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Early and explicit vocabulary instruction is one important way teachers can support early
readers for later reading comprehension success (Duncan et al., 2007; Marulis & Neuman, 2010;
Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD),
2000); however, some observations indicate that early childhood and early elementary teachers
do not provide consistent and explicit vocabulary support (e.g., Dwyer & Harbaugh, 2020;
Wright & Neuman, 2014; Donaldson, 2011) and that most teachers do not have much time to
spend on vocabulary instruction generally (Baumann et al., 2003). To further explore why these
phenomena may occur and to provide direction for future research and teacher education
initiatives, this study examined the reported vocabulary knowledge, reported vocabulary
practices, and reported influential factors on vocabulary instruction of seven kindergarten
teachers in public school settings in the United States. Using a multiple case study design, |
studied seven teachers to answer the following research questions: (1) What do kindergarten

teachers report about their own knowledge related to vocabulary instruction? (2) What do



kindergarten teachers report about how they implement and change their vocabulary instruction?
(3) What factors do kindergarten teachers report as influencing their vocabulary instruction?

Each case was bound as one teacher, and | framed my study using two main theories:
Shavelson and Stern’s (1981) pedagogical decision making and Shulman’s (1986, 1987)
pedagogical content knowledge as it relates to teacher professional knowledge. I collected data
using a demographic survey, a knowledge screening survey, an initial interview about reported
vocabulary practices, four pre- and post-vocabulary lesson interviews, and artifacts related to the
vocabulary lessons. | used multiple rounds of coding for both individual case analysis and cross
case analysis. Individual case analysis yielded a profile for each teacher which describes in detail
their reported vocabulary knowledge, practices, and influential factors. For example, one
teacher’s profile (pseudonym Brenda) describes reported use of a consistent Tier 2 vocabulary
routine for every lesson, whereas other teachers in the study did not report a consistent
vocabulary instructional routine. Another teacher (pseudonym Joyce) frequently reported using
hands on science lessons to teach vocabulary; she also frequently discussed how knowledge of
her students’ needs impacted her vocabulary instruction. Cross-case analysis revealed that
participants reported little knowledge of and wide variation in reported pedagogies to effectively
support Multilingual Learners’ (MLLs) or students with reading difficulties’ oral vocabulary
development. Participants frequently reported using explicit instruction to teach Tier 2 (Beck et
al., 2002) vocabulary words before and during literacy read aloud lessons. However, participants
did not often report teaching taxonomically or thematically connected words using informational
texts; these pedagogies have proven to be particularly effective for increasing word knowledge
and comprehension in young children (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Pinkham et al., 2014).

Additionally, participants reported that they received very little professional development in how



to effectively teach vocabulary, despite knowing that vocabulary instruction is important for
young learners. Most of participants’ reported knowledge about vocabulary instruction was
rooted in their knowledge of students’ perceived needs and knowledge they gained informally
from other members of their teaching teams. These findings have implications for the
professional development of both pre-service and in-service teachers, and for future research on

early vocabulary practices in classroom contexts.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
Purpose

Early vocabulary instruction has been shown to be one of the key components in
supporting early readers for later reading comprehension success (Duncan et al., 2007; Neuman
& Dwyer, 2011; National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (NICHD), 2000);
however, some observations indicate that early childhood teachers typically do not provide
consistent and explicit vocabulary support (e.g., Dwyer & Harbaugh, 2020; Wright & Neuman,
2014; Donaldson, 2011) and that not very much time is spent on explicit vocabulary instruction
in most classrooms (Baumann et al., 2003). Very little research has investigated why early
elementary teachers do not spend more time implementing evidence-based vocabulary
instruction. Therefore, the present study further explored this topic by examining what
kindergarten teachers know about vocabulary instruction, exploring how they report teaching
vocabulary, and uncovering what reported factors may influence their decisions in planning and
teaching vocabulary lessons. I used a multiple case study design and analyzed the data between
and among seven cases to explore these topics. | aimed to understand more about teachers’
knowledge as it relates to vocabulary, pedagogical vocabulary knowledge, their self-reported
vocabulary practices, and any factors that may influence their instructional decisions in
vocabulary instruction.

What teachers know about teaching and about content is important to understand,
because their knowledge impacts their decisions (Harste & Burke, 1977; Shulman, 1986).
Indeed, Neuman and Danielson (2021) found that content knowledge and pedagogical content
knowledge may cause variation in the integrity of teaching in the early childhood grades. This

variation was true even for teachers implementing the same shared reading curriculum after



receiving the same amount of professional development (Neuman & Danielson, 2021).
Additionally, teaching elementary school students to read and write requires both content
knowledge of how literacy skills develop and pedagogical content knowledge of how to
effectively teach said literacy skills (Shanahan & Tochelli, 2014). More generally, the idea of
content knowledge (CK), pedagogical knowledge (PK), and pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK) being necessary for teaching in each context and subject area was developed by Shulman
(1986).

Teacher beliefs and knowledge also relate to teacher decision-making in elementary
school classrooms (Richardson et al., 1991). Although teacher knowledge does not always align
with classroom practices, | hoped to further explore this relationship for vocabulary knowledge
and reported vocabulary instruction. To date, | have been unable to identify any case studies that
have included interview data from early elementary teachers about their knowledge, practices,
and influential factors related specifically to early vocabulary instruction, and so this study
contributes to the field’s understanding of kindergarten teachers’ vocabulary practices and
decision-making. This study also provides possible explanations for why teachers either do or do
not implement explicit and conceptually meaningful vocabulary instruction.

Rationale

The most recent data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
(NCES, 2022) suggests that by fourth grade many children were unable to perform at a
“proficient” level on an assessment of general reading comprehension. However, the National
Center for Education Statistics (NCES) has acknowledged that NAEP levels of proficiency do
not always equate to mastery of grade level curriculum (NCES, 2022). Thus, it is difficult to

make claims about grade level proficiency because every state does not use the same



comprehension test for elementary students. For example, Maryland reports 43.6% of fourth-
grade students performed at a proficient level in reading comprehension in 2019, which is higher
than the levels of proficiency reported by NAEP (Maryland State Department of Education,
2019). NCES did not provide a hypothesized explanation for children’s difficulties in
comprehending texts or being able to explain something they read. However, other evidence
suggests that vocabulary knowledge (Ouellette, 2006), conceptual knowledge (Anderson &
Freebody, 1981), and comprehension strategy knowledge (Afflerbach et al., 2020) are all vital
for children to understand a new text (Scarborough, 2001). Independent readers use strategies to
understand new vocabulary words in a text and can make conceptual connections between
familiar words and new words in a text (Anderson & Freebody, 1981). Importantly, conceptually
meaningful vocabulary instruction is effective in improving students’ ability to identify, apply,
and connect new vocabulary words and concepts to what they are reading (Neuman, Newman, &
Dwyer, 2011).

Explicit and conceptually meaningful vocabulary instruction, hereafter CMVI,
encapsulates qualities found across many different vocabulary-related studies. CMV1 is a label |
have constructed for a certain type of vocabulary instruction that already exists in many
intervention studies. Some of these studies are described in more detail below, although none of
them use the acronym CMVI. CMVI, as | have defined it, contains qualities of explicit
instruction (e.g., modeling, providing a student friendly definition, or guided and independent
practice in using a new word), uses words connected by a category or theme, is based in a text or
multiple texts, and includes pedagogies supported by research to boost student vocabulary
knowledge. CMVI is explicit in that it takes up time during the literacy or content area lesson

each day and has been carefully planned out by the teacher. CMVI often occurs during content



area instruction in science, math, and social studies using informational texts, but could also take
place during a reading lesson using narrative texts or informational texts. VVocabulary words in
CMVI are connected by a text, topic, unit, and/or theme, the quality and quantity of words have
clear selection criteria, and pedagogies are used to support deep word knowledge. Pedagogies
used during CMVI may include sorting new words into categories, connecting new words to a
familiar concept, and asking students to justify their thinking about new words. This type of
instruction is typical of what would be observed during CMVI. The next paragraphs describe
interventions implemented in recent years that embody the qualities of CMVI.

Researchers who use conceptually meaningful vocabulary interventions aim to improve
students’ early word knowledge by using words that are categorically or conceptually connected.
These words are not chosen from a text purely because of their utility or familiarity to students
but are chosen because of their usefulness to a specific content area, category, or new concept.
These words are typically linked by a category (e.g., insects or the water cycle), linked to themes
within one or more texts, linked to later word learning opportunities, and are likely to be
unfamiliar to students (Gonzalez et al., 2011; Hadley et al., 2019; Neuman & Dwyer, 2011,
Neuman & Kaefer, 2018, Neuman et al., 2011; Neuman et al., 2016; Pinkham et al., 2014;
Silverman et al., 2013). As an example of one conceptually meaningful vocabulary intervention,
Neuman and Dwyer (2011) introduced between 5 and 7 new target words to children over the
course of an 8-day sequence. These words were Tier 2 words, but they were also connected by a
category (e.g., words related to insects including “antennae, segments, camouflage, familiar,
wings, outside” (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011, p. 106)), and were found within the same

informational text. Beck et al. (2002) defined Tier 2 words as frequently occurring, central to



reading comprehension, and can be understood by even young children who have normally
developing oral language skills.

Researchers who use conceptually meaningful vocabulary words (Gonzalez et al., 2011;
Hadley et al., 2019; Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018, Neuman et al., 2011,
Neuman et al., 2016; Pinkham et al., 2014; Silverman et al., 2013) provide children with explicit
means to add words (labels) to their existing knowledge structures. These interventions required
that children build and extend knowledge structures, not just memorize how to use a few specific
words. Researchers provided instructional scaffolding needed for students to encounter an
unfamiliar word, and then categorize the word into their existing knowledge structures based on
what they know about a category (e.g., students would know a bat is not an insect because it does
not have the same body segments insects have, and then could categorize “bat” into the correct
knowledge structure - mammal). In CMVI, children learn how to sort new words into familiar
categories, expand conceptual networks, and refine their understanding of conceptual properties
and categories.

Hadley et al. (2019) used Anderson and Freebody’s (1981) framework for their study on
the impact of a vocabulary intervention on preschoolers’ depth of word knowledge. The authors
hypothesized that learning new words is easier for children when connected knowledge
frameworks already exist, so the new words are attached to the existing knowledge. The
participants in Hadley et al.’s study (2019) were 30 low-income preschool students with no
Individualized Education Plans. All 30 students understood English. Children were randomly
assigned to a group of three within their classroom. Researchers taught children either
taxonomically or thematically linked words from two informational texts about flowers and

vegetables. Children learned eight target words per book through explicit vocabulary instruction



while reading and then play sessions after reading. Researchers also chose eight control words
that children were not explicitly taught. The target words were rated as highly concrete and easy
to learn. Using researcher-created measures, Hadley et al. (2019) found that children had more
growth in knowledge for taxonomically connected words over thematically connected words,
and that both interventions for target words showed more growth than the exposure or control
words. Hadley et al. found an effect size of 1.628 on growth in depth of vocabulary knowledge,
although they recognized that the target words were concrete and easy to learn. They spent about
20 minutes per day over the course of eight days teaching the words in the intervention. Their
results “indicate that teaching words in conceptually related groups supports depth, with words
taught in taxonomies being learned relatively more quickly and deeply than words taught in
themes, given similar amounts of instruction” (Hadley, et al., 2019, p. 54). This finding is
important because taxonomies may be more effective than themes in helping students learn
words more quickly and deeply, and so kindergarten vocabulary instruction should perhaps be
framed by taxonomies. More research is needed in this area.

Researchers also use specific pedagogies to make their vocabulary instruction more
conceptually meaningful. Pedagogies that encourage students to make connections between
target words, between texts, and between concepts are likely to encourage deeper understanding
of new words, and support students’ ability to make conceptual connections on their own during
later reading experiences. These pedagogies include embedding vocabulary instruction within a
read-aloud, extending instruction after reading, building background knowledge around new
words, connecting new words to academic content, challenging student thinking, providing a
definition and teaching in context, guided play, increased exposure for difficult words, and

sorting new words into categories (Gonzalez et al., 2011; Hadley et al., 2019; Neuman & Dwyer,



2011; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018; Neuman et al., 2016; Neuman et al., 2011; Pinkham et al., 2014
Silverman et al., 2013).

Despite the evidence that supports the use of explicit CMVI, there is little evidence to
show that kindergarten teachers consistently implement this type of instruction. For example,
Wright and Neuman (2014) observed that 55 kindergarten teachers typically introduced new
words during short “teachable moments” over the course of the day, but that there was often not
a time devoted to explicit vocabulary instruction (Wright & Neuman, 2014, p. 349). Wright and
Neuman (2014) also found that when teachers in their study did address new vocabulary words,
they typically used brief, one-time explanations for new words found in texts and that their word
selection was unsystematic. Based on these observations, it is clear that at least some
kindergarten teachers do not explicitly or consistently address new vocabulary words or plan out
their vocabulary instruction. However, there is little evidence on this topic in general, so it is
difficult to know for sure what kindergarten teachers are or are not doing in their classrooms
regarding vocabulary instruction.

