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EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES FOR TEACHING CONTENT VOCABULARY TO ENGLISH 
LANGUAGE LEARNERS 

 

ABSTRACT 

The number of English language learners (ELLs) enrolled and being educated in schools in the 

United States is increasing.  At the same time, there is greater accountability for the academic 

performance of ELLs, but they continue demonstrate poor performance in content areas such as 

math and English Language Arts (ELA).  This case study examined the preparedness for and the 

effectiveness of the instructional strategies being used by a group of 8th grade math and ELA 

teachers when teaching the their content vocabulary to ELLs.  It also investigated the challenges 

encountered by these teachers when working with ELLs, and examined their attitudes and beliefs 

about having ELLs in their classrooms.  Data was obtained from teachers through the use of a 

number of semi-structured interview questions, and then extended through the use of classroom 

observations.  The results determined that this group of teachers had very little experience 

teaching ELLs and had received negligible professional training in preparation for teaching the 

ELLs.  The results also showed some limited use of effective instructional strategies in their 

classrooms, and that these teachers view their instruction as not having a positive impact on the 

academic development of ELLs.  Implications with regard to the need for additional training and 

a need for future research are discussed. 

 Keywords: ELLs, strategies, content vocabulary, teacher preparedness   
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Introduction 

With the growing number of English language learners (ELLs) entering American 

classrooms, language and literacy education for ELLs is currently an interesting topic for 

researchers and teachers alike (Cassidy & Cassidy, 2007).  These children enter with 

backgrounds that are usually quite diverse because of their culture and their language.  When 

they arrive in the schools and in their classrooms, they face the issue of learning a new language 

and at the same time being responsible for learning the content in subjects like English Language 

Arts (ELA) and math.  And because of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and other policy 

adoptions, these students are almost immediately challenged to perform on various high-stakes 

assessments, but so far have done so with poor results.  As an NEA policy brief (2008) points 

out, what is most troubling is that their academic performance falls far below that of their peers, 

and that the dropout rate of ELLs is far too high.  

Problem 

Over the past couple of decades, a number of laws and policy changes have been put in 

motion in an effort to address educational needs of ELLs (Colorado, 2007a).  Greater 

accountability for their performance was placed on the shoulders of educators (Mahoney, 2014).  

However, as School Report Card data (NYSED, 2014) clearly shows, a problem still exists 

because ELLs continue to fall short with their performance in ELA and math on New York State 

assessments. 

Another problem exists because the performance difficulties that ELLs experience are 

connected to the problems they experience learning content vocabulary, partly because they have 

not yet acquired the English language proficiency needed to understand subject matter content in 

classes like ELA or math (Young & Hadaway, 2006, cited in Indiana Department of Education, 
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2014).  The language of these subjects requires high levels of ability in reading and writing that 

the English language learners do not yet have.  According to the research, ELLs need specific 

strategies in order to acquire and understand the vocabulary related to the different content areas.  

According to Haynes (2014), English language learners face many obstacles when reading 

literature in English.  Teachers expect students to have prior knowledge of different literary 

genres such as fairy tales, myths, legends, and tall tales.  If the student has not acquired prior 

knowledge or built background information, knowing the vocabulary will not solve the problem.  

ELLs may be able to read the words but it doesn't mean they will understand the text.  They are 

not aware of information that the author has not specifically stated, or the information that 

teachers think everyone may know.  Math is also a major struggle for ELLs.  One of the 

expectations listed in the P-12 Common Core Learning Standards for Math (NYSED, 2014) is 

that when a student is presented with a problem to solve, they must be able to make sense of it 

and work through it.   Because they have not developed their knowledge of content vocabulary, 

they have been unable to complete the task successfully.  In this era of Common Core aligned 

assessments, teachers must take into consideration that ELLs may not be able to explain how 

they were able to get to a certain answer because the tests demand more sophisticated uses of 

language (Maxwell, 2012). 

According to the Indiana Department of Education (2014), another problem that exists is 

that many of the ELLs are placed in classrooms with teachers who lack the knowledge and 

preparation to teach these diverse learners (Young & Hadaway, 2006, cited in Indiana 

Department of Education, 2014).  More and more teachers are finding themselves with 

classrooms full of English language learners.  However, many of these teachers have received 

less than eight hours of the professional development needed to give them the strategies 
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necessary to help their students (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  A recent American Association of 

Colleges for Teacher Education survey of 417 institutes of higher education found that fewer 

than one in six required any preparation for mainstream elementary or secondary teachers 

regarding the education of ELLs (Menken & Antunez, 2001).  This finding assumes that the 

preparation of teachers for diverse, native English-speaker classrooms can be easily extended to 

include ELLs.  Grant and Wong (2003) also point out that, while good teaching practices for 

native English speakers are often relevant for ELLs, they may not be sufficient enough to meet 

their specific linguistic and cultural needs. 

Research has identified several different issues that teachers face when trying to teach 

content vocabulary to ELLs.  Factors such as the growing number of ELLs in classrooms, the 

fact that teachers lack the knowledge and training needed to teach ELLs (Cassidy & Cassidy, 

2007), and a lack of understanding of second language acquisition (SLA), all contribute to the 

difficulty in teaching content vocabulary to ELLs.  Many ELLs have problems in content area 

learning.  As these students are placed in U.S. classrooms, they have not yet acquired the English 

language proficiency needed to allow them to be successful in understanding the vocabulary that 

is presented in that subject. 

Purpose 

The purpose of this study is to collect data from a small group of middle school ELA and 

math teachers relative to the teaching of content area vocabulary to ELLs.  More specifically, 

data will be collected through one-on-one interviews and classroom observations in order to 

examine three distinct purposes.  The first will be to determine how well prepared these teachers 

believe they are for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  The next will be to determine 

which strategies these teachers currently use in their classrooms to teach their content-area 
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vocabulary to ELLs.  And the final purpose will be to identify which strategies they perceive to 

be the most effective in teaching their content-area vocabulary to ELLs.  This study is guided by 

three main research questions: 

1. How well prepared do these teachers believe they are for teaching their content-area 

vocabulary to ELLs? 

2. Which strategies are these teachers currently using to teach their content-area 

vocabulary to ELLs?  

3. Which strategies do these teachers perceive to be the most effective in teaching their 

content-area vocabulary to ELLs? 

Because this study is intended to inform us about the questions listed here, the goal 

following the study will be to share any relevant data first with those teachers involved.  Beyond, 

the results will also be shared with other teachers and administrators.  

Significance 

 According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2013), during the 2011-12 

school year, there were nearly 4.4 million students in public schools in this country who were 

participating in programs for English language learners.  At the same time a demand for 

increased improvement in the academic performance of ELLs exists, along with greater 

accountability for educators who must teach them.  But, as Maxwell (2013) pointed out, their 

performance on reading and math tests showed little or no change.  That same statistic holds true 

for the school involved in this research, so it is important that this study take place.  After an 

extensive review of the literature, it appears there is little evidence to suggest that the problems 

and research questions that are the focus of this research have been studied to any great extent 

locally, or even beyond.  This study will intend to add further information to the current 
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literature, benefitting other educators and institutions that may desire to seek answers to similar 

problems, and helping those who may choose to use it as impetus to study these problems even 

further.  This study is also significant because it will attempt to provide a view of, and some 

insight into the current status of the teachers’ preparation for and effective use of instructional 

strategies with ELLs in this school.  The study may make them more aware of additional 

strategies or staff development opportunities that exist, it may prompt them to review how they 

currently approach their instruction, or it may inspire them to investigate instructional strategies 

and pursue staff development opportunities even further.  Not only could these teachers benefit 

from the information obtained, but their colleagues may as well, as these teachers interact and 

share their experience and information obtained from the study with others.  Perhaps those who 

stand to benefit the most are the ELLs who are in the mainstream classrooms, maybe from new 

strategies being implemented in their classrooms, or just from a greater awareness of their 

academic struggles and experiences that are being given some additional attention.  Because the 

information obtained will be shared with building administrators and staff developers, it may 

prompt others beyond this building and district to take a further look at teaching strategies and 

training necessary for effectively working with ELLs.  
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Literature Review 

English Language Learners in U.S. Schools 

  For native speakers of English, there is a progression to their educational process.  That 

typically begins with a preschool experience, followed by kindergarten, and then eventually 

through grades one through twelve.  DeCapua, Smathers, and Tang (2007) point out that for 

many ELLs, that progression might be quite different because so often they have had varied 

levels and kinds of educational experiences.  One such group is referred to as students with 

interrupted formal education (SIFE).  These are students who come to the United States with 

significant gaps in their education.  There are a number of the reasons for this interruption in 

schooling, including experiences with war, migration, lack of access to acceptable educational 

facilities, and economic circumstances (DeCapua et al., 2007).  Because these students enter 

schools in the United States with limited or sometimes even non-existent schooling, they may 

have a minimal understanding of basic concepts, content knowledge, and critical thinking skills 

(DeCapua et al., 2007).  Some may not even be able to read and write in their home language.  

Although they lack in their abilities in critical thinking and literacy skills, they will still be 

required to take part in high stakes testing.  According to one researcher, these SIFE students are 

“the highest of high risk students” that we could have (Walsh, 1999).    

There are a variety factors used for the identification of SIFE students.  According to the 

New York State Department of Education, students with interrupted formal education come from 

homes where languages other than English are spoken, and in most cases, do not enter school 

until after second grade.  Additionally, they are usually two grade levels below their peers and 

function academically at two years below grade level in performance with math, reading, and 
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other academic criteria, which sets them apart from other English language learners (DeCapua et 

al., 2007).   

The next group is made of ELLs who are the newly arrived to the United States, but have 

come with adequate schooling in their home country.  These emergent bilinguals have been in 

the United States for at least five years and are literate in their home language (Menken, Kleyn, 

& Chae, 2012).  These ELLs are usually literate in the home language because they have 

received adequate schooling in their country of origin.  Even though these students often get poor 

grades and low scores on standardized tests given in English, they are usually able to acquire 

academic English and enter mainstream classrooms in a fairly short period of time (Callahan, 

2006).   

The long-term ELLs (LTELLs) make up the third and final group that is part of the ELL 

population in United States schools.  This group of students is quite different from the others 

because they have been in the United States for seven years or more, and are not new arrivals.  

The majority of the students in this group were actually born in the United States.  They are 

usually orally proficient in English and do sound like native speakers of English (Ruiz de 

Velasco & Fix, 2000).  Even though they have proficiency in English, these students are usually 

classified as having low levels of academic literacy in English and in their home language 

(Menken et al., 2012).  As this is the case, their reading and writing is below grade level in both 

languages, and they often experience poor overall academic performance and high course failure 

rates due to their inability to meet the literacy demands across content areas (Menken et al., 

2012; Ruiz de Velasco & Fix, 2000).  These students are often perceived as “failures” of ESL 

and bilingual programs, which is simply not the case. 
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Population Trends 

The landscape of the student population in public schools across the United States is 

changing.  During the first ten years of this century, this country witnessed incredible growth in 

the number of ELLs, resulting in the need for schools to begin to address their language 

instructional needs (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2011).  Further examination 

of this publication also points out that the number of ELLs enrolled in public schools rose from 

3.5 million in 1997-98, to a total of 5.3 million in the 2008-09 school year.  That change 

represents an increase of 51%.  During that same period of time, the general population of 

students only rose by 7.2%, or 49.5 million.  The implication from this growing number of ELLs 

is that educators are now provided with a variety of new challenges as they prepare themselves to 

provide the appropriate instruction necessary to their academic needs and growth.          

Not unlike the United States, the state of New York experienced similar growth in the 

number of ELLs enrolled in the public schools.  Data retrieved from the National Center for 

Education Statistics (2013) shows that he ELL enrollment in the state increased from 178,704 

students in 2002-03, to a total of 204,898 in 2011-12.  That represents an increase of 26,194, or 

14.7%.  Compared to all students enrolled in New York’s public schools in 2011-12, the ELLs 

represented 7.8% of the total.  

When examining the School Report Card data retrieved from the New York State 

Educational Department (NYSED, 2014) website, the enrollment of ELLs in the district where 

the study will be conducted showed much the same trend.  According to that data for this district, 

there were 165 ELLs enrolled in 2009-10, and 212 enrolled in 2011-12, which was an increase of 

47 students, or about 28%.  Further examination of the data shows that the same pattern exists at 

the middle school where the study will be conducted.  From 2009-10 to 2011-12 the enrollment 
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of ELLs went from 26 to 39, or a 50% increase.  The current number in this middle school is 

even greater, because as of 2013 all ELLs who were in middle school in the district were housed 

at this school.   

Accountability Changes 

With the passage of the No Child Left Behind (NCLB) Act of 2001, the stakes for 

schools and teachers suddenly began to climb, changing the landscape in the education of ELLs 

forever (Mahoney, 2014).  The years before the passage of NCLB could easily be described as a 

period of less accountability and more validity (Mahoney, 2014), primarily because there was 

more opportunity for teachers at that time to choose their own valid measures of what these 

students knew, without being held accountable for high-stakes test results.  Following the 

passage of NCLB, the requirements changed.  ELLs were required to take the content-area tests, 

and there would be no exemptions.  Along with that, ELLs were required to take language 

proficiency tests after one year in the system.  As Mahoney (2014) also states, what this meant 

was that there was suddenly more motivation for schools to improve their instruction for ELLs.  

The down side was that there was a decrease in validity of tests due to the lack of English 

proficiency of ELLs.  As Colorado (2007a) writes, NCLB meant that all ELLs were to receive 

quality instruction in both ELA and mathematics, and that their performance was now part of a 

group that must meet annual targets of adequate yearly progress (AYP) in those content areas.  

The school districts would now be held accountable for meeting these targets (Colorado, 2007a).  

Further adding to the challenges for teachers and schools to provide appropriate 

education for ELLs in New York was the adoption of the Common Core Learning Standards 

(CCLS) in July of 2010.  According to the Common Core State Standards Initiative (CCSSI, 

2014), there is the belief that all students should be expected to perform at the same high 
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standards.  In this same publication, it points out that the stakes will go even higher for students, 

including ELLs.  The standards for ELA spell out much more rigorous expectations in areas of 

speaking, listening, reading, and writing (CCSSI, 2014).  The same is also true of the math 

content area, where the instruction for ELLs must place additional emphasis on addressing 

mathematical discussion and academic language (CCSSI, 2014).    

 The level of performance expectation increased for teachers shortly after the adoption and 

implementation of the CCLS, when the Annual Professional Performance Review (APPR) was 

rolled out.  As Mahoney (2014) writes, the APPR applies methodology to evaluating teachers, 

similar in some respects to how student performance is evaluated on their standardized tests.  

Thus, this process gives both teachers and principals an effectiveness rating, much like a grade.  

Not only is information from classroom observations included in this rating, 20% - 25% will 

come from student growth from state test results (Mahoney, 2014). 

