Uchikoshi, 2006). The study did find specific results in 

regards to students viewing the programs in the home. Arthur home viewing was associated with 

higher initial expressive vocabulary while Between the Lions was associated with higher initial 

receptive and expressive vocabulary scores. (Uchikoshi, 2006). 

 Silverman and Hines (2009) combined a multimedia intervention with direct instruction 

of 100 Tier 2 vocabulary words during storybook reading. According to Beck and McKeown 

(2007), Tier 2 words are “domain general and are more sophisticated or more refined labels for 

concepts with which young learners are already familiar” (p. 253). An example would be the 

word strolling as a more refined word for walking.  The study was conducted with 85 

kindergarten to second grade students, 68% spoke English as their primary language and 32% 

were ELLs. There were two groups per grade level; a multimedia group and a non-multimedia 

group. Both groups at each grade level listened to the same storybooks while receiving direct 

instruction on 100 target vocabulary words. The multimedia condition also watched videos 

related to the storybooks that contained target vocabulary words. The results of the intervention 

indicate an effect for ELL children in the multimedia condition, “the gap between non-ELL and 



VOCABULARY INTERVENTIONS  13 

 

 

ELL children in knowledge of words targeted during the intervention was closed, and the gap in 

general vocabulary knowledge was narrowed” (Silverman & Hines, 2009, p. 311). In addition to 

narrowing the vocabulary gap there was no negative impact on the achievement of non-ELL 

students. 

Classroom application. 

Gillanders and Castro (2011) were investigators in the Nuestros Niños study. As a result 

of the study they developed the Nuestros Niños Early Language and Literacy Program to provide 

professional development to teachers working in dual language classrooms. One particular 

professional development session focused on storybook reading with young dual language 

learners. Gillanders and Castro (2011) identified problems that traditional story book reading in 

the early childhood classroom presents for the emergent bilingual student. Teachers initially 

complained about the disengagement of and distractions caused by the emergent bilingual 

students during story time. The teachers also noted that the English speaking children took over 

during questioning. The emergent bilingual students are portrayed as isolated from the storybook 

reading experience in the classroom. They were not engaged in cognitive processes, such as 

schema building and making connections to the text. Gillanders and Castro (2011) address this 

isolation by encouraging teachers to provide a non-linguistic ways for the emergent bilingual 

students to participate in the story with several best practice strategies that facilitate literacy 

development for emergent bilingual students during group storybook readings. Gillanders and 

Castro (2011) recommend introducing the students to a book with a picture walk. During the 

story teachers encourage the active engagement of all children by giving them objects or pictures 

related to the picture walk that they can show to the class as the story is read. Another strategy 

they recommend is to accommodate emergent bilingual students who are in the silent period of 
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language acquisition by establishing gestures to communicate various components in the story. 

Finally, they recommend allowing the students to listen to the story a number of times and thus 

deepen their understanding. According to Gillanders and Castro (2011) the emergent bilingual 

students are not able to benefit from learning about syntax, vocabulary, phonological awareness, 

and concepts of print in the same way as English speakers. Gillanders and Castro (2011) stress 

vocabulary development as key for emergent bilingual students. They recommend teachers 

provide explicit vocabulary instruction before, during, and after reading. The vocabulary words 

and targeted phrases from the story should be incorporated in other classroom activities where 

word use can occur more incidentally in varied contexts. Teachers are also encouraged to 

incorporate vocabulary from the child’s native language into the lessons when possible. Both the 

vocabulary from their native language and the vocabulary explicitly taught as part of the lesson 

provide emergent bilingual students and the English speaking students with common terms to 

use in play and classroom centers. Gillanders and Castro (2011) conclude that with appropriate 

adjustments to practice emergent bilingual students can experience increased literacy 

development and increased vocabularies through storybook reading in the early childhood 

classroom. 

Effectiveness and limitations of the research. 

More research is needed to further define effective classroom implementations of 

research based vocabulary acquisition strategies for the primary grades. The research reviewed in 

this section indicates that direct instruction, multidimensional direct instruction in particular, is 

an effective means to promote vocabulary acquisition for both EO and emergent bilingual 

students. The limitations of direct instruction, intensive teacher preparation and the limited 

number of words that can be acquired compared to the deficit evidenced by the vocabulary gap, 
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indicates that direct instruction should be supplemented in the classroom with other methods. 

Hart and Risley (2003) articulate another limitation of direct instruction, “We found we could 

easily increase the size of the children’s vocabularies by teaching them new words. But we could 

not accelerate the rate of vocabulary growth so that it would continue beyond direct teaching; we 

could not change the developmental trajectory” (p 111). Emergent bilingual students need 

vocabulary interventions that not only increase the size of their vocabulary, but that also decrease 

the vocabulary gap and change their developmental trajectory. 

Possible interventions that might overcome the limitations of direct instruction include 

interventions within sociodramatic play and project investigations that are designed to increase 

communicative competence with target vocabulary words, as suggested by Gillanders and Castro 

(2011) in the Nuestros Niños study. Based on the results found in this section of the literature 

review it appears that research designed to examine vocabulary interventions that combine 

shared storybook readings with sociodramatic play and/or project investigations should strive for 

gains of 40% or more for emergent bilinguals in order to warrant their use over the successful 

vocabulary interventions reviewed thus far. However, as discussed in the later sections, 

sociodramatic play and project investigations may have additional benefits related to decreasing 

the vocabulary gap such as increasing the development of expressive competence with the target 

vocabulary words as well as increasing the depth of word knowledge in ways that are not 

conveyed in the results of the research reviewed in this section and that may address the 

limitation noted by Hart and Risley (2003) by changing the developmental trajectory. 

Sociodramatic Play 

 

Emergent bilinguals often experience difficulty when learning to read in English (Sutton, 

1989). As previously established, part of that difficulty relates to the vocabulary gap. According 
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to the U.S. Census Bureau (2003, as cited in Copple & Bredekamp, 2009) 18% of the people in 

the U.S. speak a language other than English in the home. August and Shanahan (2010) report in 

an update to their 2002 National Literacy Panel (NLP) report on developing literacy in language 

minority children that current research supports their early conclusion of the importance 

incorporating the child’s home language into the instructional environment.  Thomas and 

Collier’s (2002) National study on the long term achievement of school effectiveness for 

language minority children found development of the student’s home language along with 

development in English resulted in increased academic achievement. Copple and Bredekamp 

(2009) also affirm that DAP in the early years of schooling includes creating a classroom 

atmosphere that values and supports the child’s home language. Although a bilingual teacher can 

provide an ideal environment to support a child’s bilingualism, an environment for dual-

language development should be facilitated even in the absence of bilingual capabilities in the 

teacher (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Opportunities for sociodramatic play with classmates who 

share languages can encourage dual-language development and promote the understanding of 

new vocabulary words. Vocabulary knowledge can increase to 20 new words per day in a word 

rich environment (Copple & Bredekamp, 2009). Incorporating vocabulary words into 

sociodramatic play provides an environment conducive for several recommended 

developmentally appropriate practices, such as engaging with words in varying contexts and 

increasing the time spent using the words. The potential contribution of rich, developmentally 

appropriate play experiences for enhancing literacy development by providing an environment 

conducive to the acquisition of both breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge is examined in 

the following sections. 
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Play-literacy interface. 

The relationship between play and literacy has been long established in the research 

literature. Pellegrini’s (1980) study examined the relationship between play and literacy 

development in 65 Kindergarten students. Dramatic play was the most commonly observed form 

of play. Results indicated that the variable of play predicted 18% - 56% of the variance in 

language, reading, and writing. Singer and Lythcott (2004) discuss research findings in their 

review of play and literacy which support classroom implementations of sociodramatic play for 

the repetition of new material and as a way to enhance children’s narrative thought processes. 

The following section examines the play-literacy interface through a theoretical lens that 

considers the inter-relatedness of the development of the young child as a whole. Rather than 

focus on one specific dimension, the transactions between various areas of literacy development 

are examined in relation to play. Kucer (2005) contends that in order for literacy instruction to be 

effective, the four interrelated components of the linguistic, cognitive, sociocultural, and 

developmental dimensions need to be considered in a transactive manner. Kucer (2005) locates 

the cognitive dimension at the center of his literacy model. Within the cognitive dimension the 

language user explores, discovers, and constructs meaning. This can occur as an internal process 

or as a process to be shared with others. The language user employs mental processes and 

strategies to construct cognitive meaning. Kucer (2005) places the linguistic dimension 

immediately around the cognitive dimension. The linguistic dimension consists of the means 

through which the cognitive meanings are expressed. The third ring of the circle in Kucer’s 

(2005) model is the sociocultural dimension. It is in the sociocultural realm that literacy events 

are framed by the individual’s social identity and the social context in which the language is 

being used. The outer ring on the model is the developmental dimension. According to Kucer 
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(2005), a given literacy event will reflect the child’s ability to engage the cognitive, linguistic, 

and sociocultural dimensions. The developmental dimension reflects growth in the child’s ability 

to do so in widening contexts. Classroom implications involve the teacher’s ability to provide a 

context which facilitates opportunities for all students, including emergent bilinguals to develop 

the ability to engage in the cognitive, linguistic, and sociocultural dimensions of literacy 

development with increasing competence in the developmental dimension. 