Typically, teacher knowledge, teacher disposition, school culture, and the curriculum, as
well as other outside factors, contribute to how teachers make instructional decisions (Shulman,
1986; Richardson et al., 1991). To draw connections between teachers’ pedagogical content
knowledge (Shulman, 1986) and their instruction, researchers need more information about
teacher knowledge related to vocabulary instruction. In their observational study of kindergarten
teachers, Wright and Neuman (2014) did not examine teacher disposition or knowledge related
to vocabulary instruction but suggested that asking teachers about their knowledge related to
vocabulary, as well as barriers to using explicit vocabulary instruction, would be important for

future research projects. Although several studies have described the nature of general literacy



instruction in early childhood grades (e.g., Durkin, 1987; Neuman & Dwyer, 2009; Stipek &
Byler, 1997; Wright & Neuman, 2013; Wright & Neuman, 2014), and quantitative researchers
have assessed early childhood teachers’ literacy knowledge (Cunningham et al., 2004; Hindman
& Wasik, 2008; McCutchen et al., 2002; Schachter et al., 2016), few qualitative studies have
examined early childhood teachers’ knowledge and influential factors that may contribute to or
hinder the use of explicit vocabulary and comprehension instruction. Specifically, | have been
able to identify only two relevant qualitative studies of vocabulary instruction in kindergarten
classrooms in which teachers’ instruction, knowledge, and beliefs were the focus of the case
study. Thomas and Barksdale-Ladd (1997) explored the differences between two kindergarten
teachers’ literacy beliefs and found the two teachers’ differing belief systems were intrinsically
tied to their instructional decisions as well as students’ learning outcomes. In their qualitative
study, Hedges and Cullen (2005) also found that teachers’ practices were directly linked to their
beliefs about early literacy instruction, how it should be delivered, and the external constraints
placed they believed were placed upon them.
Current Study

The present study extends the previous work of Neuman, Wright, Dickinson, Hadley,
Shulman, and others by exploring the self-reported vocabulary practices and pedagogical
vocabulary knowledge of kindergarten teachers. Specifically, this study is framed by a
combination of literature on both early vocabulary instruction and teacher decision-making. To
gather and compare data from multiple sources, | included data from a knowledge screening
survey, pre- and post-lesson interviews across a semester, and lesson artifacts for each of the
teacher participants in my study. For each teacher, pre- and post- lesson interviews occurred four

times over the course of a semester, and | worked with teachers to plan these interviews around



their vocabulary lessons. | asked participants to send me any plans and other documents related
to their lessons so we could discuss their plans before each lesson and learn more about what
may have impacted their planning choices. All participants did report teaching vocabulary
explicitly. Therefore, | did not have to change my interview plan to accommodate for any
participants who did not typically teach explicit vocabulary lessons. If stakeholders want to know
how to best support children in early childhood grades, then there is a need to know how teachers
already support vocabulary development, what they know about vocabulary instruction, as well
as the areas in which teachers need support. Early vocabulary instruction is pivotal in emergent
reading development and later comprehension abilities.
Research Questions
The present study answers the following questions:
1. What do kindergarten teachers report about their own knowledge related to vocabulary
instruction?
2. What do kindergarten teachers report about how they implement and change their
vocabulary instruction?
3. What factors do kindergarten teachers report as influencing their vocabulary instruction?
Significance
There is a need for data on teachers’ perspectives on knowledge and practices related to
vocabulary instruction so that researchers can better explain why there is sometimes
inconsistency in how and when vocabulary is taught in kindergarten. Currently, there is a small
amount of research that says teachers typically do not teach vocabulary explicitly in
kindergarten, but there is no research that attempts to explain why this phenomenon might be

happening. Conclusions from this study provide a better understanding of what kindergarten



teachers know, what they can do, what they believe, and where they may need more support or
development in their explicit teaching of vocabulary to early and emergent readers. This
empirical evidence provides information for administrators, teacher educators, researchers, and
policy makers to better support in-service and pre-service classroom teachers and their students
through professional development, coaching, and modeling. The interview data from this study
could also contribute to the development of a future survey with a larger sample geared towards
teachers’ knowledge about vocabulary instruction. Paired with more observational studies of
kindergarten teachers, a large-scale survey could help researchers understand what large groups
of teachers know about vocabulary instruction. A regional or national survey of kindergarten
teachers about their vocabulary instruction and knowledge would provide more information
about what changes should be made in teacher professional development and teacher education
regarding early vocabulary instruction.

Definition of Terms

The following definitions provide context for terms used throughout this study. These
terms are also reviewed in depth in Chapter 2.

Concept: One set of authors, Fitzgerald, ElImore, Kung, and Stenner (2017), defined
concepts as “mental representations (a class or category) of objects, processes, and ideas” (p. 1).
Every word serves as a label for a concept, and some concepts are more complex than others.
Concepts can also be broken down into features or characteristics.

Conceptual knowledge: Based on this definition of concepts, “conceptual knowledge”

involves children’s understanding of those objects, processes, and ideas. The connections
between these objects, processes, and ideas also contribute to conceptual knowledge (Neuman &

Kaefer, 2018). Another contributor to conceptual knowledge is vocabulary (word) knowledge,
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which allows children to apply labels to their understandings of concepts (or mental
representations). Word knowledge or vocabulary knowledge (used interchangeably throughout
this paper) does not automatically ensure that students have the overall knowledge development
they need to understand new concepts and words they encounter in texts. (Anderson & Freebody,
1981). Mental representations could be a singular word or could include connections between
several words or phrases based on a child’s knowledge structures. A concept can also contain a
word or phrase which adds complexity to an idea a child already has.

Conceptually meaningful vocabulary words: VVocabulary words that are connected

through a text, topic, unit, or theme; teacher has identified her criteria for the quantity and quality
of words; pedagogies are used to support deep word knowledge.

Conceptually meaningful vocabulary instruction: Typical characteristics of CMV1 are

explicit instruction, words connected to a content area text, conceptually meaningful and
connected word selection, pedagogies that facilitate student thinking around new words, and
words taught in multiple contexts as described in Chapter 2.

Multimodal texts: According to Anstey and Bull (2010), a text may be defined as

multimodal when it combines two or more semiotic systems. There are five semiotic systems in
total: linguistic, visual, audio, gestural, and spatial. Some examples of multimodal texts are a
picture book, a website, a video with text, and a graphic organizer that includes spatial
organization.

Taxonomic connection: Words that are taxonomically connected can be sorted into the

same category or hierarchical classification. For example, “rose,” “dandelion,” “tulip,” and
“daisy” would all be taxonomically connected works because they can be categorized as flowers.

These words may be particularly useful to teach during science-related read alouds informational

11



science texts typically contain new vocabulary words that can be sorted into categories (e.g.,
types of plants, types of animals, types of weather, and types of habitats). Higher order
taxonomies also become increasingly general (Hadley et al., 2018)

Thematic connection: Words that are thematically connected are related to the same event

or are spatially or causally related (Hadley et al., 2018). For example, the words “raindrop,”
“liquid,” “frozen,” and “snow” are thematically related but cannot be categorized into the same
taxonomic schema. Thematically connected words may be most relevant to teach using fiction
read aloud where a taxonomic category does not exist within the text. Teachers who understand
the difference between taxonomic and thematic connection can choose the most appropriate
method of word selection for a given text.

Vocabulary knowledge: Synonymous with word knowledge. Students have word

knowledge if they know the definition of a word, can use the word in context, or understand the
word as it is used in context. Vocabulary knowledge involves students’ ability to learn new
words and use new language in relevant contexts. Students may be exposed to new vocabulary
but are unlikely to develop deep knowledge of new vocabulary words without explicit links to
conceptual knowledge that goes along with the vocabulary.

Conceptual knowledge and vocabulary word knowledge also differ in that vocabulary
knowledge is often measured by students’ ability to match a picture to the correct oral
vocabulary word (Gonzalez et al., 2011), whereas a conceptually meaningful vocabulary
assessment may ask students to use a word in context or to explain their thinking about a word.
Ouellette (2006) refers to both the lexical and semantic knowledge of words, where an

individual’s lexicon is comprised of sound patterns representing words and the semantic
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knowledge of word meanings. In other words, word knowledge is always made up of both
breadth (lexical) and depth (semantic) of knowledge.
Theoretical Framework

My theoretical framework is based on two main ideas: pedagogical content knowledge
(Shulman, 1986) and pedagogical decision making (Shavelson & Stern, 1981). Figure 1 outlines
some of the factors, according to Shavelson and Stern (1981), that impact teachers’ pedagogical
decisions. Included in this figure are institutional constraints, knowledge of students, and
knowledge of content. Figure 2 shows Shulman’s representation of the teacher professional
knowledge base as a combination of seven other types of knowledge. | have chosen to combine
the pedagogical decision framework with Shulman’s idea of pedagogical content knowledge
(PCK) because PCK requires that teachers have knowledge of the general content, knowledge of
general teaching methods, and finally knowledge of the best methods to accurately teach specific
content to students. Shulman (1986) also emphasized the idea that teacher knowledge is content-
area specific, and that pedagogy is usually enhanced with deep knowledge in a specific content
area. In the case of CMVI, teachers need deep knowledge of vocabulary content (how
vocabulary develops, how children acquire new vocabulary, science and social studies
vocabulary words and concepts, etc.) and how to best teach this vocabulary content in a way that
expands children’s vocabulary and improves later reading comprehension. Some of the evidence-
based practices for vocabulary pedagogy are described in Chapter 2.

Shavelson and Stern (1981) also highlighted the potential impact of influential factors (or
institutional constraints, as Shavelson and Stern have referred to them) on pedagogical decisions,
as shown in Figure 1. Teachers have access to a wide variety of knowledge about content and

students, and ultimately make decisions in their planning and instruction after considering all
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sources of knowledge while also operating under any influential factors. By “influential” I mean
any factors outside of the teachers’ own knowledge and dispositions towards early literacy
instruction or students. These factors may include, but are not limited to, classroom composition
(demographics of students), parents’ and/or families’ practices, assessment practices,
professional development and preservice teacher training, school culture, curriculum and pacing
guides, and students’ academic outcomes (Crocker & Banfield, 1986). These constraints impact
what teachers make time for in the classroom when planning and implementing their instruction.

Teachers also make decisions during instruction based on their knowledge of students,
knowledge of early literacy content, and knowledge of pedagogy in early literacy instruction
(Shulman, 1986). Teachers’ knowledge (or lack thereof) impacts what they make the most time
for in their daily instruction. For example, if a teacher has deep content and pedagogical
knowledge of the importance of oral language development for Multilingual Learners (MLLS),
she may choose to engage MLL students in more oral discussion of new vocabulary encountered
in a text. If a teacher is lacking in this same knowledge, she might choose to spend less time in
student-centered discussion of new words or concepts.

Teachers’ perspective and knowledge about their students and about early literacy
instruction can also shape their decision-making (Snow et al., 2005). For example, | know
students should be allowed to communicate using the multiple languages and discourses
available to them, and I typically form my instruction in a way that allows students to have
conversations with their peers using multiple languages and discourses outside of conventional
or mainstream English. Teachers’ knowledge and external constraints and opportunities impact
their decision-making. However, a teacher’s decisions and reflection may then reciprocally

impact her knowledge if the teacher reflects on her choices after reviewing student outcomes.
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| collected survey data from teachers to examine their knowledge related to early
vocabulary instruction (content knowledge) and to understand what constraints and opportunities

they

Figure 1: Pedagogical Decision Making (Shavelson & Stern, 1981)

FIGURE 2. Some factors contributing to teachers’ pedagogical judgments and decisions
(after Shavelson, 1979; Shavelson, Atwood, & Borko, 1977).
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experienced as they made decisions about their vocabulary instruction. | used this theoretical
framework to code interview data for knowledge (of content, pedagogy, and students), influential
factors (institutional constraints), and practices (decisions). My findings helped to explain how,
and to what extent, each factor or type of knowledge impacted the teachers’ practice and
decision-making in early vocabulary instruction.

| chose these two theoretical frameworks because | hoped to categorize types of teacher
professional knowledge, teacher decisions, and institutional constraints. | was unable to find a
theoretical framework that included this level of detail for each aspect of knowledge and

practice, so I chose to include Shulman’s Teacher Professional Knowledge to frame teacher
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knowledge. | used CMVI to frame the types of pedagogical decisions teachers made while still

using this more general framing of Shulman’s Pedagogical Decision Making.

Figure 2: Teacher Professional Knowledge (Shulman, 1987)
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Teacher professional knowledge according to Shulman (1987).
Summary
As described in the preceding sections, previous research suggests that explicit and
CMVI is one important way to support early readers for later reading comprehension success.
Early vocabulary knowledge is also a key predictor of later reading comprehension. A small
amount of research, as mentioned earlier in this chapter, suggests that kindergarten teachers do
not implement this type of instruction with consistency, which could indicate that implicit and
incidental vocabulary instruction are the only types of vocabulary instruction happening in some
kindergarten classrooms. This study aims to gather more evidence about what kindergarten

teachers know and can do in their vocabulary instruction, as well as what factors they report as
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influencing their vocabulary instruction. More research on these topics will help educational

stakeholders to better support teachers when they experience difficulties in implementing CMVI.

CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
Introduction

Two main bodies of literature influenced the development of this study. The first is
literature on early vocabulary development and instruction. In this first section, | first explore the
relationship between early literacy skills, including vocabulary, and later reading comprehension,
and then | summarize the existing research related to early conceptual knowledge and early
vocabulary knowledge development. Then, I explore the major theories that have been used to
frame early vocabulary instruction and, more specifically, CMVI.

The second body of literature that frames this study encompasses research on teacher
knowledge and teacher decision-making. In reviewing this body of literature, I first provide a
general overview on research on teacher knowledge and teacher decision-making, and then |
focus on research describing teacher knowledge and decisions in early literacy specifically.
Finally, I review literature on constraints on teacher decision-making and how teachers make
instructional decisions.

Early Vocabulary Development and Instruction
Early Literacy Skills in Relation to Later Reading Achievement

To explicate the importance of early CMVI, this section provides background
information on the relationship between vital early literacy skills, including vocabulary, and later
reading comprehension. Reading difficulties manifesting in fourth grade on a reading assessment
such as NAEP likely begin much earlier in a child’s life. Children who begin elementary school

with low scores in vocabulary, phonological awareness, and expressive oral language may
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experience later reading difficulties (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997). The converse is also true:
students who begin school with large vocabularies, a high level of phonological awareness, and
the ability to express themselves easily in a school environment may read more and are more
likely to learn new words on their own, leading to proficient reading comprehension later in their
schooling years (Stanovich, 2009). These phenomena are known as “Matthew Effects in
Reading;” — those who are already good at reading get better because they continue to have more
successful reading experiences and those who are already having difficulties fall further behind
(Stanovich, 2009).

Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) confirmed this link between early vocabulary and later
comprehension in their longitudinal study of 599 first graders in an urban, low-income school
district. At the beginning of first grade, students in the study were tested using the Peabody
Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT), the Yopp-Singer phonemic awareness test, two word and letter
identification subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson Diagnostic Reading Battery (WDRB), and the
oral discourse test from the School-Home Early Language and Literacy (SHELL) battery.
Students were retested at the end of first grade, at the end of second grade, and at the end of third
grade. A reading comprehension measure was added for the second- and third-grade
assessments. Of all the early literacy measures, early vocabulary had the highest correlational
relationship to reading comprehension at the end of Grade 3 (r = .46). The effects of letter-word
identification, word attack, phonemic awareness, and oral discourse were lower and appeared to
fade over time, while the effect of vocabulary remained consistent from Grade 1 to Grade 3. The
effect of early vocabulary on Grade 3 comprehension remained even when controlling for
variability with schools, student-level characteristics, and different models of literacy instruction.

Importantly, Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) found students who began with the lowest and highest
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early vocabulary scores showed similar rates of growth on reading comprehension measures.
This finding of similar growth rates is good news for students who may start with lower
vocabulary scores, demonstrating they can make adequate progress in their comprehension skills
without falling further behind. Hemphill and Tivnan’s (2008) results support the body of work
arguing that early vocabulary, starting even before Grade 1, has a strong effect on reading
comprehension in later elementary grades.

Using longitudinal data from a sample of 1,071 children from the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development Early Child Care Research Network (NICHD ECCRN),
Lee (2011) found a similar relationship between early vocabulary and later literacy skills,
including passage comprehension. Children with larger vocabularies at age two outperformed
their peers with smaller vocabularies on the passage comprehension test in both third and fifth
grades. Lee (2011) found the total expressive vocabulary (the ability to define words) was a good
predictor of later literacy skills after controlling for SES, gender, and race. These results
confirmed Hemphill and Tivnan’s (2008) findings on the important nature of early vocabulary
for later reading comprehension. Although both studies supported findings in previous literacy
and language acquisition literature, neither provided an explicit theoretical framing to explain the
relationship between early vocabulary and later comprehension. The reader is left to assume that
knowing more words automatically means understanding a text later in life will be easier.