Academic Performance of ELLs in ELA and Math 

  Information and data provided by National Center for Education Statistics (2014) 

indicates that ELLs are lagging far behind their peers in achievement on National Assessment of 

Educational Progress (NAEP) tests.  In 2009, only 12% of the ELLs scored at or above 

proficiency on fourth grade ELA and math tests as compared with 42% of their peers. That 

difference was much wider in eighth grade, where only 5% scored at or above proficiency and 

35% of their peers scored at proficiency.  On the same NAEP test for reading, the percentage of 

ELL students who reached proficiency was even lower than the math test, in both fourth and 

eighth grades.  In eighth grade, only 3% met the standard in reading compared with 34% of their 

peers.  Looking at 2013 results, Maxwell (2013) indicates that there was little if no change in 

ELLs reaching proficiency on fourth and eighth grade reading and math tests.   
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According to Maxwell (2013), performance on the recently implemented Common Core 

aligned tests was generally weak across the board.  New York State students scored poorly on 

both the ELA and math tests.  On the ELA test, proficiency sank from 55% to 31%, while math 

fell from 64% to 31%.  Because of changes in assessment, this data compares Common Core 

tests to non Common Core tests.  For the ELL population, only 3.2% reached proficiency in ELA 

and 9.8% in math (Maxwell, 2013). 

The School Report Card data at the local level for the district where this study was 

conducted shows that only 20% of all students tested reached proficiency in 2013 on the ELA 

test.  That same data shows that out of the 99 Limited English Proficient (LEP) students tested in 

2013, none of them reached proficiency.  The results in math showed similar results.  Only 20% 

of all tested reached proficiency, while none of the LEPs reached that level.   

Finally, at the middle school where the study took place, the 2013 Report Card data 

showed that 475 students were tested in ELA.  Of those, only 19% reached proficiency on the 

exam, and of the 33 LEP students tested, none were proficient.  The math results were much the 

same, with 19% of the 481 tested reaching proficiency and with none of the 39 LEP students 

being proficient (School Report Card, 2013). 

Misconceptions about Second Language Learning of ELLs 

 In today’s schools, ELLs find themselves spending most of their day in mainstream 

classrooms where most of the students already speak English, and the lessons are taught in 

English (Harper & de Jong, 2004).  Their mainstream teachers must then be ready to teach these 

students who come from such diverse backgrounds because of language, culture, and education.  

As Harper and de Jong point out, unfortunately, the education of these ELLs goes on, too often 

based on misconceptions.  The first misconception is that “exposure and interaction will result in 
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English language learning” (Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 153).  Teachers often assume that if 

ELLs are exposed to English and are given opportunities to interact with those who do speak 

English, then they will naturally be able to develop the language skills just like native speakers.  

A second misconception is that “all ELLs learn English in the same way and at the same rate” 

(Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 154).  This is based on the belief that when learning a first language 

and then a second language, the learner goes through the same process.  Teachers often believe 

that because ELLs have already learned to speak their first language, they can learn the second 

language at the same rate.  A third misconception is that “good teaching for native speakers is 

good teaching for ELLs” (Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 156).  In this era of standards for ELA, 

math, and other content subjects, there is an assumption that these standards were developed and 

written to include all students, even those from diverse backgrounds.  But as the authors point 

out, most standards are developed with approaches for diverse students who are the native 

English speakers.  A fourth misconception is that “effective instruction means nonverbal 

support” (Harper & de Jong, 2004, p. 157).  Some believe that a strategy for teaching ELLs is to 

help them avoid the language, or the verbalization demands of learning.  Using nonverbal 

methods like visuals and hands-on activities can make instruction and lessons more 

understandable.  But using these means without the expectation of verbal communication at the 

same time will not support their language development. 

 McLaughlin (1992) provides an additional look at myths and misconceptions that exist 

regarding ELLs, some of which are common to those discussed by Harper and de Jong.  One 

myth of note that is linked to academic vocabulary and instruction suggests that once students 

can speak a second language, then they have learned it.  Teachers sometimes assume that ELLs 

who can carry on a conversation in English have full grasp of the language.  Unfortunately, that 
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does not mean that they are proficient with the academic vocabulary and language needed for 

success in the classroom.  He points out that these students still need to learn what a noun or a 

verb is, or differences between synonyms and antonyms, and to learn how to separate the words 

from the context, and deal with abstract meanings.  He also indicates that many difficulties ELLs 

experience in reading and writing in middle and high school stem from their limited vocabulary 

knowledge. 

 Gil and Bardack (2010) discuss some assumptions about ELLs and learning that are 

consistent with those discussed by the previous authors.  However, one assumption that is 

different and somewhat alarming is one that suggests that by middle and high school, most ELLs 

have learned English.  This is based on a misguided belief that most ELLs began their instruction 

in the early grades, when in fact a greater proportion are actually at the middle and high school 

level, often because they were recent immigrants.  This suggests that educators should place 

greater emphasis, not less emphasis, on their vocabulary and language development at this level.       

Second Language Acquisition (SLA) 

 It is evident from the all the literature written about it that the process of learning a 

second language is quite complex.  There are many ways of viewing Second Language 

Acquisition (SLA) that are based on different theories, frameworks, or models.  Approaches may 

include behaviorist, psychological, or social theorist approach.  Depending on where ELLs learn 

a second language and how a second language is taught to them, ELLs may have teachers that 

believe in different approaches to second language acquisition in order to promote their language 

learning (Lightbown & Spada, 2006; Saville-Troike, 2012).  The behavior theorists believe that 

second language learning happens from positive reinforcement when doing drill/kill repetitions 

and responses (Saville-Troike, 2012).  The psychological theorists believe that second language 
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learning only happens in the brain from different learning processes and also individual 

differences like motivation, attitude, and anxiety level (Lightbown & Spada; Saville-Troike, 

2012).  Finally, the social theorists believe that language learning occurs during social 

interaction. 

One of the most widely known theories that addressed this idea is Stephen Krashen’s 

theory on second language acquisition (Dyson, 2009).  According to Krashen, second language 

acquisition requires meaningful conversation in the second language, where the message is more 

important than the form (Schutz, 2014).   When selecting appropriate effective strategies when 

teaching content vocabulary to English language learners, we must first understand the different 

stages of development each learner goes through.  

In her writing, Moore-Harris (2005) provides a summary and description of the behaviors 

that ELLs display as they progress through the language acquisition stages (Krashen, 1982, cited 

in Moore-Harris, 2005).  The first stage, known as the silent/receptive stage, generally occurs 

through the first six months of language development.  During this period, the student will 

generally be non-verbal, so will respond by pointing, nodding, or by using other gestures, or will 

simply say yes or no.  The next stage, which is called the early production stage, typically lasts 

from six months to a year.  At this stage, the student’s responses might be one to two words, and 

often will focus on only a few key words and phrases.  The next stage is referred to as the speech 

emergence stage.  This occurs between one and three years in the development, where the 

student might have acquired up to three thousand active words.  At this point, the student can 

now engage in some basic conversation, and produce some simple sentences.  In the next stage, 

which is the intermediate fluency stage and occurs from three to five years old, the student has 

developed a vocabulary of about six thousand words.  At this stage, they begin to use more 
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complex statements, have conversations, and even ask questions and offer opinions.  The last 

stage, the advanced fluency stage, takes place from five to seven years into the process.  At this 

point, the student has a good understanding of the content vocabulary, can speak quite fluently, 

and generally participate in and understand activities at grade level (Moore-Harris, 2005).  

Another second language acquisition hypothesis that could help teachers better 

understand the difficulties that face ELLs is one that distinguishes between social and academic 

language (Moore-Harris, 2005).  The author points out that there are two different types of 

language proficiency (Cummins, 1981, cited in Moore-Harris, 2005).  The first is called the basic 

interpersonal communication skills (BICS), or social language, and the other is the cognitive 

academic language proficiency (CALP), or their academic language.  BICS are the language 

skills that ELLs use in their daily lives when they interact with others in social situations.  

Examples include things like talking on the phone, chatting in a lunchroom, or even playing on a 

playground.  The language needed in these situations is not very specialized, and can usually 

develop in six months to a couple of years.  CALP refers to the specialized language that appears 

and must be used in their academic environment, and involves being able to read, speak, and 

write about the content in a particular subject.  Becoming proficient in academic language can 

take from five to seven years (Cummins, 1981, cited in Moore-Harris, 2005). 

According to Breiseth (2013), it is important for teachers of ELLs to know and 

understand the difference between social and academic language because both have a place in 

the classroom.  ELLs in mainstream classrooms are typically at varying levels of language 

development and proficiency.  Some are able to interact with others, ask questions, and even 

participate in discussions in the classroom, giving the impression that they have a grasp of or 

fluency in English.  But when they are asked to perform on some academic task or assignment, 
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they will often struggle.  For those teachers who do not understand the difference between social 

and academic language, there is usually some confusion about why the student struggled.  The 

social language used by ELLs can often mask the fact that their academic language has not been 

developed to a point where they can perform in an academic setting.  They can know and use 

some of the vocabulary, but not in an academic way.  These students have not been explicitly 

taught how and never mastered the academic language.  At the same time, many teachers have 

never learned how to teach academic language because it was traditionally a responsibility for 

ESL teachers.  Breiseth (2013) also writes that it is important for students to understand content 

vocabulary words, such as the word table, which can appear in both ELA and math classrooms.  

But she also points out that it is essential that at a point the ELLs move beyond the word level, to 

phrases, then sentences, and so on.  In math, the word table can become multiplication table or 

table of values.  In ELA the word may be part of table of contents or even round table.  These 

words have value and meaning as they stand alone, but at some point must be used in a more 

advanced way.  As she writes, the difference between social and academic language is like the 

difference between a personal email and business letter. 

Choosing Words to Teach 

A student’s highest capacity of reading comprehension is based on his or her knowledge 

of words.  This word knowledge helps students to comprehend the text.  Teachers can use 

specific strategies to teach word meanings to help in comprehension of text.  According to 

Colorado (2007b), knowing a word means knowing it in all different levels.  The first level is the 

ability to define the word.  Next, there is the ability to recognize the word and use it in a 

sentence.  Then a student must have background knowledge on whether or not the word has 

multiple meanings.  Lastly, they must have the ability to decode and spell the word correctly 
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(Colorado, 2007b).  It is extremely important that key words are being taught that students will 

need in order to comprehend texts, learn from those texts, and then take and pass tests.  Teaching 

vocabulary can be done by direct instruction of word meanings and also can be taught by having 

discussions about words.  For English language learners, content vocabulary development is very 

important for their ability to read and understand texts.   

The selection of vocabulary words to teach ELLs are grouped into three levels, or tiers as 

Colorado (2007b) suggests.  The first are called Tier 1 words.  Tier 1 words are those words that 

ELLs mostly know through their first language.  They are words that are used in our everyday 

speech.  However, ELLs do not know how to label the word in English.  As an example, a Tier 1 

word like butterfly may be taught.  This is a word an English language learner may not know, but 

can be taught easily by pointing at a picture of a butterfly in the text during a discussion on a 

particular book (Colorado, 2007b).   

 In the second group are the Tier 2 words.  Tier 2 words are more complex than Tier 1 

words, and are also more abstract.  Words that are found on this level are those that are important 

and useful to understanding the text, like setting, plot, odd numbers, and character.  Connection 

words are also located on this level.  These words are used to connect between thoughts or ideas 

and can include such words as between, among, estimate, and combine.  Some words in which 

the student may understand the general concept may require a greater amount of teaching in 

describing a certain concept or person like, as in math, the concept of a set or a table (Colorado, 

2007b).  Also when speaking about characters, much more rigorous instruction may be needed 

when teaching character traits like stubborn, shy, or determined (Beck, McKowen, & Kucan, 

2002).  Tier 2 words appear in grade-level texts and can be handled in a variety of ways when 

teaching ELLs so they can build connections to other words and concepts.   
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In the third group are the Tier 3 words.  Tier 3 words are the highest level of words, and 

are not frequently found in everyday language.  These words focus more on content related 

vocabulary and prove to be the most difficult for English language learners.  These words cannot 

be demonstrated, nor do they have cognates (Beck et al., 2002).  They cannot be demonstrated as 

an action word.  For example, the word “run”, would be demonstrated by a person who was 

actually running.  These words have no action attached to them.  Many of these words are found 

in different content areas.  For example, in math we may find the word ratio, multiplicative, and 

distributive property.  Educators must find effective strategies that work when teaching content 

vocabulary to English language learners (Beck et al., 2002).  

Challenges in Teaching Content Vocabulary 

 The complex process of developing reading comprehension in school-aged students is 

very challenging and has received a good deal of attention over the years.  Vocabulary is at the 

center of reading comprehension, where different skills such as decoding, recognizing sight-

words, reading fluency, and accuracy are taught and then put together as part of the cognitive 

processes involved in comprehension.  Some researchers have even pointed out that young 

readers may be unable to understand the text at their grade level if they are deficient in any of 

these processes, but their knowledge of vocabulary and the resulting semantic knowledge it 

depicts could be the most commonly shared problem for these struggling young readers (Snow, 

Porche, Tabors, & Harris, 2007; Thompson, Roman, Wientjes, & Hakuta, 2012). 

This problem with vocabulary is especially evident with ELLs (August & Shanahan, 

2006).  Even when the student’s English language proficiency is at an adequate level, their 

knowledge of the vocabulary continues to be an issue.  ELLs who are high-achievers still 

struggle and experience great challenges when learning the high-level academic vocabulary.  
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Because of the importance of learning the vocabulary, the challenges of teaching vocabulary to 

ELLs have been very well documented.  Researchers have looked at academic words and 

vocabulary such as analyze, justify, describe, process and interpret which teachers are using 

across all content areas (Coxhead, 2000).  These words have proved to be difficult for native 

speakers, so the difficulty to an ELL is much higher, in part because they can have different 

meanings in each subject area.  In their writing, Beck et al. (2002) suggest that these words that 

are seen across content areas, the Tier 2 words, are the most useful and so instruction should be 

directed at them.  The same authors also discuss that the content specific Tier 3 words, which are 

the words that appear less frequently, are best taught when they are encountered in a lesson, 

using an appropriate strategy. 

In a study done by Taboada, Bianco, and Bowerman (2012), they experimented with two 

different groups of students using student-generated questions of different text in science.  The 

first group focused on student questioning in relation to vocabulary among English-only 

students, while the second focused on student questions in relation to ELLs.  The study found 

that for the English-only students, the questions tended to be at a higher level, beyond just 

knowing vocabulary, suggesting that for ELLs, the vocabulary must be taught before reading 

comprehension could take place.  As Taboada et al. (2012) go on to indicate, if teachers provide 

ELLs with strategies to help them better understand the difficult vocabulary, they will have a 

better understanding of concepts and can participate in questioning at higher levels (Taboada et 

al., 2012).    

In a study conducted by Carlo et al. (2004), an intervention was set up to strengthen the 

academic vocabulary of a group of fifth grade students.  Because of gaps in vocabulary 

knowledge between native English speakers and Latinos, the meanings of words that were 
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essential to content were taught.  These word meanings were taught along with strategies for 

using context information, from linguistics, from their understanding of multiple meanings, and 

from cognates.  The goal was to teach about the words, and not just to teach the words.  The 

intervention was designed in part so that any new words would be encountered in important 

context, and so the words would be experienced in a variety of contexts across content areas.  