Roskos and Christie (2004) undertook a critical analysis of 20 investigations into the 

play-literacy interface. Their findings indicate that play can serve literacy by providing a setting 

conducive to literacy activity, enhancing language experience and building connections between 

oral and written modes of expression, and by providing a context and opportunities for adults to 

promote literacy learning. Singer and Lythcott (2004) promote sociodramatic play to develop 

school achievement and creativity in their review of studies on the uses of dramatic play in early 

childhood classrooms. Findings related to the cognitive dimension show that children who play 

have increased divergent or creative thought. An increase in children’s use of organized mental 

structures like schemas is noted as another benefit found in the studies they reviewed. Several 

findings are noted in the linguistic dimension. Children display better reading readiness skills, 

more verbal communication, longer and more complex sentences with an increase in syntactical 

complexity, and more use of future and past tense, adjectives and probabilistic terms. Benefits in 

the sociocultural dimension include an increase in a sense of connectedness, better adjustment to 

school, improved social competencies and adaptive skills, and improved self-control. Singer and 

Lythcott (2004) demonstrate an understanding of the developmental dimension and the inter-

relatedness of all four dimensions of literacy in their conclusion that there is a “growing body of 

evidence that supports its (play’s) potential for enhancing school readiness, social skills, and 
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creative accomplishment” (p. 90). Research by Vedeler (1997) also tested the hypothesis that 

sociodramatic play elicits more advanced syntactic language. Six children were observed during 

free play and 100 utterances were examined. An analysis of the results found that the children’s 

language during sociodramatic play was more explicit, syntactically complete, and elaborate than 

in any other type of play. Vedeler (1997) concluded “The demands of conveying meaning to 

peers in dramatic play contexts seem to provide children with opportunities to practice ‘literate’ 

language” (p. 153). 

Berkley (2003) examined the contributions of sociodramtic play to literacy development. 

Sociodramatic play benefits the cognitive dimension since it can increase story comprehension 

and provide for exposure to content concepts when integrated with the curriculum. Linguistic 

development is enhanced in sociodramatic play as the children use oral language to converse, 

expand their vocabulary, use literacy materials to explore concepts of print, the alphabetic 

principle, and word recognition, and experience enriched descriptive language use. The 

sociocultural dimension of literacy development is promoted as children provide audiences for 

each other, present play scenarios, and engage in play between theme based centers. The 

transactive nature of the developmental dimension is evident by the reference to “sociodramtic 

play as the most mature form of dramatic play with the greatest learning potential due to rich 

opportunities for children’s construction of knowledge through collaborative discourse” 

(Smilansky & Shefatya 1990, as cited in Berkley, 2003). 

Literacy development and play based developmentally appropriate practice. 

Many instances of developmentally appropriate best practices for literacy instruction, as 

reviewed in the research literature, are play based. Classroom activities that enhance the four 

dimensions of literacy in Kucer’s (2005) model of literacy development in an inter-related 
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transactional way seem conducive to the implementation of best practices for literacy instruction 

for all students, including emergent bilinguals. The resulting classroom environments have the 

potential to provide the means for rich and meaningful vocabulary development, as noted in the 

research on effective vocabulary interventions. Particularly in designing vocabulary interventions 

that will enable children to develop depth in their conceptual knowledge of vocabulary words 

with the aim to fully interact with the words in varied settings with the hope to change their 

developmental trajectory and increase children’s competence with target vocabulary words. 

Project Approach 

 

According to New (2003), a look at the history of education reveals that, “the academic 

goals of elementary education have often been at odds with the developmental approach of early 

childhood education” (p. 36). Such a disparate relationship has often been noted in the education 

of disadvantaged students. This is supported by the findings of Means, Knapp, and the SRI 

International Policy Studies Associates (1991) that the curriculum for students in schools 

servicing low SES families is less challenging and more repetitive than that found in schools for 

students from a higher SES. A look at classroom practices revealed that teachers tend to be more 

“directive with educationally disadvantaged students, breaking each task down into smaller 

pieces, walking them through step by step, and leaving them with less opportunity to exercise 

higher-order thinking skills” (Means et al., 1991, p. 2). Anyon (1982) also found that the 

curriculum in schools with large populations of students with low SES was “deficient” and 

“schools are not teaching children to think, to be critical” (p. 34). Such concerns have been 

addressed by promoters of equity in education and researchers throughout history by supporting 

the incorporation of inquiry based instructional approaches into all classrooms. Historically 

movements that have encouraged inquiry  and student autonomy in learning can be found in the 
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ideas of John Dewey and Francis Parker in the beginning of the 20
th

 century in North America, 

the Plowden Years in the UK and open education in the US during the 1960’s and 1970’s (Falk 

and Darling-Hammond, 2010). 

The project approach and inspirations from Reggio Emilia 

Katz and Chard (1992), experts in the project based instructional method referred to as 

the Project Approach, describe the approach as being most suited to children between the ages of 

three to eight. The Project Approach boasts a “variety of potential benefits for young children” 

(Katz & Chard, 1992, p. 3) including the ability for children to construct their own knowledge 

from firsthand experience, increasing retention. A project is described as long term study of a 

topic that is both of interest to the children and considered worthy of classroom time by the 

teacher. The children engage in a variety of “writing, measurement, drawing, painting, model-

making, reading, creating stories, dramatic and fine arts” during the execution of a project (Katz 

& Chard, 1992, p. 3). Turner and Krechevsky (2003) are researchers in the Making Learning 

Visible Project which is collaboration between Project Zero at Harvard Graduate School of 

Education and the preschools of Reggio Emilia, Italy.  Reggio Emilia inspired classrooms 

provide opportunities for children to “offer one another helpful ideas, innovative solutions to 

problems, and thought-provoking questions” (Turner & Krechevsky, 2003 p. 40) while they are 

engaged in a project investigation. Turner and Krechevsky (2003) report the role of the teacher 

as one of documentation and reflection upon the children’s work in order to understand their 

learning and facilitate the furtherance of their development. The documentation is also for the 

benefit of the children as autonomous participants in their own learning and that of their peers. 

Turner and Krechevsky (2003) explain, “Documentation helps children understand how they and 

others learn; it serves as a memory of what went on in the classroom and gives children 
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opportunities to reflect on and evaluate their own and other children’s work and ideas” (p. 42). 

New (2003) notes that “conflict between academic goals and child-initiated activities have lost 

their punch as teachers have experienced the benefits of hypothesis-generating projects rich and 

varied enough to provide authentic learning experiences for both adults and children” (p. 36). 

Such a communicatively rich collaborative environment may be an ideal setting for developing 

depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge. The project approach fits well with direct 

instruction of vocabulary words during shared storybook reading in that it does not replace 

instruction, it is a way for children to use and strengthen skills learned during instruction (New, 

2003). 

Wilson (2003) explains that projects can provide experiences consistent with research 

findings in language-minority education such as that found by Ovando and Collier (1998). They 

found that classes taught in a manner that engaged students in collaborative discovery learning 

accelerated language minority student’s academic growth (Ovando & Collier, 1998). Due to the 

importance for emergent bilinguals to have multiple exposures to new vocabulary, Wilson 

(2003) also notes the following aspects of project work that facilitate providing multiple 

exposures to words. New vocabulary is naturally presented in concrete ways during 

demonstration in project investigations. Language use is encouraged by peer interaction and 

since all students involved in the project are asking questions about vocabulary words emergent 

bilinguals may not feel as isolated from the group. Projects provide a setting in which the teacher 

can build depth of vocabulary knowledge through webs and other graphic organizers and 

incorporate labels into the project area or a stack of word cards containing words with pictures 

related to the project for ELLs to use to communicate if they forget the English words (Wilson, 

2003). Helm (2003) posits that an emphasis on building vocabulary in project investigations is a 
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foundation for further learning. Helm (2003) lists additional ideas to build vocabulary while 

doing projects in the classroom: read many books on the subject, create a word wall, display 

illustrated words in the project area, label artifacts and project tools, and create student or teacher 

word books. Schuler (2003) offers a conclusion in her observations from students involved in 

projects, “vocabulary builds as they share personal experiences with the topic and grows as they 

learn and inquire about the topic from the resources, each other, and the teacher” (p. 1.27). 