Further clarifying the relationship between early vocabulary and later reading abilities,
the National Early Literacy Panel conducted a meta-analysis of about 300 studies to examine the
effect of early literacy skills on later reading achievement (Lonigan & Shanahan, 2009). The
panel identified 11 early literacy variables that moderately to strongly predicted later literacy

skills: alphabet knowledge, phonological awareness, rapid automatized naming of letters, rapid
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automatized naming of objects/colors, writing, phonological memory, concepts of print, print
knowledge, reading readiness, oral language (vocabulary), and visual processing. As for
vocabulary, the panel found “the more complex and composite measures of oral language were
more closely related to reading comprehension than to decoding, a pattern not evident with
simple measures of vocabulary” (Shanahan & Lonigan, 2010, p. 281). In other words, simple
measures of expressive and receptive vocabulary (the ability to match words to a definition or
picture) may not accurately capture the vocabulary knowledge that predicts later text
comprehension.

Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) argued that the predictive effects of discrete skills related to
letter identification, word identification, and phonemic awareness may fade over time, whereas
the predictive nature of vocabulary remains constant through the elementary grades. So, while all
11 of these predictive variables identified by the National Early Literacy Panel are important for
early literacy and school readiness, complex vocabulary skills like defining words and listening
comprehension are predictive even into the later elementary grades. The studies synthesized in
Shanahan and Lonigan’s meta-analysis (2009) suggest students may more easily catch up in
areas of discrete identification and memorization, while their vocabulary and comprehension
skills continue to lag. Surprisingly, the report highlighted the need for instruction in five areas,
none of which included explicit or supplemental vocabulary instruction. The five areas were
code-focused interventions, shared reading interventions, parent and home programs,
preschool/kindergarten programs, and language enhancement interventions. Language
enhancement interventions may have included vocabulary instruction, but the descriptions of the

recommended practices in this category were vague.
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In their examination of vocabulary instruction time, Wright and Neuman (2014) found
minimal time devoted to vocabulary instruction in kindergarten classrooms, despite the well-
established link between early vocabulary and later reading comprehension. They analyzed 660
hours of classroom observation across 55 classrooms and found that teachers did explain words
during instruction, but that the explanations were usually brief, and the word selection was
unsystematic. Unsystematic vocabulary selection may mean the words chosen were not
conceptually or categorically connected, which will likely not support deep knowledge in the
content areas. Most teachers in the study did not explicitly connect new words across content
areas, texts, or themes. Because the instruction was not typically conceptually meaningful,
children may have learned fewer words compared to those classrooms in which vocabulary
instruction was conceptually meaningful.

According to Marulis and Neuman’s meta-analysis of vocabulary interventions (2010),
children can learn new vocabulary words through supplemental, explicit vocabulary instruction,
especially when the instruction is conceptually and thematically grounded in high-quality texts
(Neuman & Dwyer, 2011). Because researchers have established children can learn new words,
and the size of a child’s vocabulary is a strong predictor of later reading comprehension (Stahl &
Nagy, 2006; Verhoeven, et al., 2011), Wright and Neuman’s findings on the lack of vocabulary
instruction in kindergarten are concerning, but also only contain evidence of the practices of a
small sample of 55 teachers. These findings could also explain in part the lack of improvement
on the 2022 NAEP scores, but researchers cannot assume that one sample demonstrates the
practices of all kindergarten teachers. Students who took the fourth grade NAEP test in 2022
may have received inadequate vocabulary and conceptual knowledge support in the early grades,

contributing to their low comprehension scores, but that is only one possible explanation.
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These studies show that early vocabulary knowledge has predictive power in later reading
comprehension outcomes. However, early vocabulary or word knowledge alone does not predict
later reading comprehension. Early literacy skills are many-faceted, and vocabulary knowledge
is only one part of everything young children need to know to become successful readers. Early
conceptual knowledge also plays an important role in predicting later reading comprehension.
The next section explains this predictive relationship.

Conceptual Knowledge Development

Conceptual knowledge involves children’s mental representations of processes, objects,
and ideas (Fitzgerald et al., 2017). Mental representations could be a singular word or could
include connections between several words or phrases based on a child’s knowledge structures.
A concept can also contain a word or phrase which adds complexity to an idea a child already
has. For example, one category containing many concepts is “Wild Animals” (Neuman,
Newman, & Dwyer, 2011, p. 255). One concept related to wild animals is “Wild animals are
animals that live outside and away from people” (Neuman, Newman, & Dwyer, 2011, p. 255).
An additional concept in the same category is “Wild animals have their own habitats” (Neuman,
Newman, & Dwyer, 2011, p. 255). Children would also need to learn the word ‘“‘habitat” and
would need to add concepts to the category of “habitat” so they could later understand the word
on their own in a novel context. Through this process of adding complexity, making connections,
building categories, and applying labels, children can expand their conceptual knowledge
structures (Neuman, Kaefer, & Pinkham, 2016).

Word knowledge (labels) are also an important part of conceptual knowledge. Words
should activate networks of conceptual knowledge (Kintsch, 1998). Words enable children to

label the concepts they are learning and place concepts into the correct category within their
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knowledge structures. Word knowledge alone does not ensure students will apply their
knowledge of a word in a novel context (Anderson & Freebody, 1981). Children need some
underlying knowledge structures to connect with new words in a text, especially when they are
reading and trying to comprehend a text independently.
Theories Related to Vocabulary Instruction

Based on the results of the vocabulary studies outlined above, there is a clear relationship
between early word knowledge and later reading comprehension. Several theorists have sought
to explain this relationship between early vocabulary and later reading comprehension. Anderson
and Freebody (1981) proposed three hypotheses to explain this relationship in their research
review on vocabulary knowledge. First, the knowledge hypothesis argues that vocabulary is one
part of children’s larger knowledge structures, and conceptual knowledge impacts
comprehension more than word knowledge alone does. Second, the instrumentalist hypothesis
frames the relationship between word knowledge and later reading comprehension as causal and
direct. Both hypotheses indicate that children can increase their vocabulary knowledge, thereby
increasing their later reading comprehension, but the instrumentalist hypothesis does not include
the complex relationship between words, conceptual knowledge, and text comprehension.
Finally, the aptitude hypothesis argues that some children have an innate ability to learn more
words because of their higher cognitive ability and intelligence (Anderson & Freebody, 1981). In
recent years, the knowledge and instrumentalist hypotheses have both been used to explain how
to improve vocabulary knowledge in young children. However, the aptitude hypothesis
contributes to a deficit view of children’s innate abilities to learn and therefore is not used in this

literature review to frame any studies.
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Researchers have continued to seek out the best means for improving early vocabulary
knowledge through supplemental interventions in hopes of improving later reading achievement
(e.g., Gonzalez et al., 2011; Coyne et al., 2009). Some vocabulary interventions intended for use
with young children have included CMVI, whereas others have aimed to increase the number of
target words children know and can apply, regardless of the conceptual connection between
words. Researchers produce evidence related to the knowledge hypothesis if they use texts,
words, and pedagogies that were conceptually meaningful and connected. If the intervention’s
purpose was to only improve students’ isolated or target vocabulary knowledge, then the
intervention can be categorized as instrumentalist. The following section further describes the
most prominent theories connecting vocabulary to reading comprehension.

Conceptually Meaningful Vocabulary Instruction

The following sections describe the main characteristics of conceptually meaningful
vocabulary instruction (CMVI) as demonstrated through the quality and quantity of words,
pedagogies used, and contexts for instruction.

Quantity and Quality of Words

Authors vary in the type and quantity of words they choose for their vocabulary
interventions. Generally, vocabulary intervention studies can be divided into one of two groups:
(1) instrumental hypothesis interventions based on the Tier 2 target word recommendation
(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002) and (2) knowledge hypothesis interventions which extend the
idea of Tier 2 words to include conceptually connected and meaningful words within a text. All
studies included in this review are aligned with the second category, where words were selected

in alignment with CMVI.
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The authors across conceptually meaningful vocabulary intervention studies aimed to
improve students’ early vocabulary knowledge and focused their interventions on conceptually
connected and meaningful words. These words were typically categorically linked (e.g.,
emotions or transportation), linked to themes within one or more texts, linked to later word
learning opportunities, and were likely to be unfamiliar to students (Gonzalez et al., 2011;
Hadley et al, 2019; Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018, Neuman et al., 2011;
Neuman et al., 2016; Pinkham et al., 2014; Silverman, et al., 2013). For example, Neuman and
Dwyer (2011) used the World of Words intervention to introduce 5 to 7 new target words to
children over the course of an 8-day sequence. These words were Tier 2 words, but they were
also connected in the same category (e.g., words related to insects include “antennae, segments,
camouflage, familiar, wings, outside” (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011, p. 106), and were found within
the same informational text.

Because they chose conceptually connected and meaningful words, authors who used
extended Tier 2 word selection provided children with explicit means to add words (labels) to
their existing knowledge structures. The interventions required students to increase their
conceptual knowledge structures, not just learn a certain number of new words. These
interventions provided the instructional scaffolding needed for students to encounter an
unfamiliar word, and then categorize the word into their existing knowledge structures based on
what they know about a category (e.g., Neuman & Kaefer (2018) offered the example of students
knowing a bat is not an insect because it does not have the same body segments insects have, and
then could categorize “bat” into the correct knowledge structure). Children learned how to sort
new words into familiar categories, expanded conceptual networks, and refined their

understanding of conceptual properties and categories. According to the knowledge hypothesis,
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this method is more likely to improve later reading comprehension than the methods using Tier 2
words which are not conceptually meaningful or connected.
Pedagogies to Support Conceptual Knowledge Development

Marulis and Neuman (2010) confirmed in a meta-analysis of vocabulary intervention
studies that supplemental vocabulary interventions are effective in improving oral vocabulary
knowledge in young children. They found a nearly 1 standard deviation gain on receptive
vocabulary measures for children in treatment groups across 67 studies and 216 effect sizes.
Marulis and Neuman’s (2010) also called for a more nuanced analysis of the pedagogical
elements of interventions to identify which pedagogies might contribute to conceptually
meaningful and connected vocabulary instruction. Pedagogies that encourage students to make
connections between target words, texts, and concepts are likely to encourage deeper
understanding, and will likely support students’ ability to make conceptual connections on their
own during later reading experiences. These pedagogies are described in detail below.

Gonzalez et al. (2011) used four science and social studies themed units to teach students
content-related vocabulary words in daily 20-minute lessons over the course of 18 weeks. The
pedagogical strategies in their intervention included before, during, and after reading vocabulary
activities, such as explaining, summarizing, comparing, anticipating, predicting, and applying
new words. Based on their findings, Gonzalez et al. (2011) concluded that in vocabulary
interventions educators should focus specifically on building background knowledge and
challenging thinking around new vocabulary words, as students’ content knowledge directly
affects their comprehension of a content-based text. Students were instructed in groups of five to
seven based on their need for instruction. Similarly, Silverman et al. (2013) divided their themes

of instruction into food, animals, and transportation, in hopes of choosing content for students
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with at least some level of familiarity. The trainers in the study provided repeated practice and
extension activities for target words outside of before, during, after reading activities.
Additionally, Silverman et al. (2013) argued for the use of gestures and hands-on experiences,
concrete words, words related to a text, and words which could be easily defined in student-
friendly terms.

Neuman and her colleagues designed and implemented several of the most recent
supplemental vocabulary intervention experiments with young children. Specifically, Neuman
co-authored five of the studies in this review. The World of Words (WOW) intervention was the
main instructional component in the Neuman studies. WOW was developed by Neuman and her
colleagues and is a supplemental vocabulary intervention, based on content and concept rich
instruction in 12-minute daily segments. Target words in WOW are conceptually connected
within a science unit, connected to a text, and are taxonomically linked. In one of these WOW
studies, Neuman and Dwyer (2011) reported students learned more hard words after more
exposure to the difficult words in the second phase of their study. Children in the treatment
group were also able to explain why they sorted target words into a category or not,
hypothetically because target words within categories supported the children as they learned to
organize. If a child is already familiar with a category, and then encounters a new word within
the category, he or she will have the necessary knowledge structures to build conceptual
connections and understand the meaning of the new word. To support children in making
conceptual connections, Neuman and colleagues (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Neuman & Kaefer,
2018; Neuman et al., 2016; Neuman et al., 2011; Pinkham et al., 2014) argued for conceptual and
categorical knowledge as a “bootstrap” for independent word learning and comprehension.

Students who participated in the WOW intervention experienced content-rich science instruction,
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multiple opportunities to discuss new words, repeated exposure to target words across contexts
and genres, and conceptual knowledge related to the meaning of target words.

Across the studies reviewed in this section, several successful pedagogies were apparent
for teaching new words to young children in a conceptually meaningful way. As Johnston and
Dreher (2019) noted in our recent review of CMVI, these practices included:

e Choosing texts and words that are conceptually and categorically connected

e Embedding instruction within a text (during read-alouds)

e Extending instruction after reading

¢ Building background knowledge

¢ Challenging thinking around new words

e Connecting new words to a content area

¢ Providing a definition and teaching in context

e Hands-on teaching and gestures

e Guided or directed play using new vocabulary words

e Increasing exposure for difficult words

e Cross-topic reviews

e Sorting new words into categories

e Justifying thinking around categories

All authors in Johnston and Dreher’s (2019) review argued for activities before, during,
and after reading, but some took different approaches as to how instruction should be delivered.
For example, Neuman and her colleagues’ work on the WOW intervention used conceptually
connected words and included increasing exposure for difficult words and justifying thinking

around categories (e.g., Neuman & Dwyer, 2011). Like Neuman and her colleagues, Silverman
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et al. (2013) also used content areas to connect vocabulary, but Silverman et al. used more
gestures and hands on experiences to teach children new words. The interventions in this review
combined one or more of the pedagogical practices in the above list.

Contexts for Conceptual Knowledge Instruction

This section describes how early childhood classroom teachers can incorporate
conceptual knowledge during daily vocabulary instruction (Neuman & Wright, 2014).
Classroom-based contexts demonstrate how teachers can and are implementing CMV1 without a
researcher planned intervention. This conceptually driven instruction could manifest in a variety
of ways, and one way is in the form of implicit and explicit word instruction (Coyne et al., 2007).
Implicit vocabulary instruction occurs where words are encountered in a story or other context
but are not explicitly defined or discussed with students. Explicit instruction occurs when a
teacher, either before, during, or after reading a text, takes time to define a word for students and
may also have students practice using the new word in context (Biemiller & Boote, 2006; Coyne
etal., 2007).