The study also focused on teaching fewer words during a specific period of time. The results 

showed that students who had received the intervention strategies experienced larger growth than 

the comparison group on their understanding of the words taught, on depth of knowledge of 

vocabulary, on knowing multiple meanings of words, and in overall comprehension in reading.  

As the authors indicate, the study points to some possibilities for improving vocabulary 

understanding through teaching word analysis and strategies for learning vocabulary across 

content areas (Carlo et al., 2004).  

Janzen (2012) provides a different look at the challenges of teaching ELLs in the content 

areas.  In math, for example, she points out how some of the features of math language present 

problems.  The language of math is filled with symbols and diagrams, and with each of these, 

there is a vocabulary word attached.  So math teachers have an even greater challenge because 

part of their vocabulary instruction must involve explaining and connecting a symbol, to go 

along with the usual written and spoken language of math.  Another challenge she mentions is 

that because the language and vocabulary is so technical, it is generally only used in the math 

classroom, and is not necessarily something that ELLs would use in a social setting or in their 

everyday lives, so the school is the only place where it would be acquired. 

In her writing, Haynes (2007) discusses some challenges that teachers face when teaching 

vocabulary to ELLs in an ELA classroom.  For example, when new reading material is 
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presented, students are usually told that when they encounter a word that they don’t know or 

understand, they should look for clues in the context, using other words to help figure out the 

meaning.  That can be a challenge for a native English speaker, so is a much greater one for an 

ELL because the text generally contains a large number of words that they don’t know.  They are 

unable to figure out the meaning because there are too many other words around it to decipher.  

Another problem ELLs can experience with vocabulary is the inability to decipher dialects from 

different regions of the U.S., or to recognize relationships between letters and sounds because in 

their language background they might have a different correspondence. 

Content Specific Challenges for ELLs 

 According to Haynes (2014), there are a variety of specific challenges that English 

language learners face in ELA and math, or any other content area class.  For example, if an ELL 

is in an English class and their lesson is a study of literature, most of that literature is usually 

based on this culture, not the culture of an ELL.  When studying the literature, students are 

expected to have some prior knowledge of the areas of study, like mythology, or even fairy tales.  

As the author goes on to point out, if the teacher has not provided any background information, 

just knowing the vocabulary will not be the solution.  The ELLs might read the words, but not 

understand the text.  A glimpse at further challenges the ELL could most likely experience with 

the reading material in English class include the common use of idioms.  An ELL would likely 

have no concept of the meaning of raining cats and dogs, or even being sick as a dog.  There is 

also extensive use of figures of speech such as the metaphor time is money.  The use of 

homonyms and synonyms, and even word order tends to be problematic for an ELL.  If his/her 

native language is Spanish, for example, then adjectives follow nouns in that language’s sentence 

structure.  Haynes (2014) also points to the fact that often ELLs have had very little experience 
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expressing their opinion about what they read, or that they have a fear of classroom participation 

and discussions in general.   

Haynes (2014) also points to a number of challenges in math class, for both the ELLs and 

their teacher.  No longer is the math just about arithmetic.  The ability to problem solve, which is 

more about the process, has become a major point of emphasis in recent years.  Now students 

must be able to explain and justify their answers.  But according to the author, other cultures may 

have only been concerned with just getting an answer.  Some of the other challenges they face in 

math include the measurement system that is used in this country, the English system.  Many 

other cultures use the metric system.  The use of the decimal point versus a comma when writing 

numbers can vary from culture to culture.  And the fact that math terms used in this country do 

not always have an easy translation in another language can also present a problem (Haynes, 

2014).  As it was for ELA, this list of examples represents just a brief look at some content 

vocabulary challenges of ELLs. 

To help understand the struggles ELLs face with content vocabulary in ELA and math, 

some examples of what it can actually look and sound like in the classroom are provided.  

Robertson (2009) cites an actual problem that was presented to students in a math class, and the 

response given by an ELL.  The students were given a drawing of a right triangle where the 

lengths of two of the sides were labeled, and were asked to “find x” (Robertson, 2009, p. 2).  

Figure 1 demonstrates how the student answered the question. 
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Figure 1. Example of student response to a math problem (Robertson, 2009). 

The student was able to find the x, circling it to show where it was.  He/she knew what find 

meant in one context, but not in the correct mathematical one.   

A Steinhardt School at NYU presentation (2009) provides an additional example to show 

why ELLs struggle with math vocabulary.  Part of this presentation focused on the semantic 

features of math words.  For example, there are a variety of words that can be used in a math 

problem to indicate that quantities must be added, including the words like add, plus, combine, 

or even sum.  The use of homophones in math, such as the words sum and some, or whole and 

hole, can also present a content vocabulary challenge for ELLs. 

In her writing, Haggart (2012) cited an example of a situation that was part of an ELA 

lesson.  The class was studying parts of a folktale narrative, reading about a family’s bread flour 

supply getting blown away by the wind.  Knowing that the students probably did not know about 

bread flour, they would most likely not understand the effect that wind would have on it.  To 

help these ELLs better understand, she took them outside, gave them bread flour, and let them 

throw it into the air to see what the wind did to it (Haggart, 2012).  The previous example from 

Steinhardt NYU (2009) can easily be applied and be problematic in an ELA lesson, as well. 
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Vocabulary Instructional Strategies for ELLs  

A review of the literature offers an interesting look at strategies that are being used to 

teach content vocabulary to ELLs.  For some strategies presented here, there is research evidence 

to support their effectiveness with ELLs.  There are others that suggest some anecdotal evidence.  

Some are familiar to educators because they have been used in mainstream classrooms for a 

number of years now.  There are others being used that many mainstream teachers may not be 

familiar with.  Because some involve multiple stages or facets, a more in-depth description is 

given.  Some of the others, those that are more likely to be familiar to teachers and have been 

used as stand-alone strategies, will be discussed in lesser detail.  What is also interesting to point 

out is that there are features that are common across multiple strategies, and that some of the 

multi-faceted models actually incorporate the others into their processes.  Based on the literature, 

however, it is difficult to know what all the strategies are, so a representative sample is provided 

here for a number of reasons.  Some appear here because of the amount of attention they have 

been given in the literature regarding their effectiveness when teaching ELLs.  Others that are 

presented are those that this researcher has had experience with, either through various 

coursework, through some staff development, or through her teaching experience.  The final 

reason some were selected had to do with their familiarity to many teachers, primarily because 

they have been used in the schools for some time now.  At least one of the interview questions to 

be used with the study gives teachers an opportunity to offer additional strategies that they use or 

are familiar with, and that might not be mentioned here.    

One method that has received a lot of attention is sheltered instruction.  It is defined as an 

instructional method for strategically teaching content to ELLs in order to make concepts 

understandable while at the same time promoting development of the English language 
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(Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, 2000).  The specific approach that appears to be receiving the 

greatest amount of that attention is the Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol model, or 

SIOP (Echevarria et al., 2008).  This model has many facets and provides the teacher with a 

framework for preparing and then presenting instruction in all content areas, including ELA and 

math.  Its goal is to emphasize the development of the academic language in the lessons teachers 

prepare, and modify the way they will teach.  This model is made up of instructional strategies 

covering eight components of the design and delivery of lessons, so it is quite comprehensive.  It 

is also important to mention here that even though this model has a number of different 

components, not all of them directly focus on the instruction and development of content 

vocabulary, but can in part support vocabulary building.  So that the reader might better 

understand the approach and how all of its pieces are structured and work together, all facets are 

presented.  The first component is preparation.  In this piece, teachers plan their lesson, paying 

close attention to the language as it relates to content objectives, concepts, supplemental 

materials, and useful activities.  The next is building background.  Here the teacher links the key 

vocabulary to a student’s background knowledge and experiences, or previous learning.  The 

next component is comprehensible input.  In this part the teacher varies the techniques in order to 

make their teaching more understandable.  This can include using hands-on, visuals, and even 

gestures and body language.  The next piece is strategies.  Here the teacher will use a variety of 

strategies with students in their instruction.   Examples of these include scaffolding instruction, 

or using different types of questioning techniques.  Next is interaction, where teachers give 

students many opportunities to interact and discuss content.  This can be accomplished through 

changes in grouping, by allowing enough wait-time for students to reply or by clarifying content 

using the student’s first language, where possible.  The next component is practice and 
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application.  In this piece, students are provided with hands-on materials or activities so they can 

demonstrate their knowledge of language and content through reading, writing, listening, and 

speaking.  The next aspect, lesson delivery, is the part where teachers present lessons that 

actually support the content and language goals.  The final component is review and assessment.  

In this part, teachers completely review the key vocabulary and concepts, provide students with 

feedback about their learning, and assess their understanding through the lesson (Echevarria et 

al., 2008). 

 In a recent study conducted in two school districts in New Jersey, Short, Fidelman, and 

Louguit (2012) reported positive results when the SIOP method was applied in ELA classrooms 

with ELLs.  When results of a state language proficiency test were compared, the students who 

were part of a treatment group where the SIOP method was used scored significantly higher than 

those who were not in that group.  The authors also mentioned that the results of their study 

suggest that this model shows promise for improving the academic achievement of ELLs.  

 Another strategy for teaching content vocabulary is Marzano’s six step process (Marzano, 

2004).  In his book, the author outlines his research-based process.  In step one, the teacher 

introduces a new term by giving a description, example, or explanation through direct 

experiences, relating a story, or through pictures.  In step two students are asked to restate in 

their own words the description, explanation, or example.  At this point the teacher corrects any 

misunderstanding.  In step three, students draw a picture or graphic to represent the word.  This 

is the stage where modeling takes place.  Step four engages students in different activities where 

they record their understanding of terms in a notebook.  Here they address things like root words, 

synonyms, antonyms, second language translations and cognates, and even similarities and 

differences.  In step five, students discuss terms with others, one-on-one, or in groups.  Here they 
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compare, describe, explain, and make revisions to their work.  In the last step, students 

participate in games and activities to allow them to further investigate the terms.  The author 

points to the multiple exposures the students have with the vocabulary as a key piece to language 

acquisition (Marzano, 2004).  

 The use of the Frayer Model is another strategy.  This model, a type of graphic organizer, 

is a teaching strategy that educators can use to help their students learn new concepts and 

vocabulary by using attributes and nonattributes (Allen, 2007).  There are five steps to the Frayer 

Model where the teacher helps the students learn some concept through the use of examples and 

non-examples.  The first step is to define a concept by providing attributes of it.  Next, the 

teacher shows the class how this concept differs from similar ones by pointing out unimportant 

attributes.  In the third step, students are given examples of the concept, and are told why they 

are examples.  In the fourth step, step three is repeated, but this time nonexamples are used.  In 

the last step, the teacher gives both examples and nonexamples, then the students must determine 

which they are.  The author goes on to point out that using this model can be time consuming, so 

might need to be reused over several days.  Frayer Model examples (Appendix E) for both ELA 

and math are included. 

 Kagan Structures (Kagan & High, 2002), which are cooperative learning structures, are 

also effective when teaching ELLs.  In this writing they point out that this approach differs from 

the usual cooperative learning model in that it is structured carefully to apply four principles of 

cooperative learning.  These are positive interdependence, individual accountability, equal 

participation, and simultaneous interaction (Kagan & High, 2002).  The authors also point out 

that there are over 150 different structures.  Some examples include Timed Pair Share, Team 

Interview, and Mix-N-Match.  In Timed Pair Share, one student talks while the others listen, then 
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the roles are switched.  In the Team Interview, each student must interview all others on the 

team.  When using the Mix-N-Match structure, students move about the room and quiz each 

other, trying to find a match.  For example, the student who has a picture of a triangle is looking 

for the one who has the word “triangle”.  According to the authors, these structures strongly 

support the learning and vocabulary development for ELLs through active engagement.  Students 

must adjust speech to be able to work together, their language is used in real life context, 

students can encourage and support each other, the fear of speaking is reduced because of the 

small group, and there is greater language use.  In his writing, Kagan (2003) discussed a number 

of empirical studies that have supported the use of cooperative learning, and pointed specifically 

to work done by Slavin and others (Slavin et al., 1985). 

 Peer tutoring, another teaching strategy, is a variation of the cooperative learning model.  

The primary difference is that instead of groups of four, two students are generally paired.  

According to a U.S Department of Education What Works Clearinghouse report (WWC, 2007), 

it is another strategy that is beginning to have a positive effect when teaching ELLs.  The 

students can be paired in a number of ways, including by age or by ability, or they could be 

mixed.  Much like in cooperative groups, there is a focus on interaction between students, and 

discussion needed to complete some task, supporting the use and development of the vocabulary.  

According to the same WWC (2007) report, initial studies show some small, but positive growth 

in English language development.  In a small study conducted by Cready (2006), when an ELL 

was paired with a gifted student in a peer tutoring experience, the results were positive for the 

ELL, showing some growth in vocabulary development. 

When looking at the strategies already discussed, one can see that the remaining ones 

listed here are often pieces of others.  One of those strategies is called frontloading content 
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vocabulary.  According to Haggart (2012), vocabulary is an essential part when recalling 

background knowledge, so teachers need to provide students with upcoming vocabulary before 

they see it in text.  In this strategy, the teacher identifies and specifically teaches the content 

vocabulary that will appear in a new lesson, but prior to the new lesson.  Haggart’s (2012) bread 

flour example mentioned previously with the content specific challenges is a sample of 

frontloading.  This strategy appears as a piece in both the SIOP model and in Marzano’s, even 

though the word frontload may not appear.   

Haggart (2012) also discusses the effectiveness of providing visual (nonlinguistic) 

support during direct instruction.  Examples include graphic organizers, which can be used to 

sort and classify by breaking information into smaller, more organized pieces.  In math for 

example, a Venn diagram might be used to point out similarities and differences of polygons.  In 

ELA, they could be used to compare and contrast, or to organize the setting, the characters, and 

the theme of a story.  Other examples include sketches, clip art, or a key graphic from a lesson.  

Technology integration is being used in classrooms to support the development of content 

vocabulary, with technology like interactive whiteboards, the use of internet resources, and other 

web-based activities.  Brozek and Duckworth (2011) point to their use of interactive whiteboards 

and web-based software as a means to encourage students to use the second language more in a 

non-threatening environment.  

Donnelly and Roe (2010) and Haggart (2012) discuss the use of sentence frames with 

ELLs to help them with language and content vocabulary development.  The frames are written 

cues in sentence form that students must complete.  The information needed to complete the 

sentence might come from another sentence, a paragraph, a picture or diagram, or in math from a 
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problem solving exercise.  Sentence frames help students organize their thoughts and sequence 

their answers, using key content vocabulary.   

As a last example, Robertson (2009) points out how word walls can be used effectively to 

introduce students to new content vocabulary through definitions, pictures or diagrams, or 

providing cognates of words in the first language.  As mentioned before, it is difficult to know 

what all the effective strategies are, so a sampling has been presented for the reasons previously 

stated. 