Research on project based education. 

Researchers have studied the effectiveness of project investigations on student 

engagement, language, and vocabulary development. Bryson (1994) conducted action research in 

her first grade classroom by comparing results from a project on frogs to a themed unit on 

dinosaurs. The difference between a project investigation and a themed unit relates to the level of 

student autonomy (Bryson, 1994). In a project the students are integral participants in the 

direction the investigation will take. In a themed unit the planning is done by the teacher. 

Bryson’s results show that children were more involved in reading and research, made more 

decisions about their own learning, and showed more enthusiasm during the frog project than 

during the themed unit. Hook (2010) conducted a study with 50 ESL primary students in 

kindergarten to sixth grade in Australia. The students participated in the Science is Fun project 

where they performed simple science experiments while collaborating with peers. The resulting 

conversations about the science projects were tape recorded. The students also participated in 

another program called Shared Reading. In Shared Reading the students engaged with language 

using drama, tech, drawing, craft or science to playfully explore a theme. The results from these 

two programs revealed that “allowing ESL students time to play with language, explore meaning 

and exchange ideas helped them to connect prior knowledge with lesson content” (Hook, 2010, 
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p. 15). The students also developed a deeper understanding of the concepts in the project. In 

addition, Hook (2010) found the projects supported the student’s literacy development. Bicakci 

and Gursoy (2010) conducted a pre-test/post test experimental design with a control group with 

38 children from two different kindergartens (6-years-old) in Ankara, Turkey. The students were 

in two different schools. One school implemented a Project Based Educational Program for 33 

days at three hours a day. This was compared to the control group at the other school who 

received their regular educational program. Bicakci and Gursoy (2010) found that the students in 

the project based program increased vocabulary development. The results of the Brigance Early 

Development Inventory revealed significant, permanent results for receptive and productive 

language development in the project based education (Bicakci & Gursoy, 2010). 

Other researchers have examined how teachers implement DAP and the attainment of 

educational concepts and standards. Jung and Reifel (2011) examined how a teacher 

conceptualizes communication during mathematics lessons and the challenge of meeting state 

standards. The data collected consisted of classroom observations, semi-structured interviews, 

and the classroom documents used by the teacher and students during mathematics lessons. The 

mathematics lessons were designed by the teacher based on “her beliefs about child-centered and 

play based approaches as best practices for kindergarten, and her teaching experience in creating 

developmentally appropriate kindergarten classrooms” (Jung & Reifel, 2011, p. 202). The 

description of the lessons in the study seems to depict an environment, similar to a project 

investigation, where the students have autonomy to discuss, develop, and share their ideas 

amongst each other and with the teacher. The teacher intentionally incorporated challenging 

tasks for the students to collaborate on and discuss with each other in order to construct 

mathematical understandings.  An analysis of the data indicated that the teacher “was able to 
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integrate the standards into play-based activities that motivated young children to engage in 

learning mathematical concepts” (Jung & Reifel, 2011, p. 203). Mitchell, Foulger, Wetzel, and 

Rathkey (2009) conducted a single case study to examine how a first grade teacher negotiated 

implementation of a project while addressing grade-level standards. Data sources included field 

notes, teacher interviews, videotaped observations, and transcribed teacher and student 

interviews. Among the findings the researchers noted that the instead of just teaching her 

students the skills, the teacher taught her students how to use the skills while engaged in project 

investigations (Mitchell et al., 2009). One unexpected finding that Mitchell et al. (2009) 

considered unique to research on project based instruction was the manner in which the teacher 

incorporated the standards into the curriculum. Commonly, researchers find that teachers 

consider the standards first and then plan projects with the children. Mitchell et al. (2009) refer to 

this teacher’s method as the “negotiated project approach” (p. 339) since the teacher placed 

emphasis on the interests of the children and then “negotiated” the standards into the areas the 

children were interested in studying. The teacher was successful at meeting the grade level 

standards in this method of negotiating projects with the students. Dresden and Kyunghwa 

(2007) conducted a study with 19 first graders from a school with a high percentage of low SES. 

They compared two teaching methods. A teacher directed unit on animals and a project based 

unit on chicks. Data collection consisted of whole class administration of three worksheets 

during the beginning, middle, and end of both the study on animals and the project on chicks. 

The students expressed more specific and accurate ideas and used more words after the project 

based instruction (Dresden & Kyunghwa, 2007). Dresden and Kyunghwa (2007) also concluded 

that “more state-mandated objectives were covered during the project-based unit than during the 

teacher-directed unit” (p. 3). 
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Extending Vocabulary Interventions 

 

Falk and Darling-Hammond (2010) contend that good teachers are “able to bridge the 

divide between what students already know and …what students need to learn” (p. 74). 

Opportunities for sociodramatic play and project investigations are recommended to implement 

and extend the recommendation from the research on effective vocabulary interventions for 

emergent bilinguals. Falk and Darling-Hammond (2010) also note that good teachers emphasize 

“looking and listening rather than quizzing and telling” and “provide active learning 

opportunities, using what they learn from observing learners’ actions and their work to create 

curricula that extends learners’ prior experiences and understandings”  (p. 74). Other nationally 

recognized researchers convey similar messages to educators. In their National Study of School 

Effectiveness for Language Minority Students, Thomas and Collier (2002) describe an effective 

bilingual/ESL program as one that meets student’s linguistic, academic, cognitive, emotional, 

social, and physical needs in a learning environment with rich, natural oral and written language 

being used by students and teachers. In addition, real world problem solving, cooperative 

learning, and challenging unit studies that build upon and hold students’ interest are integral to a 

well-designed bilingual/ESL program (Thomas, Collier, & Center for Research on Education, 

2002). Shared storybook readings with extended exposure to target vocabulary words in 

opportunities for sociodramatic play and project investigations corresponds with Thomas and 

Collier’s (2002) description of well-designed bilingual/ESL programs. 

Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence. 

Enhancing the learning environment through opportunities for sociodramatic play and 

project investigations also provides the means to instruct kindergarten and first grade students 

through the varying aspects of intelligence described in Sternberg’s (2001) triarchic theory of 
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intelligence. Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence presents intelligence as more than a 

single construct, such as that measured by IQ tests (Sternberg, 2001). The theory posits that 

intelligence is comprised of analytical, creative, and practical aspects (Sternberg, Torff, & 

Grigorenko, 1998). Also referred to as the successful intelligence theory, Sternberg (2001) 

believes that students can experience greater success when teachers provide varied instructional 

opportunities that enable students to utilize all three aspects of intelligence to enhance learning. 

Sternberg et al. (1998) conducted two studies, one with third graders and one with high school 

students on the benefits of triarchic instruction. In triarchic instruction information is presented 

in a manner that enables students to learn the information in the three ways, analytical, creative, 

and practical, according to the student’s strengths. In Sternberg et al.’s (1998) study the 

experimental group received triarchic instruction. The first control group received traditional 

based instruction and the second control group received analytically based instruction. Results 

from the studies with the third graders and high school students indicate that students receiving 

triarchic instruction outperformed students receiving traditional based instruction or analytically 

based instruction.  

According to Sternberg (2001) teaching for memory learning provides the foundation for 

teaching according to the three aspects of intelligence as it provides students with the knowledge 

base from which to apply their intelligence to learning. This is aligned with the tenets of the 

Project Approach that direct instruction should proceed and compliment the investigations 

pursued by the students. Direct instruction of vocabulary words during shared storybook reading 

would provide the foundation for the three aspects of intelligence to be developed in 

opportunities for sociodramatic play and project investigations. Providing a balance of 

instructional opportunities across these three aspects of intelligence enables students to build 
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upon their strengths and develop their weaknesses. Sociodramatic play and project investigations 

enable teachers to provide instruction across all three aspects of intelligence in which students 

can increase their knowledge of vocabulary words. Infusing analytical tasks into instructional 

environments involves providing students with opportunities to evaluate, explain, compare and 

contrast. Teaching for creative learning involves providing instructional environments with 

opportunities for students determine their own path to explore ideas that go beyond what was 

presented. Those students who learn best when provided with practical applications benefit from 

instructional environments that provide opportunities to put what they are learning into practice. 

 Student agency and equity in the classroom. 