Content area instruction in science, math, and social studies are also important areas to
incorporate CMVI (Neuman & Wright, 2014). Teaching vocabulary in the content areas provides
a unique opportunity for teachers to use informational texts to build conceptual knowledge
(Dreher & Kletzien, 2020). Importantly, the vocabulary words found in informational texts are
more likely to be semantically and conceptually related than words in fiction texts (Dreher &
Kletzien, 2020). Choosing words from expository texts related to one of the content areas will
automatically increase the likelihood of children building conceptual connections through new
vocabulary words, rather than learning new words randomly chosen in a fiction text (Wright,

2013).
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Teachers can also use interactive read alouds of expository texts to support children’s
conceptual knowledge development and word learning in early childhood settings (Dreher &
Kletzien, 2020). During the reading of a science text, teachers can explain how new words are
connected to the main ideas of the work and model for children how to think about conceptually
connected words (Varelas et al., 2014). Interactive read-alouds are interactive because they also
allow children the opportunity to discuss new words, ask questions, and make inferences about
what they think a new word might mean or how the word is connected to other ideas in the book.
Because young children learn new concepts and words through informational read-alouds
(NGACBP & CCSSO0, 2010), evidence suggests that vocabulary can be enhanced if teachers
choose texts in which new vocabulary words are related to content and are conceptually or
semantically connected (Neuman & Wright, 2014; Wright, 2013).

In their chapter on using informational texts to build conceptual knowledge, Dreher and
Kletzien (2020) provided specific instances of conceptually connected science vocabulary within
informational texts. For example, Dreher and Kletzien (2020) noted that conceptually connected
science vocabulary can be found in Susan Neuman’s (2013) book for pre-readers called Swing,
Sloth! Swing, Sloth! includes a vocabulary tree with the categories “rain forest”, “activities”, and
“animals”. Each category contains uncommon vocabulary words children will hear throughout
the book. In this way, children may learn new words like “flutter,” “slither,” and “climb” through
a read aloud. Teachers can have children act out the words, describe which animals do which
action, and categorize new words on their own. In this way, children learn new words, but also
build their underlying knowledge structures about animals, activities, and the rain forest.

Children may also be able to “bootstrap” (e.g., Neuman & Dwyer, 2011) new words into these

categories when they read a different text. This process will foster independent word learning
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and improve later reading comprehension (Neuman & Dwyer, 2011). Teachers can also choose
their own vocabulary words from content-related texts based on the importance of the word if the
word will be useful for later reading comprehension, and if the word is conceptually connected to
the focus area for instruction (Dreher & Kletzien, 2020).

In addition to explicit, implicit, text-based, conceptually connected, and carefully chosen
vocabulary instruction, children need repeated exposure to new words to increase their later
reading comprehension (Harris et al., 2011). Some young children may need up to 24 repetitions
to remember a new word, although not always. In one study on word learning in 4-year-olds,
researchers found children who played a game to learn a new pseudo-word, most children
remembered the word after 24 repetitions (Pinkham, Neuman, & Lillard, 2011). Far fewer
children, about 20%, remembered the new word after hearing it 3 times. These results suggest
deep vocabulary instruction, rather than broad, may increase the chances for children to
remember a new vocabulary word in later reading experiences.

Teacher Knowledge in Relation to Practice

A growing body of literature examines how, if at all, early childhood teachers’
knowledge about and disposition toward literacy impact their literacy instructional practices. For
the purposes of this study, I have included literature on beliefs as part of knowledge. In the
context of Cycek et al.’s 2016 study, the teacher belief measurement assessed teachers’
knowledge of linguistically responsive practices and the importance of those practices. Cycek et
al. (2016) used a teacher questionnaire and a quantitative observational measure to gather data
about preschool teachers’ linguistically responsive beliefs and practices. They found that
classroom composition was not related to linguistically responsive practices, meaning an

increased number of dual language learners in the classroom was not associated with an increase
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in linguistically responsive practices. Additionally, Cycyk et al. (2016) argued that the
translation of beliefs into practices is likely not automatic, and they concluded with a call for
further research into other variables, in addition to teacher-held beliefs, a type of teacher
professional knowledge as indicated by Shulman (1987), that may influence teacher practice.

Research that focuses on teacher knowledge and conceptions as they relate to instruction
demonstrates the connection between teacher’s views of reading comprehension and how they
choose to teach reading (Richardson et al., 1991). Teachers in Richardson et al.’s (1991) study
showed consistency between the practices they discussed and what they used in lessons.
Additionally, teachers did not hold views of reading that were consistent with the “new”
research-based strategies that steered away from the use of basal readers and the view of students
as passive learners. Not surprisingly, teachers in Richardson et al.’s study did not use “new”
practices in their classrooms (activating background knowledge, use of authentic literature,
active questioning) because most of them did not hold views in parallel with a more active lens
on reading. Studies that pose questions to teachers about their practice also serve a more practical
purpose: to have teachers consider what type of reflection they might use to evaluate the
effectiveness of their lessons and the type of instructional strategies they choose to employ
(Roehrig et al., 2009). If there are gaps between belief, planning, and practice, then there needs
to be more conversation about ways to effectively disseminate research-based practices to
teachers in a way they can digest it, practice it, and reflect on the effectiveness of the new
practices (Richardson, et al., 1991).

Hamre et al. (2012) examined the relationship between teacher beliefs and practices. The
authors conducted a 14-week training with early childhood teachers on improving the quality of

teacher-child interactions. At the conclusion of the course, they found teachers who took the
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course had more effective emotional and instructional practices in interactions with children,
indicating that professional development may change classroom practices. However, they found
limited support for their hypothesized mediational pathway; there was little evidence that
changes in teachers’ beliefs or knowledge mediated observed changes in teaching practices.
Changes in teacher beliefs and/or knowledge did not explain the change in teacher practices.
Teachers may have adapted some of the practices from the course, but the changes they enacted
in their classrooms did not always reflect a change in beliefs (knowledge) about students or best
practices for interacting with students. If there are such inconsistencies between changed belief
and changed practice, then there must be other variables influencing the choices teachers make in
their practice. Other research has echoed the idea that the relationship between teacher
knowledge and self-reported practice is complex and difficult to investigate (Phillips, et al.,
2020). The next section will review literature on influences and constraints on teacher knowledge
and practices.
Constraints on Teacher Decision-Making

Several studies have explicitly examined potential constraints on teachers’ knowledge
and practices. One guantitative study by Sandvik, van Daal, and Ader (2014) examined the
relationship between teachers’ beliefs (knowledge) and practices using a 10-item survey with 90
preschool teachers in Norway. The teachers participated in a literacy-awareness training, and the
researchers examined the effects of the training. The results demonstrated that teachers who
participated in the training had more consistency than the comparison group in their beliefs and
practices, and their practices were strongly influenced by their beliefs about practices. Based on

their findings, Sandvik et al. called for more training to support teachers’ knowledge about what
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children should know by the time they enter school, and how to craft their instruction to best
meet the needs of students.

Additionally, Burgess et al. (2001) conducted a study of 240 preschool teachers in the
United States using a survey on teacher beliefs and self-reported practices. One effect on teacher
practices in the study was educational level. Teachers with more formal education rated verbal
language as more important at the preschool level than teachers with lower levels of education.
The teachers in the study showed general consistency between their self-reported practices and
beliefs about literacy instruction, but the researchers did not use observation or interview data to
examine relationship between practices and beliefs. Teachers generally held beliefs that aligned
with what is important in early literacy and language instruction according to research-based
recommendations for early literacy instruction, but Burgess et al.’s research did not investigate
how these practices played out in the classroom.

Most studies in this body of research on teacher belief and practice in early literacy
instruction rely on quantitative methodologies and acknowledge limitations in analyzing or
triangulating data without classroom observations. The use of interviews, observations,
reflection, lesson plan analysis, and surveys about teacher knowledge will expand what is known
about the factors influencing teachers’ choices in the classroom. There are several gaps in the
studies reviewed between teacher knowledge and teacher practices; therefore, observational data
and/or interview data may give further insight into other factors that influence teacher practice.

Teacher Decision-Making in Early Childhood Education

Teacher practices directly impact student achievement and may communicate what

teachers know and believe about literacy instruction. In Hawkens, Johnson, and McDonnel’s

(2008) study, 273 Head Start teachers focused on kindergarten readiness skills using a variety of
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instructional strategies. The close-ended survey used in the study asked about teachers' views
and practices related to emergent literacy, teacher demographic information, student needs
related to emergent literacy, frequency and types of strategies to promote early literacy,
perceptions regarding literacy, and language instruction. According to the survey, most teachers
in the study focused their strategies of instruction on print awareness and book knowledge and
appreciation, whereas they used phonological awareness strategies the least. Teachers mostly
used rhyming and alliteration activities, despite research showing young children need
systematic instruction in segmenting and blending phonemes. Interestingly, Head Start
curriculum asserts children need to know how to break words into syllables by the time they
reach kindergarten, but teachers in the study rarely reported teaching this skill. This discrepancy
demonstrates that teacher practice may not always reflect administrator or curriculum-based
expectations. Hawken, Johnston, and McDonnel (2008) also noted their study was limited in
having no observational data to confirm whether teachers actually used the self-reported
practices. Therefore, they did not investigate relationships between knowledge and practices.

Cycyk et al. (2016) examined teachers’ responsive teaching practices with dual language
learners. They studied 72 Head Start teachers using a teacher survey and a classroom observation
measure, discussing the need for more information about teachers' academic preparedness and
motivation to teach underserved students. In this study, most teachers scored in the deficient
range for responsive teaching practices, regardless of teacher-held beliefs (knowledge) about
responsive teaching for language and literacy instruction with dual language learners. Cycyk et
al. argued for more qualitative methodology, which would allow teachers to express what

influences their use of responsive teaching practices. Interview data could then be compared with
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observational field notes to shed light on specific areas of mismatch between teacher belief and
practice.

Hamre et al.’s (2016) study of 440 preschool and Head Start teachers in the U.S. also
examined the relationship between teacher belief and practice. They examined the impacts of a
professional development course for early childhood teachers to enhance their use of effective
teacher-child interactions. Teachers who took the course had more effective emotional and
instructional practices in interactions with children than the comparison group, according to
classroom observational measures the authors used. There was little evidence present to support
the idea that changes in teacher knowledge mediated (explained the relationship between)
observed changes in teaching practice. Observational field notes may explain more about what is
happening to change teacher practice, and how the practice is changing. The lack of
observational data is a common limitation across this body of literature.

In 2020 Dwyer and Schachter published a study on early childhood teachers; they
investigated how teachers used knowledge in their pedagogical reasoning about vocabulary
instruction. I highlight this study here because the authors relied on many of the same conceptual
framings as I do for this dissertation. Dwyer and Schachter (2020) had a sample size of 10
teachers who were all female, lead educators and were participating in a larger study at the time.
Participants filled out a background questionnaire and were observed twice with video recording
and field notes. Stimulated recall interviews (SRIs) were used to view clips of the observation
videos and recall thinking, reasoning, and practice with the teachers. The researchers completed
19 SRIs total and each SRI focused on 20 minutes of small group literacy instruction where
teachers were focused on language development or vocabulary instruction. Each SRI had 4 to 6

stops about vocabulary instruction with questions and prompts to gather more information about
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teachers’ thinking at the time of the observation. Out of all 19 SRIs on small group literacy
instruction, Dwyer and Schachter (2020) found 54 total moments of explicit vocabulary
instruction. Teachers reported knowledge of the curricular context, of students, of general word
needs, and reported that the classroom context influenced their word choice in teaching
vocabulary. The two main types of pedagogical reasoning were in choosing words to teach and
choosing strategies to teach the words.

Teachers in Dwyer and Schachter’s (2020) study often chose to review and assess
previously taught words, words that were likely to be unfamiliar to children, and words that can
be used across contexts. Teachers in the study also commonly used the following strategies to
support vocabulary development: matching child’s language and interests, modeling how to use
a word, providing exposure to new words, labelling objects or concepts, having the child repeat a
word, giving examples, defining, and providing meaning. Teachers’ reasoning about vocabulary
instruction was complex and required knowledge of many different aspects of the classroom
context. They needed knowledge of the curriculum, of their students, of child development in
general, and of what strategies to use in which context. Educators knew they needed to go
outside what was required by their curriculum to review, assess, and provide multiple exposure
for certain words. Defining words was rare but teachers did label, model, present a phonological
representation of words, and give information about word meanings. Dwyer and Schachter
(2020) recommended using more SRIs or similar procedures to capture information about
educators’ thought processes in their vocabulary instruction. Future studies could also examine
the relationship between children’s vocabulary knowledge and teachers’ pedagogical reasoning
(Dwyer & Schachter, 2020). The results of this study demonstrate the complex relationship

between knowledge and practice and the need for further investigation into this topic.
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Summary
This literature review has synthesized two main bodies of literature on effective early
vocabulary instruction and teacher decision-making in early and elementary settings. Both
concepts are important in framing this study as | specifically investigated teachers’ knowledge

and practices related to early vocabulary instruction.
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
Introduction
The purpose of this multiple case study was to explore kindergarten teachers’ knowledge
and self-reported practices related to early vocabulary instruction, as well as to identify any
external factors teachers reported that influenced their instruction. I used a multiple case study
design (Yin, 2009) to gain detailed information from each teachers’ perspective, and to report
what teachers had to say on the topic of early vocabulary instruction. Each case was bound as a
study of one teacher (Yin, 2009). The data collection period was the Fall of 2021, with
interviews conducted over Zoom and recorded and transcribed through the University of
Maryland’s authentication system to ensure confidentiality.
This study addresses the following research questions:
1. What do kindergarten teachers report about their own knowledge related to vocabulary
instruction?
2. What do kindergarten teachers report about how they implement and change their
vocabulary instruction?
3. What factors do kindergarten teachers report as influencing their vocabulary instruction?
This chapter outlines the research methodology that I used for this study. The following
sections describe my (a) researcher positionality, (b) research setting, (c) research design and
data collection, and (d) data analysis.
Positionality Statement
Qualitative case-study research requires the researcher to critically evaluate their own
theoretical and epistemological beliefs, as well as their own experiences, identity, and potential

biases towards research setting or participants (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2011). Triangulation from
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multiple sources, member-checking, and peer review of a study can help to minimize the
influence of researchers’ bias, but this influence cannot be eliminated. | brought to this study my
own identity as an educator, of both young children and of pre-service teachers. My experiences,
successes, and failures in the classroom undoubtedly influenced my interactions with the
participants of this study. Philosophically and epistemologically, I believe that knowledge is
socially constructed, and that knowledge changes based on one’s own experiences and lived
realities. Therefore, | recognize that the framing of this study is based in my own experiences
with teaching and literacy, as well as literature on the same topics, and that my experiences and
knowledge may differ from those of my participants.

My initial inspiration for this dissertation was to help as many students and teachers as
possible after my experiences as a kindergarten teacher for four years. | sometimes struggled to
understand and teach everything | needed to, and | am now motivated to help inform teacher
practices through evidence-based professional development and pre-service teacher training. |
believe in high-quality literacy instruction for all students and have pre-conceived notions of the
kind of instruction | believe teachers should use. | attempted to enter the interview space in a
neutral position, but it is not possible to remove all bias that I bring with me to a space. | set
aside my notions of what | believe is best practice in early literacy settings, and allowed
participants to express their beliefs, opinions, and experiences without judgment or criticism. |
also entered the research setting as an outsider where | could be perceived as such by the
participants. | used multiple interviews over the course of the semester to build relationships with
participants and entered the setting as my authentic self, both as a teacher and researcher.
Sometimes our interviews veered off track into discussions about students and about our own

unique teaching experiences. | think this discussion was valuable, however, so that participants
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could see that | was willing to relate to them in more than one way. Ultimately, my goal was for
participants to perceive me as more of a peer or coach than a researcher in that I would facilitate
reflective conversations around their practice while I also learned from participants and helped to
enact change in their practice.