What is apparent after examining the literature is that much of what has been studied and 

written about tends to focus attention across all content areas, and often is not specific to a 

particular discipline, like math or ELA.  Janzen (2008) points this out in her writing, which was 

based on her extensive study of the research related to teaching ELLs in history, math, English, 

and science.  The research in math tends to be somewhat limited, and as she suggests, that may 

be the case because of a foolish notion that because math just involves working with numbers, it 

is not as difficult for ELLs.  She also points out that it is somewhat difficult at times to sort out 

what is written about ELA because there tends to be some difficulty when distinguishing 

between English instruction and ESOL instruction.  This clearly points to a need to further study 

the effectiveness of instructional strategies for ELLs and how they relate to teaching content 

vocabulary to ELLs.   

Teacher Preparation for ELLs 

 It could be argued that the most important person to the academic language development 

and performance success of ELLs is the content teacher.  He/she must prepare the lessons and 

deliver the instruction.  Because that responsibility rest directly with the teacher, it is important 

that they have the preparation to accomplish it.  After an examination of the literature, it is quite 
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evident that there are many challenges ahead for educators with regard to their preparation for 

working with ELLs.  With a few exceptions, the information points to general lack of preparation 

for teaching ELLs in mainstream classrooms.  A report by Ballantyne, Sanderman, and Levy 

(2008) offers some very telling information.  When you consider the growth of the ELL 

population in recent years, it is now very likely that all mainstream teachers will have at least one 

ELL in their classroom.  And though it is difficult to come up with accurate estimates, it appears 

that only about 29 percent of teachers have had the appropriate training needed to work with 

ELLs effectively.  Also mentioned is that more than half of the teachers who have ELLs in their 

classes believe that they need more training because they are uncomfortable with their lack of 

knowledge.  Only 20 states required training for teachers of ELLs, and that only one-sixth of the 

colleges that offered preparation for pre-service teachers included any training for working with 

the ELLs. (Ballantyne et al., 2008).   

Information from research conducted by Rochkind, Ott, Immerwahl, Doble, and Johnson 

(2008) also provides an interesting look.  When questioned, a group of first year teachers said 

they were quite satisfied with their general college training, and that it was useful and 

comprehensive.  But when asked about having to deal with diversity in their teaching experience, 

they believed the coursework provided little help.  Their lack of preparation gave them their 

greatest source of anxiety, especially in an urban setting.  They also expressed a need to have 

better training to help prepare them for dealing with these students, a need for smaller class sizes, 

and more appropriate materials for these students.  

In a study conducted by O’Brien (2011), more than half of the teachers who were 

surveyed indicated that they were never required to take any training in college to prepare them 

for their work with ELLs.  With those who had received training, most indicated that it was 
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poorly done, so was of little help.  These teachers also expressed a concern with their inability to 

communicate with ELLs, and also with an inability to appropriately modify their instruction and 

coursework to reach these students, both products of poor or a lack of training.  They also 

believed that training would have been more appropriate if they had seen it being modeled in 

their classrooms.  In line with experiencing and observing instruction being modeled during staff 

development, Calderon, Sanchez, and Slavin (2011) also mention that in their reviews of studies 

of professional development they found that teachers believed it to be most effective and helpful 

when they were given the chance to receive hands-on experiences that involved demonstrations 

of techniques with their own students and classrooms, or those of a colleague.  The teachers also 

pointed to the importance of receiving one-on-one coaching.   

Cadiero-Kaplan and Rodriguez (2008) also point to some troubling information regarding 

the preparedness of teachers who work with ELLs.  In their writing they indicate that there is a 

trend or tendency in some schools containing the higher populations of ELLs to assign lesser 

qualified, and often underprepared teachers to work with them.  They also point to the need for 

schools to allocate a greater amount of their time and resources for preparing teachers to work 

with ELLs, and that continuous support and ongoing professional development should be 

provided.  Too often, those who teach ELLs are given poor access to the instructional and 

curricular materials needed, or the materials that are provided are not appropriate for working 

with these students. 

In a study conducted by O’Neal, Ringler, and Rodriguez (2008), a group of mainstream 

classroom teachers were interviewed and asked to respond to questions about the preparation 

they had received for teaching ELLs during their teacher training.  With regard to a question 

about whether they had received any instruction dedicated to language acquisition, 86% 
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responded that they had not.  They were also asked if they had been required to take any course 

to prepare them to teach students with diverse cultural backgrounds and only 33% indicated that 

they had received any of this type of training.  When questioned about their perception of their 

own preparedness to teach ELLs, 75% said they were not prepared to do so.  Teachers were also 

asked about their willingness to participate in professional development for working with ELLs, 

and 100% were willing to receive training.  And when the teachers were asked if they felt 

responsible for teaching the ELLs in their classrooms, 100% said that they were responsible.  

In a qualitative study conducted by Ross (2014), a large group of practicing math 

teachers participated in a survey using the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale (TSES).  It was 

chosen to examine the issues and situations that teachers viewed as concerning in their teaching 

experiences.  The results indicated that staff development and professional assistance have not 

kept up with the increasing numbers of ELLs in their mainstream classrooms.  A second finding 

was that the teachers felt less effective in their work with ELLs than with their other students.  

Finally, the teachers in this study indicated that no matter their years of experience, they felt 

poorly prepared and less effective whether it was teaching, involving, or managing ELLs.  The 

findings clearly suggest that much more attention has to be given to both pre-service and in-

service training for teachers who will work with ELLs.  

Some positive results were reported in a study conducted by Peter, Markham, and Frey 

(2102) that involved a group of in-service teachers from a school in Kansas.  These teachers 

were required to attend a program designed to develop qualified teachers of ELLs because their 

school had been designated an English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) school.  The 

teachers said that the training had a very positive impact on their instruction and their ability to 

work with ELLs, so for them the training had been worthwhile. 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

34 

Going hand-in-hand with the issues of teaching, teacher training, and preparation of 

teachers for effective instruction of ELLs, is the attitude some have toward it, and their feelings 

and beliefs about it.  In the study by O’Brien (2011), besides saying that the training they had 

received in preparation for ELLs was poor, more than half of the teachers believed that they 

already had received enough training.  With that, they also believed that because the district did 

not adequately fund training programs, their training programs were ineffective.  It was also the 

opinion of some of the teachers that there is no training that would help their teaching of ELLs. 

Reeves (2006) also studied the attitudes of a group of secondary teachers toward 

including ELLs in their mainstream classrooms.  In general, most of the teachers responded with 

a positive attitude toward having these students in their classes, saying that the inclusion created 

a positive educational environment.  However, most of these responding teachers did not think 

that inclusion necessarily helped the students, citing in part some of the time constraints placed 

on instruction by having to deal with the various needs of ELLs.  These same teachers were also 

surveyed about their attitudes toward professional development.  Most indicated that they felt 

poorly trained for their work with ELLs, but at the same time were less than enthusiastic when 

asked about participating in and receiving more training to work more effectively with them, 

with nearly 45% indicating that they were not interested.  A report from de Jong and Harper 

(2005) may have captured it best as they wrote that content teachers to some extent assume that 

English will be taught in another class, because that job belonged to someone else (de Jong, 

Harper, 2005). 

A common theme that appears in the literature is that many mainstream teachers find 

themselves in classrooms with ELLs, and are generally not adequately prepared to teach them.  

What is challenging, however, is to find literature that specifically discusses their preparation for, 
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or lack of preparation for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs, which suggests a greater 

need for this particular research. 

Conclusion 

 There are a variety of reasons for conducting research.  Reasons such as being able to 

discover something new, or to add to what we already know, or even to be able to offer insights 

to others about how to improve upon something, are just a few.  Fraenkel, Wallen, and Hyun 

(2012) tell us that there is value in conducting research because the experts might be wrong; or 

because the documents we review might not have the information we need; or those we work 

with might not have experience with the problem; or even because our own experience might not 

be relevant (Fraenkel et al., 2012). 

The information from the literature review shows us that the ELL population in the 

United States has grown rapidly, and that growth caused lawmakers and educators, through 

policy changes, to respond to their educational needs.  The reaction to those changes was to 

create greater accountability for the teaching of and academic performance of ELLs, and at the 

same time raise accountability for educators, districts, and states.  Because of a variety of 

obstacles, such as prior knowledge and education experience, language acquisition difficulties, 

and even cultural issues, ELLs have not improved their academic performance in ELA and math.  

In response to poor performance, educators were forced to look at instructional strategies that 

were being used, or that could be used, and their effectiveness when teaching ELA and math 

content vocabulary to ELLs.  Finally, the process had to involve teachers, their preparation for 

teaching ELLs, and any additional training that would be necessary. 

With all this in mind, it makes sense that this study be conducted.  This researcher looks 

to find out about the kinds of preparation and training they have received to help them with their 
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instruction of ELLs, and how prepared they are for teaching ELLs.  She also looks to find 

information about which strategies the teachers are familiar with and currently use when 

teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs, and of those, which they perceive to be the most 

effective.  Perhaps the information that is gathered can be used to inform other teachers, staff 

developers, administrators, and beyond with regard to the issue of effectively teaching content 

vocabulary to ELLs.      
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Methodology 

 The first purpose of this study was to determine how well prepared these teachers were 

for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  Then it attempted to discover which strategies the 

participating teachers were currently using in their classrooms when teaching their content 

vocabulary to ELLs.  Finally, the study intended to determine the perception these teachers had 

regarding which strategies being used were most effective for them when teaching the content 

vocabulary to ELLs.  The method of study chosen for the research was the case study.  Such a 

study is an approach where an individual or group is extensively studied and data is collected in 

order to provide interpretations or offer useful generalizations to a specific case (Fraenkel et al., 

2012).  A number of points can be cited to support the choice of a case study as the best suited to 

this situation.  First of all, it focused on a select group of teachers and students in a single school 

building as they interacted and conducted their day-to-day business in the natural environment of 

the classroom.  Next, the intended purpose was to capture information about the impressions of 

teachers relative to the instructional strategies they used with ELLs when teaching content 

vocabulary through the use of interviews and observations, so the data gathered was in the form 

of anecdotal notes and recorded comments.  Gathering numerical information was not a focus of 

this study.  Finally, from the data collected, an attempt was then made to describe or explain the 

information obtained, and did not make comparisons or provide a rating about teachers or 

classrooms.  Important to the study was the opportunity for teachers to freely offer their 

comments and opinions, without the fear of being judged.  

Based on the previous information, the research was qualitative in nature.  Qualitative 

research is research where the person conducting the study tries to study phenomena in its 

naturally occurring, complex environment (Fraenkel et al., 2012).   
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Setting 

All of the school district information in the following paragraph reflects data for the 

2013-14 school year, and was retrieved from https://reportcards.nysed.gov.   

The school where the research was conducted is part of what is considered to be a Small-

City School District, located in Chautauqua County, NY.  This school is a 5th through 8th grade 

building, and houses approximately 430 students.  Out of this total, 15% (71) were Hispanic or 

Latino.  This school is considered to be a focus school for a couple of reasons.  First, because a 

majority of the students come from low socioeconomic backgrounds, and secondly, because the 

school’s students scored below established performance levels on both the state ELA and 

mathematics tests.  The ELLs contained in the classrooms relative to this research are all a part 

of the 15% group of Hispanic/Latino students that attend.  There are a total of 45 teachers in the 

building, and the majority of them have ELLs in their classrooms.  On staff there are a total of 3 

certified ESL teachers, with the remainder of the teachers possessing degrees and certifications 

in areas of general education, special education, math, reading, and science.   

Participants 

For the sake of this study, a convenience sampling was used.  “A convenience sample is a 

group of individuals who conveniently are available for the study” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 99).   

Because this researcher is a member of the faculty at this school, and is familiar with the staff 

and students, it was appropriate to use this method of sampling.  Four separate 8th grade 

classroom teachers and their classrooms, all of which are located in the same wing of the 

building, were asked to participate.  Two of those classrooms were 8th grade math classes, while 

the other two were 8th grade English/Language Arts (ELA) classes.  All four classrooms are 

considered general education classrooms and each classroom had a range of four to fourteen 
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ELLs enrolled.  The selected classrooms and teachers were identified using the following labels: 

Math Classroom 1 (M1), Math Classroom 2 (M2), English/Language Arts Classroom 1 (ELA1), 

and English/Language Arts Classroom 2 (ELA2).  The primary reason for selecting these 

classrooms for the study was because they contained the greatest numbers of English language 

learners at that grade level, in those content areas.  

 As indicated, a total of four teachers participated in both the interviews and the 

observations involved in this study.  In M1, there were a total of 20 students, one teacher, and 14 

ELLs.  The teacher is a female who has approximately 18 years of teaching experience.  A 

Special Education co-teacher with approximately 16 years of experience, along with a Spanish-

speaking paraprofessional with 5 years of experience was attached to her classroom.   M2 had a 

total of 18 students, one teacher, and 6 ELLs, with no ESL teacher attached.  This male teacher 

has approximately 12 years of experience.  ELA1 had a total of 20 students, 4 of which are 

ELLs.  This teacher is a male with approximately 17 years of experience.  A Special Education 

co-teacher with 20 years of experience was attached to this classroom.  And lastly, ELA2 had a 

total of 18 students, with 6 ELLs, and is a female teacher with approximately 32 years of 

experience.  These classrooms were chosen for this research because they housed the greatest 

number of ELLs at the 8th grade level in these content areas, and were located in the same wing 

of the building.  Because of this distribution of ELLs, selecting these classrooms allowed the 

researcher to observe any specific strategies that were being used with the larger concentrations 

of ELLs.  

Data Collection and Procedure  

In order to conduct the research, all necessary approvals were obtained from the building 

Principal, and from district officials as required.  These were in the form of written requests 
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(Appendix B).  Once all approvals were in place, the researcher contacted the identified teachers 

through written communication (Appendix A).  An explanation of the anticipated research and 

their requested involvement was provided, along with a permission form for them to sign.  It was 

clearly stated that their involvement is totally voluntary, so they could opt out at any time, 

without any penalty.  It was also clarified that during the classroom observations, the researcher 

would not participate in any way, but would strictly be an observer.  Because students were not 

the focus of this study, their permission was not necessary.  There were also informal 

conversations with these four primary teachers in order to address any questions they might have 

had, and to further clear the path for the completion of the study.  

Interview.  Next in the process, a semi-structured interview (Appendix C) was conducted 

with each teacher.  This interview, formal in nature, consisted of a “series of questions designed 

to elicit specific answers from respondents” (Fraenkel et al., 2012, p. 451).  These interviews 

took place in a mutually agreed upon location, most often in the teacher’s classroom.  Each one 

was conducted individually, in a one-on-one setting, and lasted approximately one hour.  The 

interviews were completed as outlined in the Participant Interview Schedule (see Table 1). 

Table 1 
 
Participant Interview Schedule 
 

Participant Interview Date Period/Time 
M1 

 
March 9, 2015 7:15 – 8:15 

M2 
 

March 11, 2015 7:15 – 8:15 

ELA1 
 

March 4, 2015 3:00 – 4:00 

ELA2 March 10, 2015 3:00 – 4:00 
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The initial questions of the interview focused on gathering information about the 

teacher’s educational background and experiences, and also set the tone for a good working 

relationship throughout the study.  The remainder of the questions centered on the purpose of the 

study as formulated through the review of literature, and included prompts to gather information 

about the specific purpose of the study.  Those included questions about the how well prepared 

these teachers were to teach content area vocabulary to ELLs, which strategies they currently 

used to teach that vocabulary, and which strategies they believed to be the most effective for 

them when teaching the content vocabulary (see Table 2).  There were additional questions asked 

of the participants in an effort to discover the types of challenges they encountered as they made 

efforts to teach the content vocabulary in their math and ELA classrooms.  These teachers were 

also asked to discuss how comfortable they felt about teaching and having ELLs in their 

classrooms.   