 However, academic achievement as the result of impeccable classroom implementation 

of sound theory to practice can be limited by the degree of engagement and effort students 

expend toward their own learning. Thus, the development of student agency frames this 

professional development workshop and subsequent recommendations for classroom 

implementations of the findings. Agency can be manifested in a variety of ways. Rainio (2008) 

examined the different ways agency can be exerted by students in the classroom. Students’ 

agentic activities, initiatives, are classified in Rainio’s (2008) study as either: a.) supportive, b.) 

constructive, c.) deconstructive, or d.) resistant. Deconstructive or resistant agency can actually 

lead to decreased learning opportunities for students as they are alienated from the instructional 

activities designed to promote their learning. Rainio (2008) suggests methods for redirecting 

non-productive displays of student agency toward manifestations of student agency that are 

supportive of the learning environment and constructive toward student learning. Johnston 

(2004), in his book Choice Words, demonstrates how classroom discourse can develop a 

student’s sense of their own agency by facilitating their awareness that their own strategic 
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actions can influence the environment and lead to the accomplishment of student goals. As 

teachers build a learning community through rich communication aimed at framing the students 

as agentic decision makers, the students develop the confidence to set higher academic goals for 

themselves (Johnston, 2004). 

 Several factors can contribute to the teacher’s ability to provide emergent bilingual 

students with a classroom learning environment that is conducive to supportive and constructive 

applications of student agency toward learning. Copple and Bedekamp (2009) describe how 

young children may go through a silent period when they do not talk much in either language. 

According to Krashen (1981a, as cited in Peregoy & Boyle, 2008) it is important for teachers to 

recognize the silent period as a time for the student to acquire language skills through receptive 

means. Krashen (1981a, as cited in Peregoy & Boyle, 2008) affirms teachers should not force 

language production; however, teachers can promote language development by addressing 

affective variables such as “a low anxiety learning environment, student motivation to learn the 

language, self-confidence, and self-esteem” (p. 55). 

Addressing such affective variables necessitates an examination of issues related to 

equity and access in the classroom. Gee (2001) argues that “reading and writing cannot be 

separated from speaking, listening, and interacting, on the one hand, or using language to think 

about and act on the world, on the other” (p. 714). Such an argument positions opportunities for 

students to think about and act upon the world in the classroom, such as in sociodramatic play or 

project investigations, as firmly connected to the development of what is more traditionally 

thought of as reading and writing. Gee (2001) believes that early verbal abilities conducive to 

future academic success are built in language environments where children can interact and 

engage in “cognitively challenging talk” (p. 724). Because children enter school with different 
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cultural backgrounds, as is almost always the case with emergent bilinguals, discourse patterns 

upon school entry vary in the degree to which the children are accustomed to engaging in the 

type of discourse described as conducive to the development of what Gee (2001) refers to as the 

desired verbal abilities. An awareness of these culturally based discourse differences between 

students can enable teachers to provide more equitable opportunities for all students to engage in 

cognitively challenging conversations as they build knowledge of vocabulary words during 

sociodramatic play and project investigations. 

 Christian and Bloom (2004) studied how the presence of ELLs affected the distribution 

of symbolic capital and the social identities of the students in the classroom. The authors 

conducted a discourse analysis during a reading activity to code linguistic clues to identify 

symbolic capital and social identities (Christian & Bloom, 2004). Their study found that ELL 

students were often placed in marginalized roles and positions during literacy activities. The 

implications of their study can impact the teacher’s design of the opportunities for sociodramatic 

play and project investigations. Such considerations as equitable distribution of resources and 

positions of power within the sociodramatic play settings and project investigations are crucial 

for creating equity in the distribution of symbolic capital in the classroom. Student agency 

presupposes a social identity that embraces the initiative to act on behalf of one’s own learning. 

Inequitable distributions of symbolic capital in the classroom can lead to a decrease of student 

agency for students in marginalized groups. In classrooms with emergent bilinguals a 

marginalized social identity that inhibits student agency in the acquisition of target vocabulary 

words would likely not lead to a decrease in the vocabulary gap. 
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Best Practice and Vocabulary Acquisition 

 

 Sociodramatic play and project investigations are practices that facilitate promoting 

student agency, teaching for the three aspects of intelligence as noted by Sternberg (2001) and 

are suited to the developmental level of kindergarten and first grade students as they exhibit 

increased interest in social interactions, enthusiasm for learning, an increased ability to inhibit 

impulsive behaviors, and an increasing ability to think with multidimensionality (Copple & 

Bredekamp, 2009). The classroom environment provided in sociodramatic play and project 

investigations also facilitates the implementation of research based recommended best practice 

for vocabulary interventions. As noted by Katz and Chard (1992) including the ability for 

children to construct their own knowledge from firsthand experience can increase their retention. 

In opportunities for sociodramatic play and project investigations teachers are able to provide 

repeated exposure to target vocabulary words (Ulanoff & Pucci, 1999; Silverman, 2007b), visual 

aids (Silverman, 2007b) and incorporate target vocabulary words in play and classroom centers 

(Gillanders and Castro, 2011). The findings of this literature review will be used to guide the 

professional development workshop in Chapter 4. 
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Chapter 3  

Methodology 

Collection of Articles 

 

I collected research articles for analysis through a search of the following databases; Eric, 

Primary Search, Academic Search Complete, Educational Research Complete, SocIndex, and 

PsycInfo. I examined policy statements from NAEYC, large scale national studies, extensive 

literature reviews, and empirical studies. Search terms included: agency, developmentally 

appropriate practice, ELLs, bilingual, play, sociodramatic play, project approach, 

constructivism, vocabulary, and the Matthew Effect. 

Selection of Research Studies 

 

I collected research for each category of the literature review separately. For the section 

on vocabulary interventions I focused on research of kindergarten and first grade students. 

Primary considerations for this literature review included vocabulary interventions using story 

book reading and a population that included emergent bilinguals. The research reviewed 

examined direct instruction, preview/review, concurrent translation, multi-dimensional exposure, 

and multimedia interventions. The central objective of the research examined was the reduction 

of the vocabulary gap.  

I selected research for the socio-dramatic play section of the literature review by first 

examining the research on providing a developmentally appropriate, dual language, word rich 

environment for enhancing literacy development and academic achievement for emergent 

bilinguals. Next, I examined research on the relationship between socio-dramatic play and 

specific literacy skills through the lens of the four dimensions in Kucer’s (2005) theoretical of 
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literacy development. In my selection of research on play I looked for seminal research, critical 

analysis of a large group of studies, and research that looked at more than one of Kucer’s (2005) 

dimensions of literacy development. The aim of the research studied was to explore a bridge 

between theory and classroom practice. 

I began the selection of research for the section on the project approach with a brief 

examination of research on the historical roots of a disparate relationship between academic 

goals and developmentally appropriate practice. The central objective of the research selected in 

the rest of this section was to describe the increased academic achievement as the result of 

developmentally appropriate project investigations in classroom practice. The research I studied 

came from a number of different countries. I narrowed the results by including studies primarily 

on kindergarten and first grade students. Again, the aim of the research I studied was to 

document a bridge, this time from developmentally appropriate practice to increased academic 

achievement.  

In the section on extending vocabulary interventions I examined the empirical research 

supporting Sternberg’s triarchic theory of intelligence (Sternberg, 1998, 2001) and the 

application of Sternberg’s theory to classroom application of expanding vocabulary knowledge 

through opportunities for socio-dramatic play and project investigations. In the rest of the section 

I examined research on possible affective and sociocultural barriers to academic achievement for 

emergent bilinguals.  
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Chapter 4 

Results and Application 

Results of the Review 

 

 The results of the literature review indicate that although direct instruction of vocabulary 

words can reduce the vocabulary gap the drawbacks include excessive teacher preparation time 

and decreased opportunities for emergent bilinguals to benefit from direct instruction due in part 

to an emphasis on oral language. The language barrier can inhibit the ability of emergent 

bilinguals to fully and meaningfully participate in direct instructional activities. An examination 

of the research on socio-dramatic play and project investigations indicated that these forms of 

classroom activities might increase both the depth and breadth of vocabulary development for 

emergent bilinguals. Evidence from research on both theory and practice, as noted in the 

literature review in Chapter 2, (August et al., 2005; Biçakçi & Gürsoy, 2010; Berkley, 2003; 

Bryson, 1994; Copple & Bredekamp, 2009; Dresden & Kyunghwa, 2007; Gillanders & Castro, 

2011; Helm, 2003; Hook, 2010; Jung & Reifel, 2011; Katz & Chard, 1992; Mitchell, Foulger, 

Wetzel, & Rathkey, 2009; New, 2003; Pellegrini, 1980; Roskos & Christie, 2004; Schuler, 2003; 

Silverman & Hines, 2009; Singer & Lythcott, 2004; Sternberg, 1998, 2001; Thomas, Collier, & 

Center for Research on Education, 2002; Vedeler, 1997; Wilson, 2003) supports supplementing 

direct instruction of vocabulary words during storybook readings with opportunities for socio-

dramatic play and project investigations for kindergarten and first grade students.  