Recruitment

| recruited teachers to participate in the study through digital flyers, email, and social
media. The recruitment flyer contained information about the study, what would be expected of
participants, and information about a $50 gift card compensation for participants. | sent out the
recruitment flyer by email to teaching colleagues in Mississippi and Maryland and asked that
they forward the flyer to any kindergarten teachers they knew who may be interested in
participating in the study. I also posted the flyer to my personal Facebook, Instagram, and
LinkedIn with information about the study and compensation for participants. | finally posted the
flyer to the Literacy Research Association listserv. | informed any potential participants who
reached out with questions that vocabulary instruction was the topic of my study. I also told
teachers by email that the purpose of the study was to better support other teachers in planning
and implementing their vocabulary instruction, and to disseminate knowledge about what is
already being done successfully.

Twenty-five teachers responded to my recruitment flyer via email indicating that they
were interested in participating in the study. | sent each potential participant an email with the
consent form, more detailed information about the study, and a link to the demographic survey
and the TKVS. I asked teachers to fill out the surveys and to sign and return the consent form to
me, and to reach out to me if they had any questions about the study. Twenty-two teachers filled

out the demographic survey and the TKVS. Of these 22 teachers, only seven completed the
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surveys, returned the signed consent form, and were willing to schedule the follow up interviews.
Fifteen additional teachers completed the screening survey but did not return the consent form or
did not complete the scheduling process for the other interviews. | hoped to choose about three
participants with lower vocabulary content knowledge and about three participants with higher
knowledge based on the knowledge screening survey. However, | was unable to consent any
teachers in the lower end of the vocabulary knowledge spectrum. These teachers did not respond
to several emails asking for their consent forms.

I scheduled an initial interview with the seven consented participants to gather data about
each teachers’ typical vocabulary practices, their training and background, and the context of the
schools they worked in. I then asked participants to select four vocabulary lessons over the
course of the semester. I told participants we would schedule an interview before and after each
lesson to gather data about teachers’ planning process and self-reported practices. | asked
participants to choose one vocabulary lesson per month in September, October, November, and
December so | would have time to complete all the interviews with seven participants. | also
asked teachers to send their lesson plans and any accompanying material before they taught the
lesson, and any assessments or student work after they taught the lesson. I sent a reminder to
teachers to schedule their interviews at the beginning of each month and sent follow-up emails to
those who did not schedule the interviews within two weeks. | used the University of Maryland
scheduling system so participants could select a time frame for each interview that was already
available in my schedule. Covid-19 school protocols prevented any in-person classroom

observations, although future studies could include observations under different circumstances.
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Participants
After recruiting and gaining consent from each participant, | assigned pseudonyms so that
their information would remain anonymous as stated in the consent form. Table 1 summarizes
the participant demographics. Chapter 4 contains more detailed information about each

participant’s background, experience, and the educational context they work in.
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Table 1: Participant Demographics

Pseudonym Age Degree Geographic Race  Certification  Years Awards TKVS TKVS Score
range Region Ethnicity Teaching Score category

Alexis 25to Bachelor's + Mid-Atlantic  White 4-year 4 Teacher of Promise 46 Expert
34 some credits program (student teaching)

Ashley 25t0  Master's  Mid-Atlantic  White, 4-year 7 None 38 Intermediate
34 degree Hispanic  program

Brenda 55t0 Master's + Midwest White 4-year 31 Teacher of the Year, 43 Expert
64  some credits program 2013

Christine  25to  Master's + Midwest White 4-year 12 None 44 Expert
34 some credits program

Jessica 45t0 Master's+  Southeast White 4-year 22 National Board-Certified 36 Intermediate
54 some credits program Teacher

Joyce 45t0 Master's+ Mid-Atlantic  Black 4-year 30 None 46 Expert
54 some credits program

Tiffany 35t0 Master's + West White 4-year 5 No 41 Intermediate
44 some credits program

Note. N = 7. Participants’ average years teaching was 15.86. All participant names are pseudonyms.
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Research Design and Data Collection

The following sections describe my procedure, data collection methods, demographic
survey, knowledge screening survey, interview protocol, and artifact collection protocol.
Procedure

Data collection methods for this study were a demographic survey, a vocabulary
knowledge screening survey, and interviews throughout the semester with seven kindergarten
teachers. Interviews provided data on reported practices, knowledge, and other possible
influential factors on vocabulary instruction. Stake (1995), Merriam (1998), and Yin (2009) all
supported multiple case study design for research that is descriptive and exploratory, as this
study is. Their definitions of multiple case study design also emphasized interpreting data based
on people’s experiences, understandings, and beliefs about the world. This study involves
kindergarten teachers’ experiences related to early vocabulary instruction, and it therefore fits the
typical definition for a multiple case study design.
Data Collection Methods

| used the demographic survey, the knowledge screening survey, multiple semi-structured
interviews, and artifacts to ensure that I had multiple data sources, as is necessary in a multiple
case study (Yin, 2009). I used an online demographic survey to collect basic information from all
teachers before interviewing them. The demographic survey was distributed via email and
contained the questions found in Appendix A. Table 2 contains a description and rationale for

each data source.
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Table 2: Summary of Data Sources

Data Source

Rationale

Demographic survey

Teacher Knowledge of VVocabulary
Survey (TKVS)

Initial interview

Pre- and post- lesson interviews

Artifacts

The demographic survey provided general information about teachers’ experience level,
age range, and background.

The TKVS provided screening data teachers’ knowledge level related to general
vocabulary instruction.

Teachers reported on their vocabulary knowledge, beliefs, and practices. I also learned
about their background, training, and influential factors. Participants were also asked to
rank nine literacy concepts from most important to least important in the context of
kindergarten literacy instruction.

Teachers provided more detailed information about specific lessons and what practices
they used. I could also see changes or patterns in their practices over the semester with
multiple interviews.

I examined de-identified student work and lesson plans. The artifacts bolstered my claims
made from interviews as | was not able to observe teachers during their lessons.

46



Demographic Survey

| constructed a demographic survey on Qualtrics (see Appendix A). This survey was
compatible in both an online and mobile format. The race and ethnicity survey questions were
taken directly from the U.S. Department of Education’s most recent guidance for the collection
of education data (Final Guidance on Maintaining, Collecting, and Reporting Racial and Ethnic
Data to the U.S. Department of Education, 2007). Participants could also opt out of the race and
ethnicity questions or any of the other questions while still completing the rest of the survey.
Knowledge Screening Survey

Duguay et al. (2016) developed the Teacher Knowledge of VVocabulary Survey (TKVS)
to measure teachers’ knowledge of vocabulary development and instruction. Using the Rasch
model, Duguay et al. (2016) established the TKVS to meet expectations for a reliable measure;
the statistical reliability of this measure indicates that teachers were able to answer the true or
false statements in the survey based on their vocabulary knowledge and not in a random manner.
The lowest score out of the participants on the pilot TKVS conducted by Duguay et al. (2016)
was 31 out of 52 statements correct (59.6%), which is only slightly higher than the chance of
choosing the correct answer. The highest score was 48 out of 52 (92.3%). This range of scores
indicates the TKVS can assess different levels of knowledge about vocabulary and vocabulary
instruction.

To establish the validity of their measure, researchers used a two-phase cognitive lab.
Duguay et al. had six participants complete the TKVS in phase one, which initially included 61
items. In phase two, researchers then flagged items with the most variability in their responses
for follow up questioning. Each participant shared what could be done to increase the clarity of

these items or what could make them less confusing. The final 52 items were chosen after
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reviewing feedback from the pilot cognitive lab and researchers removed any questions that were
confusing or unclear. The TKVS items are listed in Appendix B.

Duguay et al. (2016) reported the TKVS to be appropriate as a needs assessment for
teachers or a guide for professional development in vocabulary instruction for teachers. The
survey has 52 true or false items that have been reviewed by experts in literacy research and
vocabulary development. Categories of knowledge assessed on the survey are vocabulary
development, vocabulary instruction: providing rich and varied language experiences,
vocabulary instruction: teaching individual words, vocabulary instruction: teaching word-
learning strategies, vocabulary instruction: fostering word consciousness, and vocabulary
instruction for English learners. These six categories were decided on by subject matter experts
who are deeply knowledgeable about vocabulary development and instruction (Graves, 2006;
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development (2000); Graves et al., 2013).
Teachers would score one point for a correct answer and zero points for an incorrect or “I don’t
know” answer. Duguay et al. (2016) determined cut scores for teacher knowledge at the
emergent, intermediate, and expert level.

Duguay et al. (2016) recruited 50 participants to pilot the TKVS. The 50 teachers also
participated in other intervention studies with the authors. Fifteen of the participants were second
grade teachers and the other thirty-five were middle school teachers. Although this survey was
not piloted with kindergarten teachers, Duguay et al. (2016) intended for this survey to be used
with teachers at any grade level. Future studies could be used to develop a vocabulary knowledge
survey specifically designed for early childhood or early elementary teachers.

I used the TKVS to determine teachers’ knowledge levels so I could then determine

which areas of their knowledge needed more support or development, as well as identify
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participants with high or low levels of knowledge. | chose the TKVS for this study because it is
the only measure, to my knowledge, that has been tested for both reliability and validity in
measuring teacher vocabulary knowledge. I initially planned to use cut scores of below 65.32%
(34 out of 52) correct and above 82.94% (43 out of 52) correct to choose some teachers at the
emergent level and some at the expert level of vocabulary knowledge. Most participants in
Duguay et al.’s study scored in the “intermediate” range on the survey. Participants in my study
were not told which knowledge level they scored. The items on the TKVS are very general in
terms of vocabulary content knowledge and pedagogical content knowledge and allowed me to
broadly understand teachers’ knowledge level about vocabulary. Then, based on this general
knowledge level, | interviewed the selected participants about their vocabulary instruction in
kindergarten specifically.
Interviews

| wrote a semi-structured interview protocol to gather data on teachers’ vocabulary
knowledge, reported vocabulary practices, and factors that influence their vocabulary instruction.
The semi-structured interview questions are listed in Appendix C and are organized by type of
knowledge, reported practices, and influential factors. These categories are heavily influenced by
Shulman’s (1987) idea that teacher knowledge can be divided into categories. The interview
questions are rooted in the literature on vocabulary instruction, teacher knowledge, and decision-
making reviewed in Chapter 2.

| then conducted a pilot study of the interview protocol in Summer 2021. | received IRB
approval to pilot the interview protocol with five participants to clarify and strengthen the
questions. | was approved to offer $25 gift cards as compensation for the pilot study participants.

| sent out the description of the pilot study to principals and teachers | know in schools I have
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worked with in Mississippi and Maryland. I received responses from five participants, they
signed the pilot study consent form, and we scheduled an interview on Zoom. After completing
the interview protocol, | then asked participants if any of the questions were confusing, unclear,
or repetitive. | asked if any questions should be added or removed. | also sent participants a list
of the questions via email so they could type their comments directly on the document and send
it back to me.

I made changes to the interview protocol based on the feedback I got from the pilot study
participants and my own reflection on the process. | realized that some questions were repetitive,
so those questions were removed. | also noted any areas of confusion and added more
information or clarification for the confusing questions. None of the pilot study participants gave
feedback that questions should be added. These changes increased the rigor of the study through
improved methodology and clarity of the questions. | added a paragraph at the beginning of the
interview to clarify what types of vocabulary words | would like participants to discuss, as this
caused some confusion in the pilot interviews. Several of the pilot participants thought | was
asking about high frequency words rather than oral vocabulary words that may be more difficult
for students to understand. High frequency words are easily recognized by students in the early
grades and their meanings are usually clear without explicit instruction. I clarified the question
“In which subject do you teach vocabulary the most?” by adding “Reading, math, science, social
studies, or something else?” I clarified “Were you trained to teach vocabulary explicitly?” by
adding “How were you trained?” I removed the question “What has helped you in planning and
teaching vocabulary lesson?” because it was redundant and was already answered in other
questions. | added the following statement to the end of the pre and post interview sections

“Please send me any lesson plans, unit plans, assessments, or other materials related to this
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lesson.” I also reorganized and condensed some questions for clarity and the overall flow of the
conversation.

After collecting demographic information and the knowledge screening survey data, |
examined the information to choose three emergent and three expert level vocabulary teachers,
based on the answers to their surveys. However, | did not receive consent forms back from any
of the “emergent” level teachers. Therefore, I decided to move forward with interviews with the
seven teachers who did return their consent forms and completed the scheduling process. |
contacted the seven teachers to schedule one initial interview and four pre- and post-lesson
interviews over the course of one semester. | used Zoom to interview teachers about their
knowledge related to early vocabulary instruction, their self-reported instructional practices, as
well as any factors that influence vocabulary instruction. Interviews were recorded in Zoom and
transcribed for later analysis. The interview questions were intended to be semi-structured,
meaning that | could ask other questions as the conversation with teachers unfolded. The
questions were a guide to ensure that | had all data necessary to answer my research questions. |
conducted one initial interview with participants and four pre- and post-lesson vocabulary
interviews. During the initial interview, | also asked participants to rank nine literacy concepts
from most important to least important in the context of kindergarten literacy instruction. These
concepts were displayed on a slide and shared with participants so they could think through their
ranking as | typed out their responses in real time. This ranking exercise was helpful in that it
allowed me to understand where participants situated vocabulary within their views on reading
instruction, but may have compressed teachers’ ability to categorize the importance of each

concept. In the future, 1 would use a Likert scale for each concept so that teachers were not
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required to put the concepts in order, but could instead choose multiple items that were “most
important” or “least important” to their early literacy and language instruction.

The interviews on teachers’ vocabulary instruction likely raised teachers’ awareness of
vocabulary instruction in general, and so may have increased the amount of time they spent
thinking about and teaching vocabulary words. This influence was an unavoidable limitation of
the study because | was unable to complete observations, so the interviews allowed me to gather
detailed data about teachers’ vocabulary instruction. A more general interview protocol that did
not ask specifically about vocabulary would not have gathered this level of detailed information.
Avrtifacts

After scheduling the four pre- and post- lesson interviews, | asked that teachers send me
any materials related to their lesson at least one day in advance so we could discuss the artifacts
during our pre-lesson interview. These artifacts included lesson plans, curriculum teacher guides,
online resources, assessments, texts, worksheets, visuals, and videos. The artifacts added to the
data I was able to gather about teachers’ reported practice and supplemented the interviews as |
was not able to do classroom observations.