Besides taking notes during the interview, the researcher used audio recording to capture 

responses, thus making sure that the data gathered was accurate.  To ensure privacy and 

anonymity, all recordings were destroyed after completion of the study. 

Classroom observations.  Following the interviews with teachers and the collection of 

that data, classroom observations began.  The purpose of the observations was to give the 

researcher the opportunity to further examine the information gathered during the interviews.  

The intent of the study was to investigate the preparedness of the participants with regard to 

teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  It was also intended to discover the strategies these 

teachers were currently using to teach vocabulary to ELLs, and also determine which of those 

strategies they believed to be most effective.  With the data from the interviews in mind, the 

researcher could gather additional information from the observations that could be used to make 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

42 

some determination about the participants’ preparedness and use of effective instructional 

strategies. 

Table 2 
 
Semi-Structured Interview Questions Grouped by Theme 
 
Category Theme Citation Example of Teacher Questions 
Preparedness for Teaching 
ELLs 

Ballantyne et al., 2008; 
Cadiero-Kaplan & Rodriguez, 
2008; de Jong & Harper, 2005; 
O’Brien, 2011; O’Neal et al., 
2008; Reeves, 2006 

How much experience do you 
have teaching ELLs? Any pre-
service training for ELLs?  
Any in-service training for 
ELLs? How well prepared do 
you currently believe you are 
to teach your content 
vocabulary to ELLs? 

 
Effective Instructional 
Strategies 

 
Allen, 2007; Cready, 2006; 
Donnelly & Rowe, 2010; 
Echevarria et al., 2008; 
Haggart, 2012; Kagan, 2003; 
Kagan & High, 2002; 
Robertson, 2009; WWC, 2007 

 
Which of these or other 
strategies do you currently use 
to teach your content 
vocabulary to ELLs? 
Cooperative learning, peer 
tutoring, graphic organizers, 
word walls, sentence frames, 
technology integration, 
frontloading, SIOP, Marzano’s 
six steps, Frayer model, Kagan 
Structures, or other? Which 
strategies do you believe are 
the most effective when 
teaching your content 
vocabulary to ELLs? 

 
Challenges When 
Teaching ELLs 

 
Breiseth, 2013; Cadiero-Kaplan 
& Rodrigues, 2008; DeCapua et 
al., 2007; Haynes, 2014; 
Reeves, 2006 

 
What challenges have you 
encountered when teaching 
content vocabulary to ELLs? 
How do you deal with them? 
How important is it to receive 
additional training to support 
your teaching of ELLs? 

 
Attitudes and Beliefs 
When Working with ELLs 

 
Ballantyne et al., 2008; Reeves, 
2006; Ross, 2014 

 
What is your comfort level 
having ELLs in your 
classroom? 

   



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

43 

The observations proceeded as outlined in the Participant Observation Schedule (see 

Table 3).  They were accomplished over approximately a two-week period, and involved 

observing no more than two classes per week.  The observations were originally scheduled to 

take place on Mondays and Fridays and during the core periods.  Due to a number of scheduling 

conflicts, mutually agreed upon times were arranged in order to complete all of the observations.  

There was some discussion with participants about completing a second round of classroom 

observation, but due to in-building testing and schedule conflicts, there were no further 

observations.  

Table 3 
 
Participant Observation Schedule 
 

Participant Class Observed Date Period/Time 
M1 

 
Grade 8 Math March 19, 2015 Period 3 (12:05 – 1:05) 

M2 
 

Grade 8 Math March 16, 2015 Period 4 (1:05 – 2:05) 

ELA1 
 

Grade 8 ELA March 9, 2015 Period 1 (8:45 – 9:45) 

ELA2 Grade 8 ELA March 23, 2015 Period 5 (2:05 – 3:05) 
 

During each observation, both audio recording and anecdotal note taking were used.  The audio 

recording allowed the researcher the ability to capture quotes and interactions between and 

among teachers and students, as well as to recall other specifics from the classroom observations.  

The information collected during the observations was guided by the use of an observation 

protocol (Appendix D), which was an adaptation of a previously developed protocol.   The 

protocol was chosen and adapted from the original because it provided a framework that allowed 

the researcher the ability to gather information about the general classroom environment, and 

also capture data about the lesson context, strategies observed, and interactions of the students 
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and teacher throughout the lesson.  It guided and allowed collection of information specific to the 

study, and as it related to the content vocabulary instruction and the ELLs.  As Iocono, Brown, 

and Holtham (2009) suggest in their writing, that collection of observational data is about the 

choice and design of the researcher because there is not a best way to complete the process.  In 

her writing, Kawulich (2005) further discusses a process where the decision about what to 

observe should be guided by the information and insights obtained from the participants during 

the interviews.   

Additionally, the researcher requested samples from the participants of any instructional 

materials and lesson artifacts that demonstrated relevance to the strategies used, and to their 

effectiveness when teaching the content vocabulary. 

Data Analysis 

 Once all interviews and observations had been completed, information obtained from the 

notes, the audio recordings, and classroom materials collected, were all compiled and analyzed.  

During this procedure, the researcher applied a qualitative data analysis process.  The process 

was repetitive, where the researcher continuously compared and reduced the amount of written 

data (Fraenkel et al., 2012).  The analysis of the data gathered in the study was guided in part by 

a five-step process described by Piercy (2015).  To begin, the researcher carefully read all of the 

transcripts that were obtained from the interview notes and recordings.  The transcripts were read 

and reviewed several times in order to make observations and write short notations about 

responses to questions.  Next, the researcher examined a number of the relevant words, phrases, 

and comments made by participants in an effort to identify and place information gathered into 

categories or themes.  Initial coding began at this time as the responses were examined to 

discover if there were some developing commonalities.  The next step involved even further 
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examination of the initial codes to look for any other connections and further developing 

patterns, such as in similarities or differences in responses, or in opinions offered by the teachers.  

At this point, the identification of basic themes had taken place based on the comments of the 

participants and the notations written by the researcher.  The final step involved the review of the 

themes across all interviews and information gathered, and formed the list of predominant 

themes.  The same process was applied to any relevant materials collected from the classrooms.  

 The observations of the lessons followed the interviews of the teachers.  The purpose of 

the observations was to determine if the data obtained during the interviews was also evident 

during the lessons.  The themes identified during the initial analysis were also viewed in 

conjunction with the data from the classroom observations to see if there were any consistencies 

and commonalities, and to determine if the information could be used as evidence and support of 

interview data, and help to answer the research questions and goals of this study.  

Validity Considerations 

It was essential that the researcher take steps to ensure that this study maintained its 

validity.  Through careful planning, and through the initial introduction of the intended purpose 

of the study, all attempts were made to make teachers and students feel that they were not being 

inconvenienced.  Establishing trust with the teachers and classrooms by visiting them in advance 

was part of the process so the researcher’s presence was not a distraction or unfamiliar 

experience to them.  To a large extent that had already been accomplished because a rapport with 

them had already developed through informal chats with them, along with interactions with these 

teachers and students during various building activities.  This researcher had already set the stage 

through discussions of her research project with staff members.  Also considered during the 

interview process in order to protect validity was to maintain a professional, businesslike 
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approach at all times and not become overly familiar with the participants so that they would 

continue take the study seriously throughout.  Although this researchers works in the same 

building, the participants are housed in an entirely different wing, so there is only occasional 

contact with these teachers.  Another important step that was taken involved a review of the 

interview questions.  Other staff members, including the building principal, were asked to 

examine the interview questions before they were used.  The purpose was to make sure that they 

were appropriate and that teachers were not uncomfortable with the questions being asked.  

Because questions were those developed by the researcher, this review also ensured that the 

research questions are properly designed and relevant to the study.  When asking the interview 

questions, the researcher made every effort to ask the questions as clearly and thoroughly as 

possible, sometimes restating the question in order to the get participants to add more 

information.  During the observations, the sole purpose of the researcher was that of a complete 

observer, so did not participate or interact with teachers or students in any way.  The goal 

throughout the lessons was to be as inconspicuous as possible, and in no way have any impact on 

the study. 
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Results 

The purpose of this study was to collect data from a small group of middle school ELA 

and math teachers relative to the teaching of content area vocabulary to ELLs.  More 

specifically, data was collected through one-on-one interviews and classroom observations in 

order to examine three distinct purposes.  The first was to determine how well prepared these 

teachers believed they were for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  The next was to 

determine which strategies these teachers currently used in their classrooms to teach their 

content-area vocabulary to ELLs.  And the final purpose was to identify the strategies they 

perceived to be the most effective when teaching their content-area vocabulary to ELLs.  This 

study was guided by these research questions: 

1. How well prepared do these teachers believe they are for teaching their content-

area vocabulary to ELLs? 

2. Which strategies are these teachers currently using to teach their content-area 

vocabulary to ELLs?  

3. Which strategies do these teachers perceive to be the most effective in teaching 

their content-area vocabulary to ELLs? 

The first part of the study was the participant interview using the semi-structured 

interview questions that were aligned with the research questions and with topics and themes 

identified in the literature review (see Table 1).  After transcribing all information gathered from 

the interviews and recordings with the participants, the researcher coded their responses to 

identify any related themes or any underlying meaning.  Beyond the information about their 

teaching background, the themes that are evident include their preparedness for teaching ELLs, 
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the effective instructional strategies for ELLs, the challenges encountered when teaching ELLs, 

and their attitudes and beliefs about ELLs in their classes. 

Participant Background/Experience 

To begin each interview, the researcher asked the participants to provide some general 

information about their teaching background and experience.  There were a couple of reasons for 

beginning in that manner.  First, the researcher wanted to ease the participants into the process, 

give them a little time to become more relaxed with the questioning, and hopefully reduce any 

possible anxiety that they were feeling about the experience.  A second reason was to be able to 

gather some additional information about their educational background and experiences that was 

accurate and more detailed than previously obtained.  Based on the data gathered, this group of 

participants could be characterized as veteran teachers, with teaching experience ranging from 12 

to 34 years, or an average of nearly 20 years.  One of the participants even mentioned that he had 

spent some time in the military prior to deciding to enter college and then the teaching 

profession.  As far as longevity in this district is concerned, ELA2 was the only participant that 

had not spent their entire career in the district.  All of the participants had received both their 

Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees, and all were certified in the content areas that they were 

teaching.  Two of the teachers also had received certification in Elementary Education, but had 

not chosen to pursue that level for their teaching career.  Table 4 presents the educational 

background and experience of the teachers who were participants in the study. 
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Table 4 
 
Participant Educational Background/Experience 
 
Participant Experience 

(Years) 
In District Grades 

Taught 
Degree(s) Certification 

M1 16 16 7-12 Bachelor’s (Math) 
Master’s 

Math 7-12 
Elem Ed 

M2 12 12 5-8 Bachelor’s (Math) 
Master’s 

Math 7-12 

ELA1 17 17 7-8 Bachelor’s (English) 
Master’s 

English 7-12 
Elem Ed 

ELA2 34 32 5-8 Bachelor’s (English) 
Master’s 

English 7-12 

  

Preparedness for Teaching ELLs 

One of the research questions driving this study was aimed at examining how prepared 

each participant was for teaching ELLs.  Specifically, it aims to determine how prepared they 

believed themselves to be with regard to teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  The themes 

that appeared in the interview for this category had to do with the participants’ years of 

experience teaching ELLs, their pre-service training for teaching ELLs, the in-service training 

for the same, and the perception of their own preparedness for teaching ELLs.  

Experience teaching ELLs.  Each participant was asked about the number of years 

experience they had teaching ELLs.  The information gathered showed that their work with 

ELLs ranged from one to four years, for an average of just over two years, so these teachers had 

little experience teaching them.  As a group the participants mentioned that a decision was made 

in this district two years ago to house all of the middle school age ELLs in their building, so they 

were suddenly the only building responsible for their instruction.  M1 added that during the years 

that she had taught at the high school level there was an occasional non-native speaker in a class, 

but they were not identified as ELLs. 
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Pre-service preparation for ELLs.  The participants were asked to discuss any pre-

service training they had received to prepare them for their work with ELLs.  The researcher 

asked if they had taken any college courses or if they had attended workshops before their first 

teaching assignment that helped them prepare for their instruction.  All four responded with the 

same answer, essentially that they had never taken any course in college to prepare them for 

ELLs, and that none had attended any workshops relative to working with ELLs before they 

were hired.  Two in this group even added that when they were going to college and before they 

began teaching that there was never any reference to ELLs, and for some time did not know what 

ELL meant. 

In-service preparation for ELLs.  Next, these teachers were all asked if they had 

received any specific training or had attended any workshops since they were hired that would 

prepare them to teach content vocabulary to ELLs.  This time all in the group did not have the 

same response.  Three of the four members indicated that they had not received any specific 

training for their work with ELLs, let alone their instruction of the content vocabulary.  When 

M2 was asked, his response was, “I’ve had nothing specific to math or ELLs.”  To the same 

question, ELA1 said, “I had one training in a faculty meeting, about 20 minutes long.  It was not 

specific to English and not specific to teaching vocabulary to ELLs.”  The answer given by 

ELA2 was, “I have had no training in strategies for ELLs.”  The only participant that indicated 

that she had received any training was M1, but her answer was somewhat ambivalent.  In her 

response to the question she said, “Not really.  I took some SIOP on my own during one summer.  

There has been some mention of strategies at workshops, but not much.  When it was, it was 

general, not specific to ELLs, and not specific to content vocabulary.” 
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Perception of preparedness.  Another question posed to them was very specific to a 

research question.  Each was asked to discuss how well prepared they currently believed 

themselves to be for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  The responses were generally 

consistent among the participants.  Three out of the four answered in a similar fashion, and 

indicated that they did not view themselves as being very well prepared.  M1 answered by 

saying, “It is difficult.  I can look at words, but… I’m not well prepared.”  In the same 

conversation, this participant expressed her concern about her ability to reach these students, and 

how frustrating it can be to not know how best to work with them.  The answer given by M2 was 

much like that of M1.  His response to the question was, “I am very minimally prepared.”  When 

the researcher prompted him to see if there was more to add, he said,  “That’s all I can really 

say.”  When ELA1 was asked for his response to the question, he replied with, “If you are 

specifically targeting the ELLs, no, I am not very well prepared to do that.”  He went on to add 

that he works very hard to do his best with all of the students, so uses the same strategies with all 

of them.  The only participant that indicated some degree of confidence in her preparedness was 

ELA2.  When asked about how she viewed herself, her reply was, “Pretty good.  I would say I’m 

self taught.”  This teacher elaborated a bit further by saying that she had taught a Skills class in 

the past that had given her some strategies.  She also mentioned how she would look for 

information and strategies on some of the ELL and ESL websites, and would ask for advice from 

the ESL teachers.  Underlying the responses given by the participants with regard to this question 

of how they viewed their own preparedness was their lack of confidence when working with 

ELLs, and their concern for being able to reach them. 
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Effective Instructional Strategies for ELLs 

Another theme that emerged from the interview questions and was addressed in the 

literature was the existence of effective instructional strategies for ELLs.  One purpose of this 

study was to determine the strategies that these participants were currently using to teach their 

content vocabulary to the ELLs.  To begin the discussion of strategies, to relax them into these 

questions, and to provide the participants with some frame of reference, the researcher discussed 

a list of strategies from the literature review and questioned them about their familiarity with 

them.  The list included cooperative learning, peer tutoring, graphic organizers, word walls, 

sentence frames, technology integration, frontloading vocabulary, SIOP, Marzano’s Six Steps, 

Frayer model, and Kagan Structures.  Generally the group indicated that they had heard of most, 

with the exception being Marzano’s Six Steps.  