Application of Results to Professional Development 

One of the concerns in the research literature regarding the effectiveness of professional 

development workshops is the lack of lasting change to teacher classroom practice. Garet et al. 

(2001) contend that traditional forms of professional development, such as single session 
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workshops, can be ineffective at increasing teachers’ knowledge and promoting change in 

classroom practices. There is a lack of evidence for lasting change to classroom practice with 

single day workshops. Pritchard and Marshall (2002) discuss this concern by reporting the 

finding of the Kansas Staff Development Council (1994) that less than 10% of teachers applied 

knowledge from one-time workshops in their classrooms. According to Pritchard and Marshall 

(2002), professional development models involving follow-up activities, coaching, and 

interactions with other teachers were most effective. Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon 

(2001) also relate the duration of professional development to the depth of teacher change. 

Garet et al. (2001) refer to “reform” models of professional development which are 

designed with study groups, mentoring, and/or coaching and are sustained over time. Such 

reform models are thought to be more influential in changing teaching practices (Garet et al., 

2001; Darling-Hammond, 1995).  Garet et al. (2002) conducted a national probability sample 

with 1,027 mathematics and science teachers to determine the effectiveness of professional 

development. They assessed the effects of professional development by the degree to which it 

built on teacher’s background knowledge, the emphasis of aligning content and pedagogy with 

curriculum standards and assessments, and supports for sustained, ongoing communication with 

other teachers attempting the same changes to their teaching (Garet et al., 2002). Results indicate 

that sustained professional development that focuses on academic subject matter with “hands on” 

learning activities and opportunities to incorporate the new practices into the classroom relates to 

increased teacher knowledge and changes to classroom practice (Garet et al., 2002). 

Another concern in the research literature regards the perception of an adversarial 

relationship between the trainer and the attendees. Teachers, according to Wilson and Berne 

(1999, as cited in Pritchard & Marshall, 2002), “are loathe to participate in anything that smacks 



VOCABULARY INTERVENTIONS  36 

 

 

of one-day workshops offered by outside ‘experts’ who know (and care) little about the 

particular and special contexts of a given school” (p. 116). Merriam and Caffarella (1999) 

recommend that professional development leaders recognize that the attendees typically work 

with the subject matter of the workshop on a daily basis. Thus, professional development leaders 

need to learn as much as possible about the attendee’s background knowledge at the onset of 

professional development. As noted by Blachowitz et al. (2005), presenting one “fix” after 

another to classroom teachers creates an adversarial relationship between teachers, specialists, 

and administrators. Determining the attendee’s background knowledge, as well as giving the 

learners more control of the learning process can be ways to avoid an adversarial relationship. 

Knowledge of the teachers’ background in relation to the topic will also enable the facilitators to 

address specific characteristics of adult learners, such as the meaningfulness of the content. 

Contextualizing the environment and an awareness of the teacher’s knowledge base will 

facilitate the process of making the content of the professional development meaningful to the 

teachers. Merriam and Caffarella (1999) state that “linked to the meaningfulness of materials is 

the variable of motivation” (p. 397). In other words, adults are more likely to engage when the 

content is meaningful to them. This concept is supported by Knowles Theory of Andragogy (as 

cited in Merriam & Caffarella, 1999) which makes several points that are foundational when 

considering the importance of meaningfulness to engagement in adult learning. First, adults 

become more self-directed learners as they mature. Knowles theory also notes that an adult’s 

experiences provide a rich resource for learning. In addition, adults look more towards 

immediate application of knowledge as opposed to waiting for future application. Incorporating 

these principles in the design of professional development workshops can help diffuse a 

perceived adversarial relationship. 
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Howerton and Thomas (2004) extended such recommendations into the interactions 

between teachers and specialists for the benefit of struggling high school readers. They called for 

all involved to integrate the specifics from their realm into each other’s respective domains. This 

changes the professional development climate from one of transmission of knowledge from 

trainer/specialist to attendee/teacher to a climate of collaborative learning. One of the main 

responsibilities of the literacy coach becomes the establishment of a learning climate of 

mutuality where all are joint inquirers and the attendees feel respected, supported and free to 

express themselves and explore the topic (Edwards, 1988). A move away from an adversarial 

relationship between literacy coach and attendee involves a shift from a transmission of 

knowledge to a transformation as a result of co-generation between literacy coach and attendee.  

Transformational change. 

 In presentations to the California Beginning Teacher Induction Network, Darling-

Hammond (1995) mentioned the need for transformation in the nature of teaching and learning in 

our nation’s schools. She highlights the National Board for Professional Teaching Standards 

(NBPTS) as a way to tap into teacher ability. Proposition #5 of the NBPTS promotes teachers as 

members of learning communities where they work collaboratively with other professionals to 

transform educational environments for the benefit of students. Designing professional 

development workshops as learning communities based on collaborative efforts between literacy 

coaches and attendees can result in transformational learning. Transformational learning, 

according to Merriam and Caffarella (2004), focuses on the participant’s construction of 

experience resulting in a fundamental change in the life of the participant. As described in their 

guide to adult learning, “transformational learning shapes people, they are different afterwards” 

(Merriam & Caffarella, (2004, p. 318). The mental construction of experience, inner meaning, 
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and reflection are common components of transformational learning.  Merriam and Caffarella 

(2004) identify three specific components of transformational learning. First, there is a 

“centrality of life experience” (p. 327), a point in time when an individual questions an 

experience that cannot be accommodated into their prior experiences.  Second, there is the 

“nature of critical reflection” (p. 328), the examination of usually long held assumptions or 

beliefs about the experience.  The last component is the “promotion of development” (p. 329). 

The role of the trainer is to challenge the attendees to examine their assumptions and co-

construct a new and more developed perspective. 

 Co-generative dialoguing. 

Avoiding adversarial relationships between administration, specialists, and classroom 

teachers is probably one of the more difficult aspects involved in the creation of a new school 

culture and the implementation of a transformation learning model for professional development. 

A new discourse for collaboration on assessment, intervention, and the meeting of accountability 

standards is needed by school districts (Roth & Tobin, 2004). A new collaborative dialogue is 

recommended between educational professionals that integrates the efforts of all for the 

transformation of classroom practice. Co-generative dialoguing, which has been studied in co-

teaching models, may also have application in sustained professional development. Roth and 

Tobin (2004) address this challenge by developing the concept of co-generative dialoguing as a 

means to encourage a collective responsibility towards the successful implementation of co-

teaching models. They contend that abstract recommendations for teachers from research have 

only limited potential for success. Co-generative dialoguing is a dialectical approach that 

“depicts the current state of an activity system as a possibility space for its own transformations” 

(Roth & Tobin, 2004, p. 175). An activity system refers to the rules and conduct and structure of 
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a field, in this case education. Space refers to a dialogic third space for the interactions of 

individuals to take shape and develop into a new co-constructed conceptualization. Roth and 

Tobin (2004) contend that lasting change can occur when the individuals involved evaluate the 

current state, with all of its contradictions, and proceed “with the premise of agency as a 

fundamental characteristic, which allows teachers (as all humans) to change their life conditions 

rather than merely react to them (p. 178). Lehner (2006) refers to co-generative dialogue as the 

counterpart to co-teaching. He describes the dualistic discourse and subsequent contradictions 

that occurred in a co-teaching model in an urban high school. Co-generative dialogue was 

successfully employed to diffuse the dualistic tendencies that are contradictory to the success of 

the co-teaching model.  

Literacy Coaching Workshop Goals and Objectives 

 

The professional development project was designed to be a 1 ½ hour workshop, to be 

held at the New York State Association for the Education of Young Children (NYSAEYC) 

conference for in-service and pre-service teachers and program directors.  

The goal for the workshop was to frame the professional development as a co-generative 

dialogue in a learning climate designed for transformational learning. I attempted to incorporate 

as many features of reform models (Garet et al. 2002) for professional development as possible 

in a one day workshop format. The workshop was designed to offer participants control over the 

learning environment, encourage small group interaction, large group modeling, literacy coach 

mentoring, and the opportunity to extend learning over time and in relation to the participants’ 

classrooms. 

 The learning objectives for this professional development workshop were: 
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1. Participants will recognize the significance of the vocabulary gap on later reading 

comprehension and academic achievement. 

2. Participants will implement interactive shared storybook reading techniques for teaching 

new vocabulary words in small groups. 

3. Participants will collaborate to produce a list of potential child initiated project 

investigations designed to build breadth and depth for new vocabulary words. 