Data Analysis

After I collected all interview (which was recorded during Zoom calls after obtaining
participant consent) and artifact data, | transcribed the data to be coded. | transcribed, coded, and
analyzed the data using NVivo 12. | also used member checking to ensure the accuracy of my
representation of participant answers. The following sections describe my coding system for the

data and analysis plan for the data.
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Coding Procedures

First, using holistic coding (Saldafa, 2015), | read through the interview and artifact data
to code for instances where participants expressed their knowledge of, reported practices in, and
influential factors on early vocabulary instruction. In holistic coding, | used large chunks of the
data to get a better idea of what categories might emerge before applying my deductive codes
based on my theoretical framework. During and after my first cycle of coding | sorted lower-
level codes such as “visual example” into the top-level code such as “vocabulary practices.”
These categories and subcategories quickly started to emerge, so | sorted low level codes during
both the first and second cycle of coding.

Next, | used deductive descriptive coding (Saldafia, 2015) to identify instances where
participants expressed their knowledge (of students, pedagogy, or content) or factors influencing
their practice (listed in Figure 1 and Appendix D). Descriptive codes also helped identify
vocabulary practices that participants used and how these practices changed. | also added
additional codes after my first pass at holistic coding, because | knew there may be additional
factors influencing teachers’ practices in early vocabulary instruction that I did not identify
during first cycle coding.

Data Analysis

After grouping each piece of coded data into a category, | then used several matrices to
compare data across the categories and across my data sources to see which knowledge and
factors might be the most impactful on practice and which patterns would warrant the most focus
for the rest of my analysis. | also used the hierarchy function in NVivo to identify the most
common codes and categories across all cases and within each individual case. The hierarchy

function was a helpful visual tool to quickly see which codes were coming up the most
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frequently within one case and then across all cases. | then went into the most frequent codes and
pulled quotes from that code to use in my matrices. As | coded for knowledge, practices, and
influential factors, | was able to insert interview quotes into my matrices. This process allowed
for easy reference to each individual case and for comparison across cases in a consistent format.

A sample portion of one of these matrices is included here:
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Table 3: Sample Coding Matrix for Knowledge and Influential Factors (Alexis)

Pedagogical VVocabulary
Knowledge

Knowledge of Students

Influential Factors

Reported Practices

And it makes me want to
more because | think that
vocabulary is so important
not just when you're
reading but with
discussions and, like
awareness of your
discussions with students
too because a lot of times

I teach words that I think
they can relate to. Um,
especially in kindergarten,
you know, I'm not going
to teach them a word that
IS way too advanced for
them. So | think it's, um,
picking out those vocab.
Help them understand the

Um, | had some in my
undergrad, um, You know,
just basic vocabulary and
how to teach phonological
awareness. Um, | actually
just finished up this week,
um, at Orton-Gillingham
training and that was a lot
of phonics and

Yeah, read alouds. | use,
um, more often, obviously
we have to use the read
alouds with the curriculum
for reading, but I'd like to
incorporate, read alouds in
science or social studies
just to get them excited.
Those vocabulary words

:Qigf\liew vocabulary is something concept that. I'm teaching vocabulgry. '_I'here's a or concepts peing usegl in
that | would cut out if | better. And if they don't vocab piece in that, which  context, not just us using
was like teaching and was  understand that word, you  was really helpful. But them saying what it
running out of time. know, they may not, you  other than that, you know, means. And then just

know, really grasp that the professional moving on. | think it's
concept. developments we received important to touch back
through, um, our school, and, um, talk about those
it's pretty much just about  lessons and what they
the curriculum. really understood about it.
Yeah, well | thought that ~ So like | said, you know, (time) Probably a good 10  When we would read it in
for the new word at least ~ having them come up with  to 15 minutes. Um, cause | the story, um, we would
like we always revisit the  a sentence, was a little think tie that into. Right stop and say, | would say
words on our promethean  difficult. Um, so maybe | because, you know, like, who remembers what
Lesson 1 board and | have students  wouldn't do that for every  they're so little, so early on it means? Um, and then

give me examples. But for
the new word I thought it
would be fun to have the
students kind of scatter
around the room. And how

word. Maybe just more of
the difficult words. So
they understand it more,
um, that I would use itin a
sentence instead of them

a year, um, that
vocabulary is kind of like
background knowledge.
So it's usually a solid 10 of
minutes.

they would tell me, um,
what they, what it means.
And then another person
would say how it like,
related to in the story.
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that's an array, and if we
could make a different
one, and scatter around in
different arrays. And then
make a circle around the
outside of the carpet and
maybe have students put
objects out and count them
and explain how we count
in arrays and it's an
important skill to have. A
"number path” is another
thing we've been working
on and how it's important
to have like a number path
with our fingers or with
our brains when we're
counting, and show like if
I would lay objects down
on the carpet, how would
they count them?

coming up with a
sentence.

Lesson Plans

Words that may be
unfamiliar to students
based on student

Vocabulary Vocabulary
(== (e )

|1
il = \_"27—_; =)

knowledge

Curriculum dictated most
word choice

Vocabulary
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After completing matrices for practices, knowledge, and influential factors for each
individual case (participant), I then analyzed for similarities and differences across cases. The
comparison of codes and categories across cases allowed me to identify themes that would
inform theory on vocabulary instruction and patterns across participants (Saldafa, 2015). One
impactful factor may not be consistently impactful across cases, so it is important to analyze
them individually first, and then to look across cases.

Member Checking

To increase validity of the study, | asked participants to read the first draft of the findings
sections about their case. | then asked participants to share feedback on their knowledge,
reported practices, and influential factors. All participants felt the reported findings accurately
represented their experiences with vocabulary practices, and no participants suggested changes to
their findings section.

Peer Checking

Two peers who were also literacy education PhD students at the time of this study
reviewed early drafts of my analysis to ensure validity of the coding protocol. We discussed their
feedback, and I made changes as necessary. | also frequently reviewed the methods, coding, and
analysis, and conclusions of this study with my advisor who chaired this dissertation. This
review process helped to increase the overall quality and validity of the study.

Summary

This chapter has described the research methodology of this study. The study followed a
multiple case study design with triangulated data collection methods through a knowledge
screening survey, an initial interview, pre- and post-lesson interviews, and lesson artifacts from

seven kindergarten teachers in public schools. This chapter also contained the data collection
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protocol, interview protocol, coding procedures, and data analysis plan. The three research
questions were answered using both the interview data and lesson artifact data and the findings

are presented in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS
Introduction
In this study, | answered the following questions:
1. What do kindergarten teachers report about their own knowledge related to vocabulary
instruction?
2. What do kindergarten teachers report about how they implement and change their
vocabulary instruction?
3. What factors do kindergarten teachers report as influencing their vocabulary instruction?
| present my findings in the following order: Teacher Knowledge of VVocabulary Survey
(TKVS) data, participant demographic information from the demographic survey, intra-case
findings, cross-case findings, and a summary of the results. The intra-case findings section
details an overall view of each case and the knowledge, practices, and influential factors
particular to that case. The cross-case findings section describes the most common themes that
were present across cases for knowledge, practices, and influential factors. I discuss these
findings in the context of the literature in Chapter 5. As stated in Chapter 1, there is a need for
more qualitative data on teacher vocabulary practices in early childhood classrooms. The
qualitative data collected in this study explained why there may be inconsistency in vocabulary
instruction in kindergarten classrooms and what factors may influence teacher choices in their
vocabulary practice. Appendices A-D provide the demographic survey, the TKVS, the semi-
structured interview protocol, and the codebook, respectively.
Teacher Vocabulary Knowledge Survey (TKVS) Findings
As described in Chapter 3, | used the TKVS to screen potential participants’ knowledge

about general vocabulary development and instruction. To identify participants for this study, |
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had teachers fill out the TKVS. The intent of the TKVS was to identify participants with a range
of knowledge, with participants in each of three TKVS categories -- the emergent, intermediate,
and expert knowledge. However, as stated in my methodology section, | was unable to gain
consent or schedule interviews for any participants in the emergent knowledge category. The
seven participants who did consent to the study and scheduled their interviews had scores that
fell into the intermediate or expert categories (ranging from 38 to 46 out of 52) on the TKVS.
Two participants disclosed that they were working towards a PhD in education at the time of the
study, and so were willing to participate because they were in the process of recruiting
participants for their own studies. | opted to include all seven participants who consented to
participate in the study to account for possible attrition before the completion of data collection.
After | screened participants’ knowledge and gained consent for the selected seven participants, I
summarized their demographic data in Table 1 in Chapter 3. Table 1 has each participant’s
pseudonym as well as their years of experience, type of teacher training, and other relevant
demographic information. Participants filled out the demographic information and the TKVS
using the same survey link. I summarize the demographic description of participants in the next
section.
Participant Demographics

The participants had a range of 4 to 31 years of experience teaching and an average of
almost 16 years of experience in education. Six participants identified their race as white, and
one participant identified her race as Black. One of the participants who identified her race as
white also identified as being of Hispanic origin. All participants identified as female. All
participants completed a traditional 4-year teacher certification program. Three participants live

in the Mid-Atlantic Region of the United States, two live in the Midwest, one lives in the
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Southeast, and one lives in the West. See Table 1 in Chapter 3 for a summary of all participant
demographics. According to the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES, 2022), these
demographics are generally representative of the overall demographics of elementary school
teachers in the United States. As of May 2021, 89% of elementary school teachers were female,
79% of public school teachers were white, 7% were Black, and 9% were Hispanic (NCES,
2022). Twenty eight percent of teachers in the United States had 3 to 9 years of experience and
40% of teachers had 10 to 20 years of experience (NCES, 2022).

Intra-Case Findings

The following sections describe each participants’ reported knowledge of vocabulary
instruction and development, their reported vocabulary instructional practices, and factors they
reported as influencing their vocabulary instruction. Each participant has been assigned a
pseudonym to maintain confidentiality. These findings are participant-reported from interviews
and artifacts as | did not observe any lessons being taught, although observations would be useful
in a future study of this topic. Covid-19 and the transition back to in-person learning made
observations very difficult at the time of this study. The possibility of Zoom interviews,
however, allowed me to gather data from participants across the United States.

As part of their initial interview, each participant was asked to rank nine literacy concepts
form most important to least important in kindergarten literacy instruction. | presented a slide to
participants using the share screen function on Zoom that displayed each concept. As participants
told me their ranking order, | updated the slide to reflect the list of concepts from one to nine.
These results are detailed later in Chapter 4. Table 5 shows a summary of the lesson count by
content area both with and without texts. These lessons correspond to pre- and post- lesson

interviews for each participant.

61



Table 4: Lesson Count by Content Area

Participant ELA Math Social Studies (SS) Science ELA with text Math with text SS with text ~ Science with text

Alexis 2 2 0 0 2 0 0 0
Ashley 2 2 0 0 2 2 0 0
Brenda 3 0 0 1 3 0 0 1
Christine 3 0 0 1 1 0 0 0
Jessica 2 0 1 1 2 0 1 1
Joyce 1 0 0 3 1 0 0 3
Tiffany 1 0 1 1 1 0 1 1
Totals 14 4 2 7 12 2 2 6

Note. There were 28 lessons total (4 per participant) of which 23 lessons included the use of a text. Tiffany also taught one Social
Emotional Learning (SEL) lesson that not included in this table. Tiffany’s case and the SEL lesson are discussed in more detail in her
intra-case section.

Note. All texts used were multimodal texts, meaning they used more than one mode of communication. Most often these texts were

picture books, but participants also used videos with text, PowerPoints, workbooks with visuals and text, and graphic organizers,
especially in Math, Social Studies, and Science.
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Each participant section begins with a description of the vocabulary lessons the participant was
interviewed about followed by sections on knowledge, reported practices, and reported
influential factors.
Alexis

In addition to our initial background interview, I interviewed Alexis about two English
Language Arts (ELA) and two math lessons containing vocabulary instruction. Both ELA
lessons were reportedly taught with a text and a read aloud. Both math lessons included slide
presentations and other practices that I discuss below. Alexis, who identifies as white, teaches in
the Mid-Atlantic United States. She was certified to teach in a traditional 4-year certification
program. She had 4 years of teaching experience at the time of our interviews and scored in the
expert category on the TKVS.
Knowledge

Alexis’ reported knowledge related to her vocabulary instruction during our interviews
was most frequently about her Multilingual Learner (MLL) students (who Alexis refers to as
English Language Learner (ELL) students) and about general vocabulary development in young
children. Alexis said she typically teaches tricky vocabulary to her lower-level readers and MLLs
in small groups before reading. She also said she tries to teach her MLL students strategies to
figure out new words on their own and associated MLLs with being lower-level readers than
other students. Alexis described her own knowledge of and beliefs about students in the
following excerpt from our initial interview

So, it really depends on the class that | have, | think, because if | have a class that has

more ELL students or more students with lower vocabulary skills then and just less word

choice when we're having conversations, then they're going to need a lot more vocabulary
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being taught for read alouds. But then | had a class last year who was full of readers and

they're really all fluent in English and everything, so they needed less specific vocabulary

instruction. So, it does depend on the class. But then when I'm prereading a text or
something like that I just am looking for words that don't come up in everyday
conversation. Or also that a normal five-year-old student wouldn't say when we're having

a conversation. So, I'm just like constantly thinking about my discussions that | have with

students (Initial Interview, Aug. 24, 2021).

Alexis reported she changes the words she teaches depending on her students’
background and may choose easier words for MLL students than she would for monolingual
English speakers. She also described feeling overwhelmed in trying to teach so many new words
to her MLL students when they also need to learn basic phonic skills, letters, and sight words for
kindergarten testing. This reported dilemma is also demonstrated in the fact that she felt she had
to teach the words “fast” and “slow” for one of the stories in place of more difficult Tier 2 or 3
words that may be unfamiliar to students (Beck et al., 2002). Alexis also demonstrated
knowledge of general vocabulary development in that she said vocabulary instruction is
“definitely important in kindergarten” and that knowing “we’re not going to always know what
all the words mean [when reading]” is important so students can start to become aware of their
own comprehension (Initial Interview, Aug. 24, 2021). Alexis also said she believes wide
exposure to vocabulary instruction is important for students from an early age and that this
exposure can be achieved through read alouds.

Reported Practices
Alexis frequently reported using aspects of explicit vocabulary instruction in her lessons.

These reported practices were most often giving visual examples, providing student-friendly

64



definitions for words, stating examples of words for students, and using words in context. Alexis
did report using other practices, but the aspects of visual examples, definitions, stating examples
and using words in context were the most frequent that emerged during my data analysis and
warrant further description here. According to Alexis, these practices typically occurred in the 10
minutes before a read aloud as she discussed and frontloaded vocabulary words with students. In
one ELA lesson that focused on a read aloud of the classic children’s story The Tortoise and the
Hare, Alexis said she had students preview the words “tortoise,” “hare,” “fast,” and “slow” so
students could make predictions about the story and who would win the race. She said she had
students repeat the words back to her and discuss their predictions with a partner. During
reading, Alexis also reported highlighting the word “character” and asking students to identify
the characters in the story. This word is an example of academic vocabulary related to the genre
students were reading even though the word is not found directly in the story.