 Instructional strategies.  The participants were asked to identify any strategies from the 

list that they currently used in their classrooms to teach their content vocabulary to ELLs.  At the 

same time they were given the opportunity to provide any additional strategies not mentioned 

that they used for the same purpose.  This particular question prompted some additional 

discussion from each of the participants.  All wanted to know if they were to discuss the 

strategies that were used to specifically teach content vocabulary to the ELLs, or to discuss the 

strategies they used with all students.  The researcher clarified that the question was about those 

they were currently using when teaching their vocabulary to ELLs.  As the researcher posed the 

question again, each of the participants answered that they did or did not use a particular 

strategy, but then chose to qualify their answers.  For example, when asked about the use of 

cooperative learning, M1 replied, “Yes, I use some cooperative learning, but not specifically for 
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ELLs.”  An answer from another was, “I use word walls at times, but not just for ELLs.”  ELA1 

made the statement, “I use the same strategies for all the students.” 

 After the responses to the questions were examined, only two of the strategies listed were 

strategies used by all of the participants.  The first was peer tutoring, and it generated some 

additional discussion from the teachers.  They talked about their classrooms and how they 

arranged the ELLs so that they were seated together, at times in pairs, and sometimes in threes.  

They also mentioned that they were comfortable with the ELLs discussing and explaining the 

tasks with each other during the lessons so that they could help each other better understand what 

to do.  A comment from ELA2 about this strategy was, “It just makes sense.”  The second 

strategy used by all was the frontloading vocabulary strategy.  This strategy also generated some 

discussion because at first most indicated that they were not familiar with it.  After the researcher 

explained that it meant that the vocabulary for a lesson or topic was provided and taught up front, 

they recognized it as something that they used, but were not familiar with that name.  For the 

other strategies listed, the responses about their use were somewhat divided and unclear because 

of how the answers were stated.  Cooperative learning, graphic organizers, and word walls each 

had two participants indicate some limited use.  Only single participants indicated using 

technology, SIOP, the Frayer model, or Kagan Structures with their students, and that they 

seldom did or had tried, leaving some question about their current use.  There were no responses 

to the question about Marzano’s Six Steps or to sentence frames.   

The participants were given the opportunity to offer strategies that were not part of the 

list presented to them by the researcher.  One that was mentioned by M1 was her use of a 

vocabulary packet given to ELLs with the math vocabulary word or phrase on the left, and the 

Spanish translation on the right.  After some discussion, she indicated that she was actually 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

54 

frontloading the vocabulary.  ELA1 offered a strategy that he used with ELLs and all students, as 

one he called an in-context vocabulary list, which he concluded was a frontloading strategy.  He 

also mentioned that the ELLs were always provided Spanish/English dictionaries.  ELA2 

mentioned that she used cognates when appropriate.  Table 5 provides a summary of the 

strategies the participants indicated either yes or no to their current use. 

Table 5 
 
Strategies Used to Teach Content Vocabulary to ELLs 
 

 CL PT GO WW SF TE FL SI MZ FM KS OS 
M1 X X X X   X X    X 
M2  X  X  X X    X  

ELA1  X X    X   X  X 
ELA2 X X     X     X 
Note.  Abbreviations used for instructional strategies. 
Cooperative Learning (CL) Peer Tutoring (PT) Graphic Organizers (GO) 
Word Walls (WW) Sentence Frames (SF) Technology (TE) 
Frontloading (FL) SIOP (SI) Marzano’s (MZ) 
Frayer Model (FM) Kagan Structures (KS) Other Strategy (OS) 

  

Most effective strategies.  As a follow-up to the previous question, the participants were 

asked to identify the strategies used that they believed to be the most effective when teaching 

their content vocabulary to ELLs.  As a group, there was generally little agreement.  Even though 

all four said they used peer tutoring, M1 was the only one who described it as most effective.  

She also pointed to her vocabulary packet, or frontloading, as a most effective strategy.  ELA1 

again referred to his use of the in-context vocabulary strategy as his most effective, also an 

example of frontloading.   He also added, “The in-context instruction because I’m not choosing 

the words for them.  They have the opportunity to say I don’t know this or this word.  When 

we’re reading they have identified words they don’t know.”  M2 did not identify any strategy as 

the most effective.  When asked if there was any more he would like to add, he said, “The 
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strategies are all really kind of hit or miss.  Some work well, and some don’t, depending on the 

topic.”  Lastly, ELA2 said, “The most effective vocabulary instruction with ELLs is when I act 

them out, or use some type of drawing or visual.  I even try to use facial expressions to help them 

understand.” 

Challenges When Teaching ELLs 

Another common theme that arose from the interviews was that of the challenges that 

exist relative to the instruction of ELLs and the content vocabulary.  Each of the participants was 

asked to discuss the challenges that they have encountered when teaching the content vocabulary 

to ELLs, and what they did to deal with those challenges.  After examination of the responses, 

three secondary themes were identified as common concerns of the group, and included time, the 

need for support, and the language barrier. 

   Time.  The issue identified by all four participants as a challenge was time.  Most spoke 

about the need for them to maintain such a rapid pace in order to teach the Common Core 

modules that all were required to complete, so did not have the time to address the vocabulary 

needs.  M1 made the comment, “They need more time and help.”  In line with the same theme, 

ELA1 said, “The biggest challenge is time on schedule with the modules.  I can’t spend too 

much time on any one thing.  No time to specifically teach vocabulary.”  ELA2 said, “The 

modules don’t allow time for vocabulary.”  When discussing the time issue, the participants 

often mentioned the modules, and even talked about the state testing that they needed to prepare 

ELLs for.  Although none brought up the idea of accountability, there could be an underlying 

concern about it.   

Support.  Another issue that all four spoke to and viewed as a challenge for them was 

related to the support needed to properly teach the ELLs.  They all discussed the importance of 
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receiving additional training because their building housed the ELL students, and it was likely 

that the numbers would continue to increase.  They expressed a desire for and willingness to 

receive any training to help them work with the ELLs, but mentioned the lack of available staff 

development offerings or access to them, and had received no training at all since their school 

began to house the ELLs.  All mentioned how so much of the focus over the past couple of years 

had been on preparing them to implement the Common Core modules.  During her interview, 

ELA2 mentioned how she had been denied permission to attend a workshop in the past because, 

“apparently there were others who needed it more.” 

Language barrier.  Another challenge for most was that of the language barrier.  Three 

participants indicated that their inability to communicate with ELLs was a problem.  M1 told the 

researcher, “The language barrier is a real issue…I just wish I could converse with them better.”  

ELA1 indicated that he was not always sure if the ELLs understood what he was saying or 

explaining, and did not understand at times what they were trying to say or ask.  Although not 

cited more than once by any of the participants, the lack of background knowledge of ELLs, their 

lack of participation, and some student behavior issues were other challenges mentioned.  Table 

6 outlines the challenges identified by the participants. 

Table 6 
 
Challenges When Teaching ELLs 
 

 Time Support Language 
Barrier 

Participation Background 
Knowledge 

Behavior 

M1 X X X X   
M2 X X   X X 

ELA1 X X X    
ELA2 X X X    
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The participants also discussed some of the ways they attempted to deal with challenges.  

All of them tried to address the need for additional time by working with the ELLs before and 

after school, and during some of their free time and Academic Intervention time during the day 

when students were available.  To assist them with the language challenge, all of the participants 

relied on other ELLs who had a better grasp of English, and also would ask for help from an ESL 

teacher or a Spanish-speaking aide.  ELA1 specifically mentioned providing ELLs with 

Spanish/English dictionaries at all times, and providing the Spanish versions of texts when 

available.  The participants did not have any solutions for their training concerns. 

Attitudes and Beliefs 

The final question posed to each of the participants asked them to discuss their comfort 

level relative to having ELLs in their classrooms.  The responses were varied and quite limited, 

but each offered some information that provided a view of their attitudes toward having ELLs in 

the classrooms.  The attitudes ranged from being fairly comfortable, to some that were just 

somewhat comfortable.  All are best described through their specific comments.  M1 was the 

fairly enthusiastic and said, “It’s really good.  I enjoy having them.  I just wish I could do more 

to help them and am trying to learn more to work with them.”  She also commented, “They are 

respectful and try very hard for me…are wonderful kids, but struggle academically.”  M2 

answered the same question with, “I don’t have any real issue with it, but some are more 

challenging than others.”  The response from ELA1 was in part, “fairly comfortable having in 

the classroom.”  And ELA2 replied with, “Comfortable with them.  No worries at all.”  

Some of the responses to the interview questions also provided a view of some of the 

participants’ beliefs or even misconceptions about ELLs.  One of those beliefs that appeared 

consistent among the participants was the sense that these teachers were not sure if they were 
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helping the ELLs that much.   Though it was not said, it could suggest a belief that having ELLs 

in mainstream classes might not be in the best interest of the ELLs.  There were also references 

made that ELLs were viewed by some like Special Education or special needs students.  In one 

of his comments, ELA1 said in part, “I see them like the Special Ed population.”  

Classroom Observations 

Following the interviews with teachers and the collection of that data, classroom 

observations began.  The information collected during the observations was guided by the use of 

an observation protocol (see Appendix D), and presented in narrative form to cover the general 

classroom environment, the context of the lesson taught, and the discussion of strategies 

observed.  The focus was on the instructional strategies as related to the content vocabulary and 

the ELLs, and to those identified during the interviews as effective strategies. 

Observation of M1.  The lesson observed was an 8th grade math class, presented by a 

female participant, and was about 50 minutes in length.  A total of 20 students were present in 

the classroom, with 13 of them ELLs, both males and females.  All students were seated in 

triads, with all but one of the ELLs seated together in their own triads.  A Special Education co-

teacher was present, along with a Spanish-speaking aide situated with the ELLs.  Lesson 

objectives were written on whiteboards in view of all students, along with a posting of math 

standards with objectives.  Mathematical formulas were posted on numerous neon signs 

throughout the room.  All postings on walls and boards were in English.  A projection system 

was used.  All students were given a lesson packet upon arrival.  The lesson title was called 

Linear vs. Nonlinear Functions. 

The teacher introduced and explained lesson objectives and lesson procedures.  
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A review of a Common Core module exercise was the first component of the lesson.  The teacher 

directed the discussion about rate of change, unit rate, and slope by telling all students how to 

find the answers to the exercises.  The next portion of the lesson, which was called Investigating 

Linear and Nonlinear Functions, involved the completion of a graphing calculator activity 

contained in the packet distributed.  Without the use of a projection calculator, the teacher held 

up a graphing calculator and demonstrated the keys, the keystrokes, and the steps students would 

use to complete the graphing activity.  She demonstrated how to input the first two equations, 

and then sketched both graphs on the projector for the students to view.  Students were directed 

to continue working and follow that same procedure to complete the exercises as he teacher 

circulated among the groups and observed their work. 

Following the calculator activity, the teacher directed a question and answer period to 

identify similarities and differences in the graphs, and to identify them as linear or nonlinear.  

Next, the teacher discussed the objective of the packet section named Take a Seat at the Table, 

demonstrated an example of the task on the projector, and then demonstrated and discussed the 

first exercise.  Students were directed to complete the remaining exercises independently, the 

teacher observed their work, and then a question and answer period followed.  To close, all 

students were provided a handout to complete on linear vs. nonlinear functions as their ticket out 

the door.  

   During the lesson observed, this teacher used instructional strategies that included direct 

lecture to the whole group, teacher demonstration, a hands-on activity, whole group and 

individual questioning, and peer tutoring.  The ELLs were observed tutoring each other while 

discussing, explaining, and demonstrating tasks.  The ELLs were also participants in the lesson 

as part of the whole group during the lecture and when questioned. 
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When interviewed, this teacher indicated that her most effective strategy for teaching her 

content vocabulary to ELLs was peer tutoring.  During this lesson, this strategy was effective 

because the ELLs were engaged and most were able to understand and use the vocabulary 

adequately to complete the graphing activity, to complete exercises correctly, and answer 

questions.  This was consistent with her response.  The teacher also identified her use of a 

vocabulary packet to frontload her vocabulary instruction to ELLs.  She provided the researcher 

with a copy of the vocabulary packet, but its use was not observed during this lesson, so it could 

not be determined if the frontloading strategy was effective or not.  This teacher also provided 

additional materials, but they were not relevant to this lesson. 

Observation of M2.  The lesson observed was an 8th grade math class, presented by a 

male participant, and was about 52 minutes in length.  A total of 18 students were present in the 

classroom, with 6 of them ELLs.  All students were seated in triads, with all but one of the ELLs 

seated together in their own groups.  Lesson objectives were posted on a side whiteboard in view 

of all students.  Also posted were the learning targets for that day.  Listed on another whiteboard 

were the mathematical vocabulary terms that the students would be learning throughout the unit.  

The words were listed along with the definitions of each word.  Math formulas were posted on a 

corkboard in front.  Instructional aids included the projection system and calculator, and the 

graphing calculators.  The lesson topic was identified as Linear vs. Non-Linear Functions.  

All students were directed to complete the warm-up activity projected on the whiteboard 

as the teacher circulated to observe.  When students completed the exercise correctly, they were 

given a stamp on their paper.  The exercise was not discussed.  Lesson packets were distributed.  

The teacher referred to and discussed lesson objectives and learning targets for the day.  He 

specifically spoke about the learning targets, which included vocabulary such as domain, range, 
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linear, nonlinear, and function, and discussed and questioned the students about their meaning.  

The teacher pointed to and reminded the group that these and other vocabulary words and 

definitions were located on the whiteboard, and they should refer to them during the lessons.   

Types of functions were reviewed, and a graphing calculator activity called Linear vs. 

Nonlinear. Does It Line Up was introduced.  The teacher demonstrated the projection calculator 

and the life-sized poster of the same calculator that would also be used.  Students are instructed 

to refer to the poster when asking their questions.  The memory clear procedure was 

demonstrated, along with keystrokes used to input and graph the equations.  Each graph obtained 

was sketched by the teacher and on student papers, and the same process was continued for each 

exercise of the section.  Several keys were reviewed and discussed by the teacher as questions 

arose because they looked the same but had different purposes.  For next packet activity, 

characteristics of linear and nonlinear equations, the same instructional procedure was 

continued.  Each exercise was discussed and written on the screen by the teacher, as the students 

completed the problem in their packets.   In the next section named Take a Seat at the Table, the 

teacher demonstrated how to complete a Table of Values for a function on the graphing 

calculator.  Students used the same process to complete the remaining exercises, and the group 

discussed characteristics of linear and nonlinear equations based on information from the tables.  

