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Research on Vocabulary Acquisition through Oral Dialogic Teaching
The challenge of increasing literacy skills for English Language Learners (ELLs) from low Socioeconomic Status (SES)
is well documented. The research demonstrates that academic vocabulary knowledge is critical to all aspects of literacy:
listening, speaking, reading, and writing. Yet accelerating academic vocabulary remains a challenge. This researcher has
chosen to test a program, Discussions4Learning (D4L), that held a special promise for these students as it is based on dialogic teaching using accountable talk (Michaels et al, 2008) and promotes high-level academic vocabulary acquisition.
ELLs attending urban Title I schools present a challenge to educators across the country. As children from different
linguistic backgrounds, they come to school with little exposure to
English (Byalistok, et al, 2010, Hoff, 2013). Even when controlled
“One of the most enduring findings in reading research
for SES, ELLs continuously underachieve in all areas of academics
is the extent to which students’ vocabulary knowledge
compared to their monolingual peers, with ever-widening achieveis related to reading comprehension.”
ment gaps (Hoff et al., 2013). Numerous authors suggest that low
(Osborn & Hiebert, 2004).
English language proficiency among ELLs leads to difficulties in
reading comprehension (August & Shanahan, 2010). Although early literacy development of ELLs may be similar to monolingual peers despite significant deficits in oral language complexity (Uchikishi, 2005; Geva & Massey-Garrison, 2013), deficits in vocabulary knowledge and language complexity (part
of reading comprehension) (Hoff, et al., 2014; Rojas & Iglesias, 2013) continue to lag behind.
Previous research focused on explicit teaching of academic vocabulary to promote language proficiency among ELLs
(Kelley, et al., 2010) in order to acquire cognitive academic language skills (CALS) necessary for decreasing academic
disparity between ELLs and their monolingual peers. Success in strong oral language skills depends on immersion in an
academic setting with: focused environment; visual aids; use of vocabulary words in context; use of meaningful sentences
with multiple repetition of key words; and giving students opportunities to express themselves.
“…One of the most enduring findings in reading research is the extent to which students’ vocabulary knowledge is related to reading comprehension” (Osborn & Hiebert, 2004). Knowing the meanings of the words in text is necessary to
understand the message being conveyed.
Strategies that work in improving oral language and vocabulary learning are identified as classroom discourse and dialogic teaching. Discourse is one of the most natural and advantageous methods to involve students in active vocabulary
learning, as it exercises necessary language skills, such as vocabulary retention, topic maintenance, and argument.
“Dialogic Teaching” uses talk most effectively for carrying out teaching and learning” (Alexander, 2017). It requires interaction, questions, answers, feedback, contributions, discussion, and argumentation. By engaging students in dialogue,
teachers can: explain ideas, clarify the point and purpose of activities, model scientific ways of using language, and help
students grasp new scientific ways of describing phenomena.
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A scientific study using Discussions4Learning to increase academic oral language vocabulary
By its interactive nature, Discussions4Learning (D4L) provides an ideal setting to develop oral language skills through
discussion of world famous art and photography, encouraging students to use their own background knowledge in the
learning process. The program also allows for multiple repetitions of new vocabulary words and challenges students to be
active participants in classroom discourse.
It is not a secret that vocabulary retention is one of the most difficult aspects of
any vocabulary instruction curriculum. We conducted a study that examined
retention of the Tier II vocabulary by ELLs from low SES students attending 1st
grade in an urban Title I school.

Discourse is one of the most natural and
advantageous methods to involve students
in active vocabulary learning, as it exercises
necessary language skills, such as vocabulary

retention, topic maintenance, and argument.”
48 children participated in this study: 22 children (age=6; 5, SD=.59) were exposed to 25 weeks of D4L lessons (Experimental group); and 26 children (age=6;
3, SD=.43) who used a different supplemental program to increase vocabulary knowledge formed the Control group. All
children were assessed on their receptive vocabulary using the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT-4) prior to experimental testing on high-level vocabulary words, to assess current level of vocabulary knowledge.
To test the retention of vocabulary introduced by D4L, we chose a total of 20 words introduced in the first three weeks
of D4L instruction to be used in experimental testing. The words were classified as either: 1) Label words (e.g., ‘artwork,’
n=15); 2) Concept words (e.g., ‘emphasis,’ n=4); and 3) Words representing both label and concept (e.g., ‘voluminous,’ n=1).
The test was administered in auditory modality (as it was with PPVT) and all children had visual support of the actual
pictures of artworks of photographs. The administration was done for the whole classroom: Children listened to the target
word used in a question, followed by a choice of two answers. As children heard the answer choices, they were shown
different signs with either X or O that they had to put in the boxes below the image.
Sample Vocabulary Retention Test
Question 1: What are we looking at today?
Artwork (O) or book (X)?
O Is correct
Question 2: What are some features in this painting?
Eyes (O) or apples (X)?
O is correct
Words Tested:
• Artwork
• Features
(7th grade Tier Two words)

Our results showed no differences between two classrooms in their assessment on PPVT, showing almost identical scores
(experimental=80.9, SD=14.3; control=81, SD=17.81), but standard deviation analysis (SD) indicated that the experimental group was more even in their results. In other words, there were fewer differences among children. However,
there were significant differences between groups in students’ correct identification of high-level vocabulary words introduced by D4L: Total number of words (t(46)=3.43, p=.002); concepts (t(46)=1.73, p=.04); and word/concept (t(46)=3.63,
p=.0007).
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Figure 2. Differences in knowledge of specific words.
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Figure 3. Differences in Tier II word knowledge between D4L and Control group.
Voluminous (not in any word list): t(46)=3.93, p=0.002; Emphasis (Grade 6 Tier II word):
t(46)=2.47, p=0.01; Acquire (Grade 8 Tier II word): t(46)=2.79, p=0.007.

As seen from the results, children exposed to D4L were able to retain vocabulary words learned at the onset of the program when tested at the end of the school year. Children exposed to D4L knew significantly more high-level academic
vocabulary words, like voluminous and emphasis, than their peers. All of the high-level academic vocabulary words that
were presented through D4L to 1st grade students were part of Tier Two word lists for 6th, 7th, and 8th grades. The fact
that children in the control room were showing equal knowledge of regular vocabulary words suggests the unique nature
of the words introduced through D4L. The fact that some children in the control room showed some knowledge of the
words in Tier II suggests the possibility that these words were used in the program they were exposed to, as well as the
fact that certain words, such as assisted, may have higher frequency of use in the classroom.
Discussions4Learning as an oral language vocabulary program to increase academic language
This research demonstrates that Discussions4Learning teaches low SES ELL grade one students Tier II vocabulary words
from middle to high school word lists through oral language discussions. Most significantly, students retain the meaning
of these high-level academic words months after learning them at the end of the school year. The dialogic nature of the
program enhances students’ involvement and promotes active listening and developing of argumentative skills. The longterm retention of these high-level academic vocabulary words among low SES first grade ELLs was highly significant.
D4L also supports students’ reliance on and use of their own experiences.
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