4. Participants will evaluate opportunities for children to increase their own engagement in 

vocabulary acquisition. 

5. Participants will design a variety of opportunities for children to express their depth of 

understanding of the new vocabulary words. 

 

The aim was to encourage transformational learning through co-generative dialogue 

centered on brief, interspersed discussions of the research literature as presented by the literacy 

coach. A significant portion of the workshop was dedicated to small group collaboration in an 

effort to contextualize the learning environment and knowledge base of the participants, 

encourage meaningful engagement with the content, and to provide the time needed to create a 

dialogic third space for individual interactions within the small groups to develop new co-

constructed conceptualizations of classroom implementations of researched based vocabulary 

interventions.  

 Workshop ties to professional standards 

 Since the workshop was attended by prekindergarten to second grade educators, I 

considered the New York State Common Core Learning Standards for both prekindergarten and 

second grade. In prekindergarten, standard 4 for Reading Standards for Literature and 

Informational Text is “Exhibit curiosity and interest in learning new vocabulary”. Under Reading 
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Standards Foundational Skills, standard #1, students are to “Recognize own name and common 

signs and labels in the environment”. Standard #5 under Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas is 

“Add drawings or other visual displays to descriptions as desired to provide additional detail”. 

For second grade under Research to Build and Present Knowledge in standard #7 students are to 

“Recall information from experiences or gather information from provided sources to answer a 

question. For Comprehension and Collaboration standard #1 is “Participate in collaborative 

conversations with diverse partners about grade 2 topics and texts with peers and adults in small 

and larger groups”. In Presentation of Knowledge and Ideas students are to “Create audio 

recordings of stories or poems; add drawings or other visual displays to stories or recounts of 

experiences when appropriate to clarify ideas, thoughts, and feelings.” in standard 5. In 

Vocabulary Acquisition and Use standard #5a is “Identify real-life connections between words 

and their use” and standard #5b is “Distinguish shades of meaning among closely related verbs 

and closely related adjectives”. Standard #6 is for students to “Use words and phrases acquired 

through conversations, reading and being read to, and responding to texts, including using 

adjectives and adverbs to describe” (New York State Education Department, 2012).  

The International Reading Association (IRA) Standard 6 encompasses the goal for my 

role as a candidate in the literacy program for professional development, “Candidates recognize 

the importance of, demonstrate, and facilitate professional learning and leadership as a career-

long effort and responsibility”. IRA Standards relevant to the workshop participants consist of 

several elements and evidences from each of the IRA standards as noted in Table 4.1 

(International Reading Association, 2012). 
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Table 4.1. IRA Standards and Elements 

Standard Element Description 

1 1 

Demonstrate knowledge about the transfer of skills from the primary or 

home language (L1) to English (L2) as it affects literacy learning across 

these components. 

Explain the research and theory about effective learning environments 

that support individual motivation to read and write. 

2 1 
Implement the curriculum based on students’ prior knowledge, world 

experiences, and interests. 

4 2 
Provide instruction and instructional formats that engage students as 

agents of their own learning. 

5 2 
Create supportive environments where English learners are encouraged 

and given many opportunities to use English. 

 

Design of Professional Development Project   

 The professional development workshop was designed to begin with a 10 minute “Meet 

and Greet”. Each participant will be given an index card with a vocabulary word, a picture, or a 

definition. The participants walked around to find the two people with the matching word, 

picture, or definition to their index card and introduced themselves to each other. After giving a 

brief introduction to the topic of the workshop, I explained the grouping options by pointing out 

the signs on the wall indicating the group formations that are available. The participants chose to 

group based on a topic of interest, age of students, or with fellow co-workers. The participants 

selecting a topic of interest were directed to their section of the room first. They shared their 

topic with the other participants so that all others interested in that topic could join their group. 

Participants who desired to group by age or with co-workers went to different sections of the 

room.  

 Each part of the workshop was designed to be 15 minutes long. Part 1(see Appendix B 

presentation PowerPoint slides) began with a five minute discussion (including definition of 

terms such as vocabulary gap and emergent bilingual) of the importance of early vocabulary 
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development on latter reading comprehension and academic achievement and the challenges 

faced by emergent bilinguals. Participants were asked to examine the storybook at their table for 

three minutes for illustrations and sections of text that could either support vocabulary 

development or cause challenges for students, especially emergent bilinguals. Next there was a 

three minute discussion of research based non-linguistic interaction strategies that have been 

shown effective in increasing the acquisition of vocabulary words. During the last four minutes 

of Part 1 the participants practiced using interactive strategies for teaching vocabulary words 

from their storybook during role plays of shared storybook readings. The emphasis during the 

role plays was on using concrete objects with active responses from the children.  

 In Part 2, for the first five minutes, the participants were introduced to research based 

ways to increase literacy development through opportunities for sociodramatic play and project 

investigations. Large group collaboration focused on how to select project themes based on the 

interests’ children exhibit in the classroom and the vocabulary words in the group’s storybook.  

The last 10 minutes of Part 2 consisted of small group collaboration where the participants used 

their prior classroom experiences to brainstorm potential child initiated investigations for 

actively exploring the vocabulary words in socio-dramatic play or project investigations. 

 In Part 3 the participants were presented with a five minute review of the benefits of 

promoting student agency through classroom examples and research. The concept of using 

provocation and documentation to further determine student interest, increase student autonomy 

in learning, and to encourage reflective conversations from the schools in Reggio Emilia, Italy 

was considered during socio-dramatic play and project investigations. The last 10 minutes were 

spent in small group collaboration on ways to incorporate provocation and documentation to 

expand children’s ability to exert agency toward their own acquisition of new vocabulary words.  
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 A 5 minute introduction to current research and select experiences related to the “100 

Languages” of children as celebrated in the schools of Reggio Emilia on the many different ways 

children can demonstrate their learning was presented to the participants at the beginning of Part 

4. In a large group discussion participants shared some of the various forms of representation 

children have used in their classroom. This was followed by 10 minutes where the small groups 

revisited the child initiated socio-dramatic play or project investigations in order to design a 

variety of different opportunities for the children to express depth of understanding for the new 

vocabulary words.  

 The workshop concluded with two activities. The first was a description and 

demonstration of the workshop blog site to which all participants were invited to join in order to 

continue our co-generative dialogue and extend the learning activities of the workshop into the 

participants’ classrooms. The last activity was a workshop evaluation survey for the participants 

to complete.  

 Resources for the professional development workshop.   

 I brought cards with vocabulary words/pictures/definitions for the Meet and Greet. Large 

signs for each type of group were posted in various locations on the walls. Each table had scrap 

paper, pencils, and a children’s book. I prepared a PowerPoint for the whole group discussions at 

the beginning of each section. I created an agenda (see Appendix A for the agenda) for the 

workshop and a poster with findings from the literature review. I borrowed the AV equipment 

from the media center and purchased a support package from the conference technology 

department. I prepared cards with the website information for the workshop blog and brought the 

evaluation surveys to hand out at the end of the workshop. 
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Chapter 5 

Discussion and Conclusion 

Overview of Study and Findings 

  

 An overview of research studies on vocabulary acquisition, sociodramatic play, project 

investigation, and agency indicates that instructional adaptations can lead to a decrease the 

vocabulary gap for emergent bilinguals. The findings of the literature review on vocabulary 

interventions were that direct instruction of vocabulary words can be an effective way to 

decrease the vocabulary gap. However, the drawbacks of direct instruction of vocabulary words 

include extended teacher preparation time, the limited number of words that can be covered, and 

high linguistic demands for emergent bilinguals. These drawbacks were examined in light of the 

research on the benefits of sociodramatic play and project investigations as ways to increase 

exposure to vocabulary words in more authentic, developmentally appropriate instructional 

settings.     

Significance of Findings 

 The findings of this literature review are significant when considered alongside research 

on student agency, emergent bilinguals, and intelligence theory.  Sociodramatic play settings and 

project investigations are instructional settings which can support a student’s own agentic 

initiatives in learning. Vocabulary acquisition in these settings occurs in a more authentic 

environment which supports both depth and breadth of vocabulary knowledge. According to 

August and Shanahan (2006) explicit instruction in the five areas of reading, including 

vocabulary, is not sufficient for second language learners. Both social and academic oral 

language proficiency are necessary for development.  Thomas and Collier (2002) describe an 
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effective bilingual/ESL program as one that meets student’s linguistic, academic, cognitive, 

emotional, social, and physical needs in a learning environment with rich, natural oral and 

written language being used by students and teachers. In addition they affirm that, real world 

problem solving, cooperative learning, and challenging unit studies that build upon and hold 

students’ interest are integral to a well-designed bilingual/ESL program.  Sternberg’s (2001) 

theory of successful intelligence also affirms the benefit of instructional settings, built off of 

direct instruction, that provide analytical, creative, and practical means through which to acquire 

knowledge. Expanding effective, research based, direct instruction of vocabulary words during 

story book reading by incorporating target vocabulary words into sociodramtic play and project 

investigations provides such a learning environment for emergent bilinguals.  