In the final activity, students were asked to determine if the table, graph, or equation provided 

represented a linear or nonlinear function.  Students worked in pairs to complete the exercises, 

and then individual pairs were called upon to give their answers.  The teacher closed with a recap 

of the tasks completed. 

This teacher used these strategies when the observation took place, including lecture, 

teacher demonstration with discussion, a hands-on activity with technology, frontloading of 
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vocabulary instruction, and peer tutoring.  The vocabulary frontloading was observed at the 

beginning of the lesson when the targeted math words were explained and discussed prior to the 

regular instruction and directed to all.  Episodes of peer tutoring were observed as the ELLs 

discussed, explained, and demonstrated tasks to each other to complete the activities.  The ELLs 

were active participants throughout the lesson. 

During his interview, this teacher mentioned that he used a posted vocabulary list to 

introduce and discuss words for the lesson, some peer tutoring, and some technology to support 

his instruction, but that they were used for all students.  When asked about strategies used that he 

believed to be most effective for ELLs, he did not identify any as being most effective, saying 

that they all tend to be hit or miss, depending on the topic.  Based on the observation, the peer 

tutoring and frontloading strategies used could be described as effective for the ELLs.  They 

participated and were engaged throughout, answered questions when asked, and were able to 

complete all of the activities as required.   

Observation of ELA1.  The lesson observed was an 8th grade English/Language Arts 

class, presented by a male participant, and was about 54 minutes in length.  A total of 15 students 

were present in the room, with two of them ELLs, both female.  All students were seated 

individually in desks in a row alignment, with the ELLs in their own desks, but seated next to 

each other.  Lesson objectives were written on whiteboards, along with a chart listing standards 

with objectives, and were written in English.  All students received lined paper, a dictionary, and 

a copy of the Article of the Week.  The two ELLs were given Spanish/English dictionaries.  A 

Special Education (SE) teacher was present in the room.  The lesson topic was titled Article of 

the Week – The Great Dress Color Debate of 2015. 
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The teacher discussed a previous writing assignment with the students.  He discussed the 

lesson objectives, and distributed a packet containing the Article of the Week.  The teacher stated 

that the article would be polarizing and led a discussion and question and answer period about 

the word and strategies used to discover its meaning.  In the next part of the lesson, the teacher 

explained to the group that they would examine the vocabulary from the article using an in-

context approach, meaning they would identify words in the article that they did not understand.  

All students were instructed to follow along individually as the co-teacher read the article to 

them, and to circle the words that they did not understand to form the vocabulary list.  

Following the reading, students wrote their circled vocabulary words on the board and the 

teacher did the same on the screen.  The spelling and pronunciation of each word was discussed.  

The teacher assigned each student two words each to look up in dictionaries and define.  

Students worked individually, but discussed words with others. The co-teacher assisted some 

students.  The teacher moved from student to student and answered questions.  The teacher 

called upon students one by one to read their definitions.  They were recorded by him and 

projected on the screen.  All students were directed to copy each of the words and definitions 

into their notes.  The teacher led a discussion with questioning about each of the words and 

definitions to make sure each word made sense in the context of the article.  The same process 

continued through the remainder of the class period. 

During this lesson the teacher used strategies that included lecture with discussion and 

questioning, some individual student work, a strategy described by this teacher as an in-context 

approach, or a method of frontloading and discussing the vocabulary before the instruction of the 

lesson, and some limited peer tutoring.  During his interview, this teacher indicated that his most 

effective strategy for teaching the vocabulary was his in-context strategy.  Based on the 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

64 

observation, it was used with and effective for ELLs and all students.  They were actively 

engaged in all aspects of the lesson, demonstrated an understanding of vocabulary, and 

responded well to the strategy.  Although peer tutoring was not mentioned as his most effective 

strategy, he indicated in the interview that it was used, and episodes of peer tutoring were 

observed during this lesson.  Peer tutoring was effective because it allowed the ELLs to discuss 

and explain words to each other, and allowed them to give correct responses to questions about 

vocabulary.  

Observation of ELA2.  The lesson observed was an 8th grade English Language Arts 

class, presented by a female participant, and was about 43 minutes in length.  A total of 18 

students were present in the classroom, with 4 of them being ELLs.  All students were seated in a 

horseshoe formation, with three ELLs situated together.  The fourth, considered to be an 

advanced ELL, was seated with native speakers.  All ELLs were male.  Lesson objectives were 

written on whiteboards, along with a chart that listed the learning targets for that day, which were 

all written in English.  All students received a copy of an essay written by a student from another 

ELA class, and a copy of a rubric to be used for scoring essays.   

The teacher began with a presentation of a gift card to one of the ELLs because he had 

improved his reading lexile score by 135 points.  The teacher explained to the class that their 

objective was to anonymously score essays of students from another ELA class.  The essays 

compared Atticus Finch, a character in To Kill a Mockingbird, to famous person chosen by the 

student writer.  Students were instructed to clear desks, and essays and rubrics were distributed 

to them.  The lesson objective was reviewed again with the group.  The teacher explained that 

they would use the rubric provided, and score essays of peers by using a “secret number”.  Score 

sheets were distributed, and the teacher asked if there were questions.  The teacher explained that 
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the “secret number” was the student’s school identification number.  They were instructed to 

write the number on the score sheet, and to write nothing on the essay.  The teacher directed the 

students to begin scoring the essays, and circulated about as they worked, speaking individually 

with students.  As the teacher walked about, she encouraged the two ELLs to speak in Spanish to 

explain and help each other with scoring.   

This procedure continued until the teacher directed the class to complete the paper and 

provide a score for it.  Students were instructed to pass that paper to their left, and then told to 

complete the same task, but now on the paper that they just received.  The teacher explained that 

they are doing the same thing, just with a different paper.  The teacher instructed the group to do 

their best to read student writing, and ignore the handwriting when scoring.  The same process 

continued again until students were instructed to finalize the score on the paper.  The teacher 

lectured the class about the difficulty of scoring essays with a rubric.  To close, she collected the 

essays and congratulated those whose scores were close or in total agreement on each essay.  She 

explained the purpose of the activity again, and mentioned that soon they would be taking the 

ELA state test, and she would score their essays with a rubric. 

The strategies used during the lesson included, lecture, when this teacher explained tasks 

at the beginning and end of the class, and independent student work, as the students completed a 

scoring activity using a rubric in between.  There was no discussion of the rubric itself, and there 

was no demonstration or example of the scoring process.  This teacher permitted the ELLs to 

speak in Spanish and assist each other with questions and with scoring, so to some degree, peer 

tutoring was observed.  During the interview, this teacher indicated that peer tutoring was a 

strategy that she used at times with all students in her class.  When asked about strategies that 

she believed to be most effective with ELLs, peer tutoring was not one that was cited by this 
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teacher, and no others were observed.  The nature of this lesson was such that the focus was not 

on vocabulary instruction, so there was no way to discuss its effectiveness relative to an 

understanding of content vocabulary.  Students did make comments about being confused and 

had a difficult time understanding the task, but were told by the teacher to do the best they could 

by speaking together. 
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Discussion 

 The purpose of the study was to examine the preparedness of a group of content area 

teachers for their instruction of their content vocabulary to the ELLs in their classes, specifically 

in ELA and math, and at the eighth grade level.  Another goal was to examine which 

instructional strategies they were currently using in their classes to teach the content vocabulary 

to ELLs, and to discover which of those strategies they perceived to be the most effective.  A far-

reaching goal was also to provide the teachers with a degree of awareness about instructional 

strategies that have been effective for others when working with ELLs, to better understand the 

challenges they face when teaching ELLs, and to get a sense of their comfort level with ELLs in 

class.   The findings generally point to a limited amount of preparedness on the part of these 

teachers when teaching their content vocabulary, and to a limited knowledge of and use of 

strategies known to be effective with ELLs.  The findings of the study were also consistent with 

some of those that were identified in the literature. 

 Data gathered from the interviews and observations of each of the participants identified 

several themes common across this study.  The sections that follow discuss the results and their 

relationship to findings in the literature. 

Preparedness for Teaching ELLS.   

Experience teaching ELLs.  The participants in this study were teachers who could 

easily be described as experienced in the field of education, with all having more than 10 years 

of teaching in their math and ELA certification areas.  They could also be characterized as well 

educated because all had received both a Bachelor’s and a Master’s degree.  However, when it 

came to the number of years of experience with ELLs in their classrooms, that experience could 

best be described as very limited.  As a result of an organizational change that took place in this 
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district two years before the study, all ELLs enrolled in the middle schools are now housed in 

this building.  As a result, teachers who previously had little or no experience teaching ELLs, 

suddenly found themselves in classrooms with more ELLs.  That is evident from the responses of 

these teachers, who indicated that their experience with ELLs ranged from only one to four 

years.  This information is in line with what has been pointed out in the literature, which 

indicated that with the influx of ELLs, all teachers will have at least one ELL in a class 

(Ballantyne et al., 2008), and it is quite likely that more and more teachers will have classrooms 

containing any number of ELLs (de Jong & Harper, 2005).  

Pre-service preparation for ELLs.  The participants were asked to talk about any 

preparation they had received before they began their teaching career, and that information 

indicates a lack of preparation.  When they discussed the coursework that they had taken in 

college, all responded by saying that they had received none.  They also said that there were no 

workshops or orientations at that time that gave them any information about teaching ELLs.  A 

couple even indicated that they did not know what an ELL was at that time.  Their pre-service 

experience is consistent with what appears in the literature and points out that many of the 

colleges provide or require little or no coursework that included any training for ELLs for their 

students (Ballantyne et al, 2008; O’Brien, 2011).  

 In-service preparation for ELLs.  The information gathered from these teachers clearly 

shows that they have received little or no training while on the job, and points to their lack of 

preparedness to teach their ELLs.  With one exception, they said that since beginning their 

teaching, they had received no training that would prepare them to teach ELLs, let alone the 

content vocabulary.  This is also consistent with the information written in the literature which 

indicates that too often underprepared teachers are assigned to work with ELLs, so it is important 
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for teachers to receive continuous support and ongoing staff development when working with 

them, but too often this is not the case (Cadiero-Kaplan & Rodriguez, 2008).  One participant 

also mentioned that a poor effort was made during a faculty meeting to help them with ELLs.  

The literature also indicated that when professional development is provided, too often it is 

poorly done because it did not address the need to appropriately modify coursework for ELLs, or 

provide strategies to help them better communicate with their students (O’Brien, 2011).  

 Perception of preparedness.  One goal of this research was to discover how these 

teachers viewed themselves with regard to their own preparedness for teaching content 

vocabulary to ELLs, so each discussed that view with the researcher.  It was quite clear that the 

overall perception was that they were not well prepared.   Three out of the four made their lack 

of preparation very clear, while the other was okay with hers.  Their comments are very much in 

line with what the literature says, with one survey reporting the same results, that three out of 

four viewed themselves as poorly prepared to teach ELLs (O’Neal et al., 2008), and another 

simply saying that most felt poorly trained to work with ELLs (Reeves, 2006).  There was also 

some indication in the lessons observed that teachers lacked confidence in their ability to work 

with them, at times not being able to respond to ELLs comments or questions, or not dealing 

with them on an individual basis. 

Effective Instructional Strategies for ELLs 

 Data was also gathered through the interviews and observations to capture information 

about which strategies were used by these participants when teaching their content vocabulary, 

and which of those they believed to be the most effective in their instruction.   

 Instructional strategies.  Gathering information from the teachers about the effective 

strategies that they use to teach content vocabulary to ELLs led to a discussion about whether 
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these were strategies used with all, or strategies just for ELLs.  After an explanation that the 

focus was on effective strategies currently used for ELLs, all of the teachers chose to qualify 

answers and indicate that they use these strategies for all students, including the ELLs.  The 

information gathered from the interviews showed that peer tutoring and frontloading vocabulary 

were the only strategies identified by all participants as those they currently use when teaching 

content vocabulary, and based on the information obtained from observations, they can be 

effective instructional strategies when teaching content vocabulary to ELLs.  There were other 

strategies mentioned, but were ones that they have seldom used or tried. 

Both the peer tutoring and frontloading strategies were observed during the lessons.  

Peer tutoring was seen being used in all four classes, and was clearly effective with ELLs in 

three of the four.  The use of frontloading was observed during two of the lessons, and was 

effectively used in both.  These results are consistent with information and research from the 

literature which pointed to the effectiveness of peer tutoring when used with ELLs (Cready, 

2006; WWC, 2007), as well as when frontloading was used as a strategy with ELLs (Echevarria 

et al., 2008; Haggart, 2012).  

 Most effective strategies.  The participants were also asked to identify the strategies that 

they used to teach content vocabulary that they believed to be most effective, but their responses 

were quite limited and varied.  All four said they currently used peer tutoring, but only one of the 

teachers described it as her most effective strategy when teaching ELLs.  When that teacher was 

observed, it was a strategy being applied, and it was effective with the ELLs and the vocabulary.  

Again, this is in agreement with the literature, which pointed out that peer tutoring had been 

demonstrated to be an effective strategy when teaching ELLs (Cready, 2006; WWC, 2007).  This 

same teacher also said that she used a vocabulary list for ELLs to frontload vocabulary 
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instruction to them and described it also as a most effective strategy, but during the observation 

its use was not observed, so no determination of its effectiveness could be made.  A second 

teacher described his in-context, or frontloading strategy as his most effective.  When he taught 

his lesson, it was used, and it was a very effective strategy with vocabulary instruction to his 

ELLs, which was also in agreement with the reported literature (Echevarria et al., 2008; Haggart, 

2012).  One of the others did not describe any as most effective, while the remaining participant 

cited strategies that were not observed during her lesson observation. 

Challenges When Teaching ELLs. 

 Through the data collected from the interviews and observations, a number of the 

challenges faced by these participants with regard to their instruction of content vocabulary to 

ELLs were examined. 

 Time.  When interviewed, the participants’ concern about the time they needed to 

appropriately teach their vocabulary to ELLs was evident, as all indicated that it was a major 

concern of theirs, and how they had to cover lots of content in such a short period of time.  As a 

result, it was very difficult for them to give vocabulary instruction the time it needed.  A factor 

that played into this and was reported by all was the pressing need to complete the required 

Common Core modules.  When their lessons were observed, it was evident that time was an 

issue because lessons were presented at a rapid pace, and covered a large amount of content, 

especially in math.  Often the teachers were observed putting off answering some questions or 

telling students that they would discuss something at a later time, or that it was not important to 

cover until a later class, in order to continue without interruption.  These teachers also made 

statements to the students during the lessons about how they needed to finish up the modules in 

order to get them ready for the state tests.  This information was consistent with what was 
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pointed out in the literature, which indicated that when having to work with ELLs, constraints 

were often put on their time when they had to prepare for and deal with the various needs of 

ELLs (Reeves, 2006; Walker, Shafer, & Iiams, 2004).  Many of the teachers who were surveyed 

in these studies indicated that they were already burdened by demands placed on their time, let 

alone having to prepare to teach ELLs.  Those demands included having to prepare for special 

education students who were in the mainstream, the need for time to adapt their teaching to state 

standards, and the pressure to prepare their students for the high-stakes assessments. 