Alexis frequently reported using gestures, movements, and hands on experiences to teach
new vocabulary words. She said she had students make and hold up puppets for the tortoise and
the hare so they could hold up that puppet when she said “fast” and “slow.” Alexis also noted
that the puppets helped students stay engaged with the read alouds. For the new vocabulary
“array” during a math lesson, Alexis had students scatter around the room and show how that
was an array. She reported that students put objects randomly on the carpet to show an “array”
and then she asked the students to line them up to create a number path and show how that was
different from an array.

Alexis reported that she provided examples and asked her students to provide examples
by asking “Could you use this word in a sentence about you in the world?”” She said she would

then revisit the word with students after reading a text and have them say a sentence with the
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word or discuss the word in a small group. Alexis also said she tried to give students definitions
for new words, put the words on cards, and frequently revisit those words during later math and
ELA lessons. “Array” was one of the math words Alexis reported that she gave a definition for
on a slide she presented to the class and discussed with her students multiple times over the
course of the unit.

Figure 3: Array Slide
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Alexis did not opt to discuss any social studies or science lessons with me, and both of
her ELA lessons were based on fiction texts. One of her math lessons was an assessment on
shape vocabulary with students. I included this assessment in her lesson count because to her,
this warranted inclusion in a discussion of her vocabulary lessons. Students had to describe
different attributes of shapes presented to them, but they had already learned these attributes in a
previous lesson. Alexis’ lessons were thematic in a sense because the ELA lessons focused on a
specific genre like fables versus fiction and her math lessons were always unit-based on a
particular topic. However, none of Alexis’ interviews included lessons on nonfiction texts from
which students could learn conceptually meaningful vocabulary words that were explicitly taught
from a text. It is possible that Alexis used this type of instruction outside of the lessons we
discussed together, but this type of instruction also did not come up during our initial interview

about vocabulary.
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Influential Factors
Alexis reported several factors that influenced her decisions on what vocabulary
instruction would look like in her classroom. She most frequently discussed resources such as the
curriculum in her school and team planning, student behavior during lessons, and her teacher
training. Alexis works with a large team of teachers, and they work together to decide which
words are most appropriate to teach. When asked about planning her vocabulary lessons, Alexis
explained
Yeah, we plan as a team. There's seven kindergarten teachers, so we talk a lot about our
own plans and ideas of how we're going to go about teaching vocabulary words. And
there are vocabulary words listed in our curriculum, but we also go through the lessons
and come up with more vocabulary words that we think are important that students might
not necessarily understand, even just words that are repeated often that we see in the
curriculum. Like "how many" isn't a vocabulary word listed here but it's in every single
lesson that's in count and for how many. So, we just made that a vocabulary word for this
unit just because it's repeated so many times and we have a high ELL population so it's
just important to make sure you like catch on those words that are repeated a lot. And
"counting sequence” and "numeral” are also words that are repeated a lot. So even though
it wasn't specifically listed as vocabulary words, we decided that we would make them
part when we're making our slides that we share with each other for the week. We
decided as a team that those were important words to include as vocabulary words (Pre-
Lesson Interview 1, Sept 21, 2021).
As demonstrated in this quote, Alexis reported that she and her team worked together to

decide how to best serve their students and which vocabulary words they should teach. This
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decision process frequently included discussion of MLLs and making sure they would
understand all necessary words to grasp the content of the lesson. Alexis said the English to
Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) teacher (also referred to as the English Language
Development (ELD) teacher in some school districts) would come into her class and talk about
which parts of the lesson would be most important for the MLL students. | categorized
knowledge of/beliefs about MLL students as a type of knowledge as discussed above.

Alexis’ said choosing what vocabulary to teach was also impacted by what books were in
the county curriculum she was required to teach. The curriculum contains specific vocabulary
words that teachers are required to teach throughout the year. Alexis described how she felt
constrained in what choices she could make in her small and whole group vocabulary instruction.

Another influential factor was student behavior in Alexis’ class. Alexis explained to me
during our initial interview that she has a hard time getting through her vocabulary words
because of the “behaviors” and “tantrums” going on in her class. She noted that the behavior is
distracting for her other students, and she must use strategies like the puppets from the tortoise
and the hare lesson to keep students engaged. She also noted that students have a hard time
playing games to learn new vocabulary words because they are “very immature” and so
sometimes she must end the games early. Alexis seemed frustrated by this behavior and did not
present ideas for how she could better support or engage the students with “behaviors.” Alexis
felt limited in the types of activities she could do with her class for fear of a few students
derailing the lesson for everyone else.

Ashley
Ashley identified as white and as having Hispanic ethnicity. She worked in the Mid-

Atlantic region of the United States at the time of the study. Ashley attended a 4-year traditional
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teacher training program and has a master’s degree in education. She had 7 years of teaching
experience at the time of the study and an intermediate level of knowledge on the TKVS. |
interviewed Ashley about two English Language Arts (ELA) and two math lessons. All four
lessons were taught with a text, although the math texts were not read alouds. | counted the math
lessons as text-based because there were either slides students had to read off or workbook pages
that students had to complete. Both ELA lessons were conducted around a read aloud of a
fictional story. Ashley did not opt to share any science or social studies lessons with me, so | do
not have any data about her science and social studies instruction, although she did frequently

place more of an emphasis on math.

Knowledge

Ashley frequently reported how knowledge of and beliefs about her students impacted
her vocabulary instruction. In this way, her knowledge of students could also be categorized as
an influential factor. When asked about how she chooses what words to teach, Ashley responded,
“l teach words that | think they can relate to. Um, especially in kindergarten, you know, I'm not
going to teach them a word that is way too advanced for them. So, I think it's, um, picking out
those vocab. Helping them understand the concept that I'm teaching better. And if they don't
understand that word, you know, they may not, you know, really grasp that concept.” (Initial
Interview, Aug 20, 2021). In other words, Ashley tried to choose words that were appropriate for
her students’ needs and that would help them to learn new content or concepts. Ashley also said
the words she teaches “could be connected” and that “it kind of depends what's going on. I kind
of connect them also to, you know, things happening in the world or Hispanic heritage month or
things like that. | try and incorporate, you know, what's going on in their real world so they can

relate” (Initial Interview, Aug 20, 2021).
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In terms of how she would ask students to practice using the new words, Ashley said that
sometimes coming up with a sentence was difficult for them. She said that in the future if using a
new word in a sentence was too difficult for students, she would provide students with additional
example sentences instead of asking them to come up with a sentence on their own. So, in these
ways, Ashley reported adjusting or planning to adjust her vocabulary instruction based on the
needs of her students. She reported choosing words that were appropriate, related to her students’
experiences, connected to new content, and she ensured they would be successful in future
experiences with new words.

Ashley also noted she had a high percentage of MLLs in her class at the time of this
study. In her initial interview, she reported how she planned and implemented her vocabulary
instruction specifically based on the knowledge she had and beliefs she held about her MLL
students. When asked if she thinks vocabulary instruction is important in kindergarten and why,
she said:

Yeah, they are getting used to the English language. So, | think it's super important to get

them started with, um, teaching them some vocabulary in whatever subject it is, | ask

them what they think it means, or if they know anything about it. With kindergarten. |
usually always have a picture with the vocabulary words as well, just because of those
visual learners | think it's so important. Um, and a lot of times | make them, | just really
encourage them using it. | see that a lot in math, um, because it really is becoming, you
know, them explaining how they know and why they know and what they were thinking.

So, | find that teaching them those mathematical vocabulary words is very important and

crucial when you're teaching a math lesson (Initial Interview, Aug 20, 2021).
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In the initial interview, Ashley noted that because many of her students are still just
getting used to the English language that she needs to teach vocabulary explicitly and that she
should represent the word in multiple ways. This response demonstrates how knowledge of her
students’ needs and her classroom’s population impacts how and why she teaches vocabulary.
She went on to say in that same interview:

Most of my kids are FARM students, so that’s free and reduced meals... so I mean, their

exposure to language is a lot different and most of them received ELL services. So they

are in kindergarten, they are coming in from a Spanish speaking home, or even from a

different country at that point. So not only hitting the ground running in kindergarten. No

background, they also have a language barrier that, um, is difficult for them. And then
that also means that they're not getting that extra help at home because maybe their
parents don't speak [English]. Um, they just, they, the extra practice that you can send

home, usually isn't being done (Initial Interview, Aug 20, 2021).

Ashley pointed out in this response that she believes many of her MLL students do not
receive adequate English literacy support at home and that some students’ socioeconomic status
could also negatively impact the language exposure they get at home. Because of these language
differences and knowledge of her students, Ashley said she and her team of teachers will add
vocabulary resources to existing lessons and that the ESOL teacher sometimes adds translated
words in Spanish or Arabic to their lessons to help their MLL students. Ashley reported they do
not typically teach these translations explicitly, but that she will sometimes add them to the slides
she shows her students with vocabulary words on them. Most of Ashley’s vocabulary knowledge

can be categorized as knowledge of learners and their characteristics and knowledge of
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curriculum (Shulman, 1987). Ashley did briefly discuss other types of knowledge, but these

themes were the most prevalent in our interviews over the semester.

Reported Practices

One of Ashley’s most frequently reported practices was explicit vocabulary instruction
before reading. She said she would often have students follow a routine before reading a text to
them or with them. She reported that she would ask students to repeat the word, say what they
think the word means, ask if they have heard the word, and show students a picture of the word.
Ashley said she also provides definitions and examples to students for unfamiliar words. In one
of the ELA lessons we discussed, Ashley said she was teaching the word “sneaker” and asked
students to use the word in a sentence. She said for the word “huddle” that was a little more
difficult for students she would provide a sentence for them and have students act it out. She
expressed that her students enjoy acting words out because it “makes more sense by acting it
out” than just giving students a definition, and that she could “tell that they were kind of
understanding it more” (Post Lesson 1 Interview, Sept 20, 2021). Ashley said she also frequently
provided students with visual examples of new vocabulary words because she said she has a lot
of visual learners in her class. She also noted that for math vocabulary it is important to show
visual examples and to give students something concrete to connect with.

After reading, Ashley described how she would typically revisit words she had pointed
out in the story and have students discuss, act out, or use those words in a sentence. These before
and after reading strategies were only relevant in the two ELA lessons we discussed. For math
lessons Ashley typically used gestures, acting it out, visual examples, and discussion to teach
explicit vocabulary words; these practices are similar to Ashley’s ELA vocabulary reported

practices but different in that they were not connected to a text. She also said she typically had
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students fill out worksheet pages in their math workbook that were relevant to vocabulary target

words.

Influential Factors

The factors that Ashley reported as most influential on vocabulary instruction came up
during my conversations with her about curriculum and team planning. For curriculum, Ashley
said she uses vocabulary cards from the ELA curriculum before reading to discuss target words
with students. She also said her school started a new curriculum in the 2020-2021 school year.
This curriculum is structured so that each literacy segment (phonics, fluency, vocabulary, etc.) is
taught in a mini lesson, and then students do a rotation of centers, and then the process is
repeated for the next segment. Ashley reported she thought this structure was difficult for her
young students and she felt she had less time to teach vocabulary because they spent a lot of time
in transition from one activity to the next. In the pre-lesson interviews for lessons 2, 3, and 4
Ashley discussed how her ELA and Math curricula were both scripted in terms of vocabulary
instruction. She said she would typically go by the curriculum, but that she sometimes added or
removed words based on what she thought her students’ needs might be.

Team planning was the second influential factor that Ashley mentioned multiple times
throughout our interviews. Ashley described the team planning process for vocabulary in the
following manner:

Um, we kind of brainstorm, you know, and we're planning as a team. Um, we plan, you

know, what vocabulary we want to use and kind of talk through that. Cause then we have

our special ed teachers, our ESOL teachers there as well to give their input and you know

what they're working on with their Kids. (Initial Interview, Aug 20, 2021).
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Ashley also said in the pre-lesson 1 interview that the team of teachers typically examines the
words listed in the curriculum, discusses each word, and then each individual teacher decides if
she needs to make any modifications to the words. These decisions were based in knowledge of
students and pedagogical content knowledge from the ESOL teachers, special education
teachers, and team leaders. Overall, Ashley mainly reported relying on her curriculum and team
planning to make decisions about her vocabulary instruction.
Brenda

Brenda identifies as white and is from the Midwest United States. She was in the 55 to 64
age group at the time of this study, had obtained a master’s degree plus some credits, and
attended a 4-year teacher certification program as an undergraduate. She was voted teacher of the
year in her school district in 2013 and scored in the “expert” category on the TKVS. I
interviewed Brenda about her vocabulary instruction in three ELA lessons and one science
lesson. All four lessons were reportedly taught with a read-aloud of a text. Brenda said she used
an instructional routine she got from a Teachers-Pay-Teachers seller for all the lessons. This
routine is essentially explicit vocabulary instruction of Tier 2 words using repeated reading and a
specific read aloud routine. She explained that she sometimes used the lessons as they were
written for a specific text and other times, she adapted the routine to teach a topic or text she was
already planning to use. This instructional routine is described in more detail in the reported
practices section below.
Knowledge

Brenda’s reported knowledge of and beliefs about her MLL students and her pedagogical
content knowledge related to vocabulary instruction impacted her vocabulary instruction. When

asked about how she typically monitors her students for understanding of new vocabulary words,
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Brenda said she would specifically listen in on the conversation for two of her MLL students
whose first language is Japanese. Brenda implied that the other “97%” of her class would not
need close monitoring after learning a new word, but that she would need to check in one on one
with these two MLL students to make sure they understood and could use the new vocabulary
words (Post-Lesson Interview 2, Oct 27, 2021). When asked about the importance of early
vocabulary instruction in kindergarten, Brenda noted that “English Learners” and “kids without
much book knowledge” do not have much vocabulary and need help with learning new words.
She said she believes this early vocabulary instruction will help them with later reading
comprehension (Initial Interview, Aug 12, 2021).

Brenda also reported using her pedagogical content knowledge of vocabulary instruction
to make instructional decisions. She said now that she knows a routine that works well for her
students, she can adapt that routine to any text that is relevant to the topic she needs to teach or
that is interesting to her students. | categorized this type of knowledge as pedagogical content
knowledge because Brenda would need to understand both how to teach (pedagogy) the
vocabulary routine and what content the routine would work well for. Brenda did not report
many types of knowledge to me during our interviews as she mostly relied on the same explicit
instructional routine that is described in more detail below.