Limitations of Findings 

 One of the main limitations of these findings is a lack of studies on vocabulary 

acquisition during sociodramatic play and/or project investigations. Also, each of the sections of 

this literature review did not encompass an exhaustive review. The review highlights major and 

significant findings from the research literature on each topic. 

 A limitation of the professional workshop was that the information was presented in a 

single session, without the ability for the participants to implement the ideas from the various 

sections in the professional development with children. Thus, the group discussions were based 

on conjecture about how children would respond to the proposed interventions. Another 

limitation was that the participants came from all areas of the state and had not met each other 

prior to the workshop. If the participants had been acquainted with each other and the children 

they teach prior to the workshop the co-generative dialoguing may have been more in depth and 

specific to the strengths and weaknesses of individual children. 



VOCABULARY INTERVENTIONS  47 

 

 

Conclusion: Answer to the Research Questions 

1. What research based vocabulary interventions for kindergarten and first grade students 

produce an increase in student vocabulary acquisition while overcoming the Matthew 

Effect for emergent bilinguals. 

A review of the research literature indicates that direct instruction of vocabulary words during 

storybook reading can be an effective way to decrease the vocabulary gap for emergent 

bilinguals. Decreasing the vocabulary gap with direct instruction of vocabulary words during 

storybook reading can be enhanced with multimedia interventions and with increased 

instructional time. 

 

2. What effect might project investigations and sociodramatic play designed to promote 

student agency in vocabulary acquisition have on increasing acquisition of target 

vocabulary words? 

A review of the research indicates that sociodramtic play and project investigations have been 

found to have benefits for both general and specific aspects of literacy development. These 

benefits seem as if they would hold true for vocabulary development as well, given the research 

on effective instructional environments for young children and emergent bilinguals. Such 

environments, which encourage authentic interactions with both social and academic language in 

word rich environments, can be provided during sociodramatic play and project investigations.   

Recommendations for Future Research 

 There is a general lack of research on vocabulary development during sociodramatic play 

and project investigations. There is also a need for studies to examine student agency both in 
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varied instructional settings and in relation to the acquisition of vocabulary. Subsequent studies 

on the development of the depth of conceptual knowledge of student vocabulary as used over 

time in sociodramtic play and project investigations are also recommended.  

Reflection of Professional Development and extensions into school settings 

 The professional development session was scheduled at 8:00 am Saturday morning, 

concurrent to the keynote speaker, Lillian Katz. I did not expect a large turn out and was pleased 

when 11 people joined my session. There were two toddler teachers, seven prekindergarten 

teachers, one assistant teacher, and one early childhood program coordinator. Four participants 

grouped together based on the fact that they all worked in the same center. The two toddler 

teachers and one of the prekindergarten teachers grouped together based on the type of children's 

book they choose to use for vocabulary development. The last group of four chose to work 

together based on the prekindergarten age group.  

The preplanned agenda (see Appendix A for agenda) proved to be an accurate estimate 

for each section of the presentation. The PowerPoint slides were used as a guide. I informed the 

participants at the beginning of the session that I would be recasting the information on the 

PowerPoint slides as applicable to classroom environments. I encouraged the participants to ask 

me any questions they had about the research on the slides. Thus the participants had access to 

both the research based information on the PowerPoint slides as well as related information 

specific to what I was learning about their classroom environments. I remained open to questions 

about the PowerPoint slides and did expand upon the research information a few times during the 

session. 

During the first three small group times it seemed as if an environment for collaborative 

discourse was successfully established during the professional development session. The 
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participants were actively engaged in conversations involving both listening and speaking. Often 

the participants were able to expand on each other’s ideas. Several participants mentioned 

specific ways to incorporate the ideas generated by their small groups in their own classrooms.  

The last small group activity did not lead to any discourse. The participants all just 

looked toward me. There was no conversation. Perhaps, at this point, the activity was too 

removed from actual classroom experiences. We had carried our hypothetical situation too far 

from classroom realities in the previous small group discussions. Upon reflection, I believe the 

last small group activity would make a great segue into the blog. Four people wrote down the 

blog address, but, to the current date, there have not been any postings. I believe the last small 

group activity could be presented as the topic for the first blog posts. During the workshop the 

participants could develop a specific plan for implementing the vocabulary interventions in their 

classroom. The participants would then be able to share examples from actual implementation in 

their own classrooms on the blog. Once the participants incorporate the information from the 

professional development session in their classrooms I believe the topic would be easier to 

discuss on the blog. 

Overall the workshop was an excellent opportunity to collaborate with early childhood 

educators about classroom implementation of the vocabulary interventions recommended from 

the research literature. It was very rewarding to hear about things the educators have previously 

noted in their classrooms that support the findings of the research literature. But, perhaps most 

rewarding was to participate in their enthusiasm to implement some of the vocabulary 

interventions for the benefit of specific students in their own classrooms. 
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Appendix A 

Professional Development Agenda 

Time Activity 

8:00 Vocabulary Match Up 

8:10 Part I: The Vocabulary Gap 

 Terminology/Storybooks/Discussion/Role play 

8:25 Part II: Sociodramatic Play and Project Investigations 

Research base/Project Themes/Collaboration 

8:40 Part III: Student Agency 

Provocation/Documentation/Collaboration 

8:55 Part IV: “100 Languages of Children” 

Forms of representation/Collaboration 

9:10 Workshop Blog 

Continuing collaboration into the classroom 

9:20 Conclusion 

Questions/Evaluation 
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Appendix B 

Presentation PowerPoint Slides 

 

V O C AB U L AR Y  AC Q U I S I T I O N  I N  AC T I O N !

KNOWING AND USING 
WORDS

Natalie B. Weber

 

MEET AND GREET

• Vocabulary Match Up

• There are 3 cards per set:

• Vocabulary word

• Picture

• Description

• Find the other 2 people to complete your set

• Introduce yourself to each other

 

 
GROUP SELECTION

1. Group by pre-selected topic: If you have a topic in 

mind for which you’d like to develop your students’ vocabulary 

you can use that as your group’s topic.

• Share your topic so others in the workshop can decide if they 

would like to join your group.

2. Group by age/grade level.

3. Group with co-workers.

 

PART 1
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VOCABULARY GAP

• The Matthew Effect (Joshi, 2005; Penno, Wilkinson, & 
Moore, 2002)

• One critical reason to discover research based 
vocabulary interventions for overcoming the 
vocabulary gap is evidence that vocabulary 
knowledge in the early years is a predictor of  later 
reading comprehension and future academic 
success (August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005; Beck & 
McKeown, 2007; Biemiller & Boote, 2006; Hart &Risley, 2003; 
Ouellette, 2006; Rupley & Nichols, 2005; Silverman, 2007a, 
Silverman, 2007b)

 

EMERGENT BILINGUAL

• According to Garcia, Kleifgen, and Falchi (2008), 

students learning English can be referred to as 

emergent bilinguals since, ideally, successful 

acquisition of English results in a student who is able 

to function in both their home language and in 

English. The process of acquiring English in an 

environment aimed at maintaining the home 

language can result in bilingualism and often leads 

to cognitive advantages (Baker, 2006; Thomas, Collier, & 

Center for Research on Education, 2002). 

 

 
VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT

• The vocabulary gap is evident before children enter 

school. Hart and Risley (2003) found significant 

differences in the size of 4-year-olds vocabularies 

depending on SES. 

• According to a study by Graves, Burnetti, and Slater 

(1982, as cited in White, Graves, and Slater, 1990) linguist-

ically disadvantaged children read and understood 

about 50% fewer words on entry in first grade when 

compared to linguistically advantaged first graders.

 

VOCABULARY DEVELOPMENT

• Biemiller and Boote (2006) report that current school 

practices promote a widening of the vocabulary 

gap between linguistically advantaged and 

disadvantaged students during the primary years.

• Since the vocabulary gap is both large and evident 

when students enter school and tends to widen as 

they progress through school, interventions for Pre-K 

and primary students are recommended in this 

professional development workshop.

 

 
STORYBOOKS!

 

DIRECT INSTRUCTION

• Several studies implemented direct instruction of 

vocabulary words during storybook reading and 

examined the effect on vocabulary knowledge.