 Support.  Another issue pointed out by all was the lack of support.  It was evident that 

there was a lack of support because none of these teachers had received any staff development or 

training relative to teaching ELLs in the past two years, which corresponded to the time when all 

of the middle school ELLs came into their building.  The lack of support was also evident 

because these teachers indicated that often it was the ESL teachers or others that they had to 

reach out to in order to get additional information and additional materials and resources to help 

them with their instruction.  Another indication became apparent during the observations because 

there were few materials, other than Spanish/English dictionaries, available in classrooms that 

were specific to the instruction and support of ELLs.  The observations also supported that 

concern because of the limited number of strategies that were being used, and the use of the same 

strategies for all students.  The research also pointed to the same concern, saying that too often 

teachers are given poor access to training, often because schools and districts do not adequately 

allocate the resources needed for teacher preparation.  It was also the case that these teachers did 

not have equitable access to the instructional and curricular materials needed for language and 

skills development of ELLS, and there were too few bilingual teachers needed for the growing 

numbers of ELLs (Cadiero-Kaplan & Rodriguez, 2008). 
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 Language barrier.  A third challenge common to all the participants was the language 

barrier.  Breiseth (2013) and Haynes (2014) address the issue of the language in the classroom in 

their writing noting that teachers not only have a challenge communicating with ELLs at the 

social level, be then it is compounded because of the specific academic language and content 

vocabulary that must be used as well.  This was an obvious problem for all participants because 

none of them speak or understand Spanish, and they also relied heavily on the ELLs who are the 

more advanced English speakers, and relied on the Spanish-speaking aides.  It was clearly 

evident in the classrooms during the observations as teachers seated the ELLs together, permitted 

and even encouraged the ELLs to communicate with each other during the lessons, and also in 

the extensive use of the peer tutoring strategy, which allowed ELLs to tutor each other and 

participate in lesson more effectively.  

Attitudes/Beliefs 

 In general, the responses from the interviews showed that each of the participants have a 

fairly good attitude toward having ELLs in their classroom.  This feeling about ELLs is one 

consistent with a study by Reeves (2006), which indicated that most teachers have a positive 

attitude about having ELLs in the classroom.  It was evident through their comments that there 

was some reservation, some of which stemmed from the lack of preparation for ELLS and for 

teaching them, and because of the difficulty these teachers had communicating with them.  There 

was no apparent evidence observed during the lessons that would indicate that the participants 

were uncomfortable in any way with having the ELLs in their classrooms.  

 Through their comments, the participants also provided evidence about a belief shared by 

the group.  All of the teachers told the researcher that they were not sure if their instruction and 

the work they were doing with the ELLs was actually helping them, or helping to prepare them 
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academically.  The belief about their educational impact on the ELLs is also echoed in the 

literature, which indicates that teachers often feel less effective in their work with ELLs than 

with their other students (Ross, 2014).  When teachers suddenly find themselves as teachers of 

ELLs without proper training, they are often overwhelmed and frustrated, and just do not know 

how to approach their work with the ELLs (Walker et al., 2004).  There was evidence in their 

comments that a couple, but not all of the participants, shared a common belief, or misconception 

about ELLs.  They indicated that they viewed the ELLs as Special Education students, or special 

needs students.  Studies do point to some misconceptions that mainstream teachers have about 

ELLs, but those tend to be more about second language learning, such as a belief that ELLs 

should be able to learn English in as few as two years, or that ELLs should not use their native 

language as they learn English (Ballantyne et al., 2008; Reeves, 2006).  The misconception about 

ELLs being like special education students seems to be contrary to the literature.  This belief 

points to evidence of a lack of preparedness for their work with the ELLs.  The observations 

provided no evidence that would suggest that these teachers believed that their instruction was 

not helpful, and there was no indication in the lesson observed that they were viewed any 

differently than the other students. 

Limitations of the Study 

 A limitation to this study was the fact that there were only four participants.  These 

mainstream teachers represented a relatively small sample and percentage of the teachers in this 

building.  Another limitation was that the study focused on feedback from participants who 

represented only two content areas, namely ELA and math, and only at one grade level, which 

was the eighth grade.  Because of these circumstances, it would be difficult to generalize the 
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results obtained to include all of the other ELA and math teachers, or teachers in other content 

areas, or even teachers at other grade levels. 

 Another possible limitation of the study was in the interview process and the interview 

questions.  Efforts were made leading up to and during the interview to make sure that all of the 

participants were comfortable with it, but it is difficult to know whether or not that was the case.  

The possibility exists that some participants were guarded, and the responses did not fully reflect 

what was on their minds.  The questions used during the interview were researcher designed and 

then reviewed by other educators, but it is possible that they might not have been fully 

understood by the participants, therefore limiting the study. 

 A limitation that must be considered with regard to the classroom observations, the 

second part of the study, was the comfort level of the teachers being observed.  The researcher 

made every effort to remain inconspicuous throughout the observation, but it is difficult to 

speculate about how relaxed the teacher was and if they conducted the lesson with a “business as 

usual” approach, as if they were not being observed.  Also related to the observation was the 

possibility that the lesson that was taught was done for the sake of the observer.  

 Other factors that might have limited the study include some scheduling conflicts that 

arose with teacher observations and led to fewer classroom observations than anticipated, and 

fewer ELLs in some classes observed because of schedule changes and absences.        
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Conclusion and Implications 

 This study was conducted in an effort to find answers to three specific questions relative 

to the instruction of content vocabulary in ELA and math to ELLs.  One goal was to determine 

how well prepared this group of four teachers believe themselves to be for teaching their content 

vocabulary to ELLs.  The study concluded that the evidence showed that these teachers are not 

well prepared.  The teachers themselves clearly indicated in their statements that they were not 

prepared to teach ELLs, let alone specifically teach their content vocabulary to them.  These 

results are consistent with information from the literature.  Each of the teachers talked about the 

coursework and training they had received while they were in college and before they even 

began their teaching careers, and pointed out that they had received none.  They also discussed 

the training that they had received relative to teaching ELLs since they were hired to their current 

positions, and with the exception of a workshop attended by one, they had not received any 

training.  Again, these results are in line with those found in the literature.  An implication of this 

study could be that it will provide some recognition of the need for training, and provide some 

impetus to lobby the district and staff developers to provide the training that is needed.  And as 

the participants clearly indicated, any training is desired and would be welcomed. 

 Another goal of the study was to discover which strategies these teachers were currently 

using to teach their content vocabulary to ELLs, and also to identify those that they believed to 

be most effective.  The study concluded that these teachers are very limited in their use of 

effective strategies for ELLs, and even more limited in those they identified as most effective.  

The teachers clearly indicated that those strategies that they currently use are the same ones used 

with all students, and cited a number of factors, such as time, the language barrier, and lack of 

support, for instructing ELLs in the same manner as the other students.  The observation of the 
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lessons supported their statements about their use of strategies.  The implications continue to 

point to need for training and preparation, that perhaps it will be recognized that more training is 

necessary to effectively work with and teach ELLs, and training is needed to help increase their 

academic performance. 

Suggestions for Further Research  

 Addition research should be considered in this area to take a further look into the 

preparedness of mainstream teachers for teaching their content vocabulary to ELLs.  Some 

consideration should be given to expanding it to include other content areas, or across other 

grade levels, thus giving a broader view within a building.  Perhaps even a district-wide sample 

could be studied. 

 Future research may also be needed to investigate in more depth the strategies that 

teachers are using with ELLs, and which of those are most effective.  It would be interesting to 

extend the study to other content areas and grade levels as mentioned before.  It could also be 

useful to study teachers who have already received specific training for ELLs to see how their 

students perform as a result of the training.  
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Appendix A 
 

Teacher’s Consent Form 

Dear Educator:  

My name is Kerri Brightman and I am a graduate student at SUNY Fredonia, currently enrolled in the 
Masters in Education in Teaching English to Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) program.  I am 
beginning the research for my Master’s Thesis.  The purpose of my study is to examine the strategies that 
teachers are using when teaching their content vocabulary to English language learners (ELLs).  It will 
also focus on the teacher’s perception of which of the strategies used are most effective, and on how well 
prepared they believe they are with this instruction.   

I would like to ask that you take part in an interview with me, which should take about one hour.  The 
questions will include information about your educational background, any preparation you have received 
to support your instruction of content vocabulary to ELLs, the strategies that you employ and believe to 
be most effective with them.  Then I ask that you permit me to observe up to two of your teaching blocks, 
in order to gather additional data relative to your content vocabulary instructional strategies used with 
ELLs.  All of the interviews and observations will be completed during the months of January and 
February.  My plan is to complete these during the final teaching block, but will work with you to make it 
as convenient as possible.  

All information will be kept confidential.  As I am strictly an observer, I will never interact directly with 
the students in your classroom.  I will be audio-taping the interview and observations, then I will 
transcribe on paper afterwards.  I will never reveal any names in my study.  The audiotape will be 
destroyed after transcription is complete.  

Participation in this study is completely voluntary and you may withdraw from it at any time with no 
consequence.  At any time during the interview or observations, you have the right to end it simply by 
saying so.  

If you choose to participate in this study, please sign below.  

I, ___________________________, consent to participate in this research study.  I understand that my 
participation is voluntary, and have the right to withdraw at any time with no consequence. I understand 
that all information gathered will be securely kept and remain confidential. 

______________________________________   __________________________ 
Signature of participant                 Date 

Kerri Brightman, SUNY Fredonia 

Phone: 716-450-5960; email: brig0459@fredonia.edu 

Dr. Sovicheth Boun, Assistant Professor, SUNY Fredonia 

Phone: 716-673-4988; email: sovicheth.boun@fredonia.edu 
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Appendix B 
 

Principal/Administrator Consent 

 

Dear Mrs. Proctor,  

My name is Kerri Brightman and I am a graduate student at SUNY Fredonia.  I am currently 
enrolled in the TESOL program and am beginning the research for my Master’s Thesis.  I am 
writing to request approval to conduct research at Jefferson Middle School.  The purpose of my 
research will be to determine which strategies are currently being used to teach content 
vocabulary to English language learners (ELLS).  It will also identify which strategies the 
teachers believe to be most effective.  Finally, it will determine how well prepared the teachers 
are for teaching content vocabulary to ELLs.  The study will be conducted in two 8th grade ELA 
classrooms, and in two 8TH grade math classrooms.   

Thank you. 

 

Kerri Brightman 

Phone: 716-450-5960 

Email: brig0459@fredonia.edu 
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Appendix C 
 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions for Teachers 

 “I have few general questions for you about your educational background…” 

1. What can you tell me about your educational and teaching background?  Do you have 
both your Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees?  What is your certification area?  How many 
years have you taught?  Have you taught any other grade level?  Any other content area?  
In any other school or district? 

Now let’s talk about specific questions regarding teaching content vocabulary to English 
Language Learners (ELL)s…” 

1. The research tells us that ELLs have a difficult time processing and learning the 
vocabulary that is specific to content areas such as yours.   

a. How much experience do you have teaching ELLs? 
b. Prior to your first teaching experience, did you receive any training that provided 

you with strategies for teaching your content vocabulary to ELLs?  
c. How well prepared do you currently feel when teaching your content vocabulary 

to ELLs?  
d. Have you ever received any training in any instructional strategies for teaching 

ELLs?  If so, what was the focus of that training?  Was it specific to teaching your 
content vocabulary? 

2. The literature also shows that there are a number of strategies now being used 
successfully to help teachers in their instruction of content vocabulary. 

a. Are you familiar with any of these strategies?   
Cooperative learning; Peer tutoring; Graphic organizers; Word walls; Sentence 
frames; Technology integration; Frontloading vocabulary; Sheltered Instruction 
Observation Protocol (SIOP); Marzano’s Six Step Process; Frayer model; Kagan 
Structures 
Others not mentioned? 

b. Do you currently use any of these or others to teach content vocabulary to ELLs?  
c. Which of these or any other strategies do you believe to be the most effective 

when teaching your content vocabulary to ELLs? 
d. Are there any special instructional supplies (textbooks, workbooks, computers, 

iPads, software, etc.) available in your classroom that supports the instruction of 
your content vocabulary? 

e. Are there any modifications to the instruction made specifically for ELLs?  
3. What challenges have you encountered when teaching content vocabulary?  How do you 

deal with the challenges? 
4. How important is it that you receive additional training to support the instruction of ELLs 

in your classroom?  
5. Are there any specific strategies you would like to know more about and/or be trained to 

adapt to your classroom and your instruction of the content vocabulary?  
6. What is your comfort level having ELLs in your classroom? 
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Appendix D 
 

Classroom Observation Protocol 
     
       
Teacher Name ___________________________________ 
Grade/Subject: ___________________________________ 
Date _______________________  Observation Time ____________________ 
Additional staff in classroom (ESL teacher, Teacher’s aide) _______________________ 
Number of students ___________                 Number of ELL students _______________   
 
Lesson Topic ____________________________________________________________ 
            
Description of classroom arrangement (How are students seated? Individual desks, grouped 
desks, tables, work-stations, carrels, etc.) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
       
How are ELLs situated? ____________________________________________________ 
 
Instructional aids in classroom? (Computers, projection system, charts, bulletin boards, word 
walls, white boards, etc.) 
________________________________________________________________________ 
       
First Activity/Task:  
What is the content and nature of activity? _____________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Instructional strategies used? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How are students involved? ________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How are students arranged/grouped? _________________________________________ 
 
Teaching aids/materials (teacher made, manufactured, district developed) used in this activity to 
teach content vocabulary? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
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Duration ______________       
 
 
Second Activity/Task 
What is the content and nature of activity? _____________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Instructional strategies used? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How are students involved? ________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How are students arranged/grouped? _________________________________________ 
       
Teaching aids/materials (teacher made, manufactured, district developed) used in this activity to 
teach content vocabulary? 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Duration ______________       
       
(If necessary, attach an addendum for additional activities.) 
How were student activities structured? 
Whole group?  Small groups?  Paired?  Individual? 
       
Descriptors of types of instructional strategies (Indicate any that apply). 
             
Presentation/Lecture   Presentation with discussion 
Problem modeling   Writing group work 
Reading group work   Assessment 
Hands on activities   One-on-one (teacher and student) 
Check for understanding  Class discussion 
SGD Small group discussion  Learning centers/stations 
Writing seat work   Reading seatwork 
Student presentations   Working with ESL teacher (1 on 1) 
Working with aide (1 on 1) 
         
             
Adapted from http://ed.fnal.gov/trc_new/program_docs/instru/classroom_obs.pdf 
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Appendix E 

Frayer Model Examples for ELA and Math 
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(Retrieved from www.gpsnetwork.org) 
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Appendix F 

CITI Certificate 

 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

94 

 

 

 

 



EFFECTIVE STRATEGIES 
!

 

95 

Appendix G 

HSR Approval Letter 