• Repeated readings without direct instruction 

evidenced gains of 10%, readings with direct 

instruction yielded gains of 22%, while increasing the 

number of words learned in a second study 

evidenced gains of 41% (Biemiller & Boote, 2006). 
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INSTRUCTIONAL ADAPTATIONS

• Silverman (2007b) designed a Multidimensional 

Vocabulary Program (MVP) to provide more 

support for English Language Learners (ELLs) with 

vocabulary acquisition.

• MVP is based on a combination of the research for 

both effective vocabulary interventions and 

effective methods to meet the needs of ELLs. 

 

INSTRUCTIONAL ADAPTATIONS

• MVP incorporated:

• multiple exposures to the target vocabulary words

• visual aids

• gestures

• facial expressions

• Silverman (2007b) notes, “the rate of growth among 

ELLs was faster than among English Only (EO) 

students, and the estimated difference (in 

vocabulary) between the two language groups 

was reduced by 80%” (p. 378). 

 

 
INSTRUCTIONAL ADAPTATIONS

• Silverman and Hines (2009) combined a multimedia 

intervention, using videos which contained target 

vocabulary words, with direct instruction .

• The results of the intervention indicated an effect for 

ELL children in the multimedia condition, “the gap 

between non-ELL and ELL children in knowledge of 

words targeted during the intervention was closed, 

and the gap in general vocabulary knowledge was 

narrowed” (Silverman & Hines, 2009, p. 311). 

 

INSTRUCTIONAL ADAPTATIONS

• Gillanders and Castro (2011) make several 

recommendations for engaging emergent 

bilinguals with vocabulary during storybook reading. 

• Introduce the book with a picture walk.

• Give children objects or pictures related to the story that 

they can display as the story is read.

• Establish gestures to communicate various components in 

the story.

• Allow students to listen to the story a number of times.

 

 
FEATURES OF TEXT

• Illustrations: 

• How do the illustrations support the text?

• Do any of the illustrations contradict the text?

• Text challenges:

• Is there any culturally specific information in the text?

• What academic language is in the text?

• Which vocabulary words are essential for comprehension?

 

GROUP WORK

• Consider what your group noticed in regards to the illustrations 

and text challenges along with the non-linguistic adaptations 

for teaching vocabulary discussed in the research literature. 

Non-linguistic Adaptations

Visual aids Objects to display

Video A picture walk

Facial expressions Gestures to communicate aspects of 

the story
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PART 2

 

LITERACY AND PLAY

• Roskos and Christie (2004) undertook a critical 

analysis of 20 investigations into the play-literacy 

interface. 

• Findings indicate that play can serve literacy by 

providing a setting conducive to literacy activity, 

enhancing language experience and building 

connections between oral and written modes of 

expression, and by providing a context and 

opportunities for adults to promote literacy learning. 

 

 
RESEARCH

• Pellegrini’s (1980) study examined the relationship 
between play and literacy development in 65 
Kindergarten students. Results indicated that the 
variable of play predicted 18% - 56% of the 
variance in language, reading, and writing.

• Vedeler (1997) observed six children during free 
play and 100 utterances were examined. An 
analysis of the results found that the children’s 
language during socio-dramatic play was more 
explicit, syntactically complete, and elaborate than 
in any other type of play.

 

SOCIO-DRAMATIC PLAY

• Vocabulary knowledge can increase to 20 new 

words per day in a word rich environment (Copple & 

Bredekamp, 2009). 

• Incorporating vocabulary words into sociodramatic

play can provide an environment conducive for 

developmentally appropriate practices such as 

engaging with words in varying contexts and 

increasing the time spent using the words. 

 

 
PROJECT APPROACH

• According to New (2003), a look at the history of 
education reveals that, “the academic goals of 
elementary education have often been at odds with the 
developmental approach of early childhood 

education” (p. 36). 

• A project is described as long term study of a topic that 
is both of interest to the children and considered worthy 
of classroom time by the teacher. The children engage 

in a variety of “writing, measurement, drawing, painting, 
model-making, reading, creating stories, dramatic and 
fine arts” during the execution of a project (Katz & Chard, 

1992, p. 3). 

 

GROUP WORK

• Select sociodramatic play settings and design 

project investigations based on these factors:

1. Student Interest – What do you know about your 

students’ interests?

2. Vocabulary Words – How can your target 

vocabulary words be infused into an area of play 

or inquiry that your students are interested in?
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PART 3

 

AGENCY

• Academic achievement as the result of 

impeccable classroom implementation of sound 

theory to practice can be limited by the degree of 

engagement and effort students expend toward 

their own learning.

• Agency - what children exert in order to serve their 

own participation and learning (Rowe & Neiztel, 2010).

 

 
REGGIO EMILIA

http://www.italytravelsguid
e.com/italy-regions.php

 

PROVOCATION

• Gillanders and Castro (2011) The vocabulary words 

and targeted phrases from a story should be 

incorporated into classroom activities where the 

words can occur more incidentally in a variety of 

contexts. 

• Creating a communicatively rich, collaborative 

learning environment is an ideal setting for 

developing depth and breadth of vocabulary 

knowledge. 

 

 
DOCUMENTATION

• Turner and Krechevsky (2003) report the role of the 

teacher as one of documentation and reflection 

upon the children’s work

• To understand student’s learning 

• To facilitate the furtherance of children’s development. 

 

DOCUMENTATION

• Documentation is also for the benefit of the children 

as autonomous participants in their own learning 

and that of their peers. 

• Turner and Krechevsky (2003) explain,

“Documentation helps children understand how 

they and others learn; it serves as a memory of 

what went on in the classroom and gives 

children opportunities to reflect on and 

evaluate their own and other children’s work 

and ideas” (p. 42). 
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DOCUMENTATION

• Observational notes
• Tape recorders
• Video camera
• Digital camera

• Samples of student work

Documentation Boards
• Pictures

• Student work
• Power point
• Time lines
• Samples of work showing progress

 

GROUP WORK

1. Provocations: What can you present to your 
students to provoke their curiosity and interest?

2. How can you document your student’s 
interactions with each other and the classroom 
environment in order to inform you so that you 
can further develop the environment to facilitate 
vocabulary acquisition?

3. How can documention enable your students to 
evaluate their own progress to guide their path of 
inquiry?

 

 
PART 4

 

100 LANGUAGES

The child

is made of one hundred.

The child has

a hundred languages

a hundred hands

a hundred thoughts

a hundred ways of thinking

of playing, of speaking.

A hundred, always a hundred…

Loris Malaguzzi (translated by Lella Gandini in Edwards, Gandini, & Forman, 1998)

 

 
KNOWING AND USING WORDS

• Literacy Domains

Expressive Receptive

Speaking Listening

Writing Reading

 

GROUP WORK

• How many different ways can your group list for 

students to demonstrate competence with the 

target vocabulary words. Consider the 100 

Languages of children and the 4 domains of 

literacy.

Expressive Receptive

Speaking Listening

Writing Reading
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WORKSHOP BLOG

Classroom application: Everyone is invited to join our 

workshop blog.  We can share with each other how 

we implement our ideas from this workshop in our 

classrooms. Please be mindful of confidentiality. We 

will not mention individual or program names and 

you may also want to use a pseudonym. 

Knowing And Using Words

http://knowingandusingwords.blogspot.com/
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Appendix C 

Professional Development Evaluation 

Please Circle One 

(Strongly Disagree)…..1………………..to………………..5….(Strongly Agree) 

Workshop Content and Format: 

1, The presenter provided an overview of the workshop content and the specific goals and 

learning objectives for the presentation. 

1  2  3  4  5 

2. The presenter used a variety of instructional methods appropriate to the learning 

objectives (e.g. group discussion, small group work, question and answer, etc.). 

1  2  3  4  5 

3. The information presented was clear and concise and met my expectations based on the 

description. 

1  2  3  4  5 

Presentation Skills 

4. The presenter created a supportive and flexible environment that was responsive to my 

needs (e.g. learning styles, current knowledge, appropriate to my role and early childhood 

setting, etc.)? 

1  2  3  4  5 

5. The presenter asked questions to assess participant learning and used strategies to 

actively engage participants. 

1  2  3  4  5 

6. The presenter helped to connect the information presented to the learning objectives 

and/or to classroom practice. 
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1  2  3  4  5 

7. The presenter was professional, knowledgeable and well prepared. 

1  2  3  4  5 

8. The presenter used language that was respectful of children, families, and the 

participants. 

1  2  3  4  5 

General feedback: 

9. This workshop met my expectations and needs in terms of the content provided and the 

level as described in the program. 

1  2  3  4  5 

10. Overall rating for this workshop: 

Not good Average Good  Very Good    Excellent 

Comments: 