Reported Practices

Brenda reported using explicit vocabulary instruction with repeated reading of text for all
the vocabulary lessons we discussed. She would typically read a text, for example, The Rainbow
Fish (Pfister & James, 2017), multiple times over the course of a week. The first read would be
for enjoyment and discussion, then the second read would be for specific vocabulary words, and

the third read would be for vocabulary and comprehension. The following quote describes
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Brenda’s vocabulary instructional routine for The Rainbow Fish (Pfister, 1992) and is the same

routine she followed for the other three read alouds we discussed.
So, the first day is usually just for enjoyment and discussion. Then the second day | tell
the kids I'm going to read this book again and I've got some special words that we're
going to be listening for. And I tell them what they are: glide shimmer, shocked, admire,
and wise. And | don't do any pre... uh, like pre-test to see if anybody knows what it is. I'd
rather have them talk about it in context. So, | said, “We're going to be listening for those
words. And if you remember, and you hear one of those words while I'm reading the
story this time, give me a thumbs up.” And it's amazing how these kids will tell them the
words. And many of them will go, oh, that's whatever the word is they catch onto it right
away. So then when we get to that part of the story, we'll stop and discuss it in context.
And, um, so we go through the story that way. And then the next day, when we, um, read
the story a third time, I review these, remember these words and I’1l, um, have some
motions or something. So, to glide, you know, we'll get up and glide. And I tell them
often that the picture in the book isn’t always the only example. So, we'll talk about other
examples of gliding. Um, you know, uh, an airplane will glide, and we can glide across
ice. And so, we'll talk about that. And we'll review those before the story, read the story
again. And when we come across those words again, um, I'll have them sitting next to a
learning partner and I'll say, “Turn and talk to your learning partner and tell them what
this means.” You know, what did we learn about that word and have them take a couple
seconds to tell each other. (Pre-Lesson Interview 1, Sept 14, 2021).
Brenda said she tells students about the target words before reading, pauses to discuss the

words in context while reading, and has students discuss the words in context after reading with
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a partner. She reported that this procedure worked well for her students. She said she mostly used
the routine with read alouds during her ELA lessons, but she did also use the Teachers-Pay-
Teachers routine for a science lesson on the five senses. She reportedly used the vocabulary
routine to teach students target words about how the brain processes the five senses using the
book The Listening Walk (Showers & Aliki, 1991), and she said she added in picture cards to
help students have a visual aid for each word. Additionally, Brenda said she knew these visual
aids were important for students to remember new words, so she would create an anchor chart
for each week’s vocabulary words with pictures on it to hang up in the classroom for later
reference.

Brenda also reported frequently using discussion when teaching her students new target
words. She would have students work with a partner to discuss the definition of the word,
practice acting out a word, and using the new word in a sentence. She reported these discussion

practices for all four lessons.

Influential Factors

The factors that Brenda reported as influencing her vocabulary instruction were the
Teachers-Pay-Teachers repeated reading routine discussed in the reported practices section, the
lack of explicit guidance from her school district on the language workshop model, and team
planning. As previously stated, Brenda often used the same format for her vocabulary lessons
from the website Teachers-Pay-Teachers. Once she was familiar with the format of the lessons,
she could adapt this routine to any text she wanted to use and would select her own target words,
create word cards and an anchor chart for those words, and plan activities around the text and the
target words. Brenda was the only teacher among the participants who followed the same

instructional routine for all her lessons. This finding seems significant in that Brenda felt
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successful in this routine and reported that students were engaged in discussion around new
words and were able to remember the new target words after the repeated reading of text.

Team planning was also an influential factor that Brenda repeatedly brought up during
our interviews. She said the other kindergarten teachers would often decide what text they were
going to use for a particular theme or topic in ELA or science, and then Brenda would also use
that text so that all the kindergarten classes were learning the same content. Brenda reported that
this took a lot of responsibility off her in comparison to previous years. The three kindergarten
teachers would also work together to create pocket charts, art projects, and emergent reader
books to go along with their read alouds which enhanced Brenda’s vocabulary instruction as
well. She said she was able to “dig in” to the repeated reading procedure this year because of all
the help she had from her team to plan their read aloud lessons.

Brenda also seemed to need to rely on her team and the Teachers Pay Teachers routine
she found because she reportedly received little guidance form her school district in how to teach
vocabulary. She said her district is supposed to follow a language workshop model, but that she
felt there was little direction given in how to use the model. She knew vocabulary instruction
was important for all her students and especially for her MLL students, so she said when she
found this routine, she thought it would integrate well into what she was already doing and to
meet her student needs. She told me throughout the semester that her district gave very little
clear direction on what vocabulary words should be taught or how to teach those words, so her
team had to plan out what they wanted to do for their kindergarten students to be successful in

learning new vocabulary words.
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Christine

Christine was in the 25 to 34-year-old age category, she had a master’s degree with
additional credits at the time of the study, identified her race as white, and she worked at a school
in the Midwest region of the United States. She was certified to teach in a 4-year traditional
program, had 12 years of teaching experience, and scored in the expert category on the TKVS.
Christine chose three ELA and one science for our pre- and post- lesson interviews. She taught

one ELA lesson with a text and one science lesson with text.

Knowledge

Christine demonstrated several types of knowledge over the course of our interviews
about her vocabulary lessons. The types of knowledge that Christine described most frequently
were knowledge of the planning process, pedagogical content knowledge, and knowledge of
students. Christine reported in our first pre-lesson interview that she used her science curriculum
to get an idea of the kinds of words that should be taught in that science unit. She then decided to
use a diagram to teach students vocabulary words related to parts of a plant. She reported that
this diagram came from her own knowledge, and that she could not identify a specific resource
where the diagram came from. She did note that this diagram was not a part of the curriculum,
and that she decided to add it to the lesson. During the fourth pre-lesson interview about an ELA
lesson, Christine said she chose to add in a nonfiction book about why the seasons are changing
and “what’s happening with the weather” even though that was not a part of the curriculum. She
knew that students would want to know more about the weather as the seasons were changing, so
she chose to plan and introduce words like seasons, bundle, migration, hibernation, den, and
skating. Christine used her prior experience and knowledge of what students need and what they

would be interested in to plan this lesson and to choose the vocabulary words. When talking to
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me about this type of planning, Christine usually could not identify a specific resource she used
to plan her lesson.

Christine also had pedagogical content knowledge of how to plan vocabulary instruction
for thematic units. The vocabulary she chose for thematic units were related to each other. When
asked about her thematic unit vocabulary, Christine described how something like “weather” is a
theme, and how she would choose words like seasons, snowy, blizzard, storm, and flood (Initial
Interview, Aug 12, 2021). She also chose a set of informational texts that aligned with the
weather unit so that students were learning connected vocabulary throughout the unit. Christine
followed the same process for choosing lessons, texts, and words for her other thematic unit on
plants.

Christine demonstrated knowledge of her students in how she reported choosing some of
her other vocabulary words. She chose a lesson on nonsense words versus real words as a
vocabulary lesson because there are “so many words that [students] have not heard” and a lot of
words that her students did not have experience with. Christine expressed that she works in a low
socioeconomic level school and neighborhood where children experience high levels of poverty
and often do not have experience with words that would be considered “simple.” For example,
some students thought the word “cot” was a nonsense word because they did not have experience
with what a cot is, so Christine taught students what a cot was and showed them a picture of a
cot to help them understand that it was not a nonsense word. Christine said she recognized the
need for her students to not only learn how to sound out words, but also to recognize the
meaning of words they could sound out. She said she would spend about 10 to 15 minutes a day

on vocabulary words with her students.
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Reported Practices

Christine typically reported using explicit vocabulary instruction in her vocabulary
lessons. This explicit vocabulary instruction specifically included asking students to label
drawings, modeling gestures for students and having students use gestures, diagrams, and
interactive read alouds followed by discussion of new vocabulary words. Christine said she
would typically spend about 15 minutes per day explicitly teaching vocabulary. She would
frequently mention frontloading words and word knowledge for her students before reading a
book or before starting a new topic in a content area.

In one science lesson about the parts of a tree, Christine had students list out the
vocabulary words they were using, draw their own tree, and label the parts of the tree using the
list of words they had written previously. Christine noted that she had to make this activity
developmentally appropriate for some students so she would draw a line where students could
then write their words next to the drawing (Post-Lesson Interview 1, Sept 20, 2021). In this same
lesson, Christine used a diagram to have students practice drawing parts of a tree. Christine said
this is a practice she frequently uses in math and science when students are asked to learn new
vocabulary words that may be difficult for them to understand without some type of visual aid.
She said she enjoys getting students involved with creating diagrams and that she provides
scaffolds for students who may not be able to complete the activity independently. Figure 4
shows an example of a student diagram with the parts of the tree labeled with new vocabulary

words.
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Figure 4: Parts of a Tree Diagram

Christine often reported using read alouds to teach new vocabulary words. She said in our
initial interview that sometimes the words she teaches in a read aloud would be planned, and
other times she would pause to discuss words that students did not understand or that she thought
would be useful in that moment (Initial Interview, Aug 12, 2021). Christine also used a read
aloud to teach students vocabulary about winter, as mentioned in the section above on
knowledge. She did a read aloud with students about winter, pausing to discuss unknown words,
gave the words a definition, and then added them to the class vocabulary quilt. Figure 5 shows
Christine’s class vocabulary quilt related to winter.

Figure 5: Vocabulary Quilt

g ok
lean
Sideways

| ibernafion

animals vest

82



Christine also said she typically had students discuss new words, ask students for a
definition of a new word, read the word in context, and model for students how to understand the
new word. She said she would provide a definition if no one could identify the meaning of the
word and then would have the students practice using new words in partner conversations
throughout the week. In the lesson about the parts of a tree, she encouraged students to use their
diagrams as a starting point for their conversation and to use the words they wrote in their labels.
Christine emphasized the importance of discussion, hands on practice, and relating to students’
experiences when teaching new vocabulary words.

Influential Factors

The most frequently reported influential factors on Christine’s vocabulary instruction
were her training as a pre-service and in-service teacher, team planning, and the curriculum and
expectations from her district. Christine said the only time she had explicit training in vocabulary
instruction was when she was trained in the Daily 5 CAFE, and that even then she noted
vocabulary is not as “prominent in kindergarten” and that there is more of a focus on
comprehension and fluency (Initial Interview, Aug 12, 2021). Christine also said many teachers
at her school are trained to use the Orton Gillingham method, and so many of the blending drills
and practices have become common in her practice because of the training these other teachers
have received. Christine seems to equate vocabulary and phonics instruction, or at least sees
phonics as a part of vocabulary instruction, because she often brought up blending in our
conversations about vocabulary.

In terms of standards and curriculum, Christine’s reported that her district did not provide
a lot of guidance for teachers in how to use or plan for specific standards. She said teachers look

at their standards and plan units and lessons based around that, but that there was not a lot of
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guidance, so it was mostly “self-chosen” (Initial Interview, Aug 12, 2021). She also said her
district was really pushing teachers to use the Orton Gillingham lessons as well as the Daily 5
Café, so students were getting a lot of whole group instruction in phonics, comprehension, and
writing. Christine seemed to basically choose and plan her own vocabulary lessons based on her
own preferences because there was a lack of guidance from her district.

Jessica

Jessica is a kindergarten teacher from the Southeast United States with 22 years of
experience in education and is a National Board Certified Teacher. At the time of this study,
Jessica had a master’s degree plus some credits. She identified as white and attended a 4-year
teacher certification program at a college or university. Jessica scored in the intermediate
category on the TKVS. We discussed two ELA lessons, one science lesson, and one social
studies lesson for our pre- and post- vocabulary lesson interviews. Jessica taught all four
vocabulary lessons with a text or read aloud.

Knowledge

Jessica’s knowledge of and beliefs about her students was the category of knowledge that
came up most frequently during our interviews. Specifically, Jessica expressed her knowledge of
and beliefs about her MLL students, knowledge of how to keep her students engaged during
vocabulary lessons, and knowledge of students’ general vocabulary knowledge development.

In our initial interview, Jessica expressed how important kindergarten is as a year for all
students to gain experience with language in a school setting. She recognized that not all students
have an experience with preschool or with English in general, and so kindergarten is important to
her in terms of allowing students to “start even” and “have an even start” whether they know a

word or not (Initial Interview, Aug 17, 2021). Jessica said she used this knowledge to guide her
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vocabulary instruction. She also said in our initial interview that kindergarten literacy instruction
is more than just “drill and practice,” and that students need vocabulary and comprehension
instruction as well, especially in topics where they lack background knowledge (Initial Interview,
Aug 17, 2021). Jessica also noted she sometimes must teach extra words to her MLL students
during reading if she observes that they do not have knowledge of a specific word, even if that
instruction was not planned. The ELD teacher in Jessica’s school pulls students out of class to
work with them on their reading and language lessons. Jessica expressed a desire for her school’s
MLL model to be more “push in” rather than “pull out” so that her Tier 1 literacy instruction is
more connected to what the ELD teacher is doing. In this way, she believes students would
receive the support they need in learning new vocabulary.

To keep students engaged, Jessica would frequently use her knowledge of students’
engagement levels during her vocabulary lessons through hands on experiences and
visualization. For example, in her second vocabulary lesson where students learned about what
scientists are and what they do, Jessica reported that she allowed students to explore science
tools (Post-Lesson Interview 2, Oct 11, 2021). She described how students had fun with the
lesson, really enjoyed it, and were able to remember and talk about the science tools throughout
the week when discussing what scientists do (e.g. “observe” and “explore”). Jessica used
visualization to have her students close their eyes and picture a word in their head while she gave
the definition of the word (Post-Lesson Interview 4, Dec 7, 2021). Jessica recognized that she
needed to keep her students engaged while still teaching them new vocabulary words because

she believes vocabulary instruction is important for students later reading development.
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Reported Practices

Jessica’s reported vocabulary practices typically involved explicit instruction, visual
examples, hands on instruction and gestures, and activities before, during, and after an
interactive read aloud. Jessica typically reported teaching vocabulary words explicitly before,
during, and after reading. For example, she said her students learn new science words each week,
write them in their science journals with a picture, and then read a book from their curriculum
that uses their new science words (Initial Interview, Aug 17, 2021). Jessica also described how
she would discuss the meaning of these new words in both whole group and small group reading
times. As mentioned above in the knowledge section, Jessica often has her students visualize the
words in a book as she reads to them.

Jessica was able to discuss with me what words she would teach, when she would teach
them, and how she would go about teaching them. During our first pre-lesson interview Jessica
said she chose the words “munch,” “sailor,” and “trade” for a social studies lesson (Pre-Lesson
Interview 1, Sept 14, 2021). She said she would introduce each word, show a picture of each
word, give students a definition of the word, and ask students if anyone knew anything else about
that word. This is a pattern of explicit vocabulary instruction is what Jessica reported typically
following for the lessons we discussed.

Jessica also frequently used visual examples, hands on experiences, and gestures when
teaching new vocabulary words. As previously mentioned, Jessica allowed students to explore
tools when they were learning about things scientist might need to do their job. They explored
tools like a thermometer, a pipette, and a magnifying glass. This exploration was to accompany a
read aloud about scientists. For a concrete verb like “waddle” in a read aloud about animals

moving, Jessica said she allowed her students to waddle around the classroom like a duck so they
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could have a new understanding of what that word meant. In this way, Jessica used multiple
modes of explicit instruction to increase her students’ understanding of new words. Typically,
each content area in Jessica’s curriculum is taught separately. So, for example, Jessica reported
when she and her students were learning about what it means to be a scientist in a science unit,
they were also reading fiction texts about animals in their ELA unit. In other words, each content
area operated on a system of thematic units, but the units did not connect to each other across

content areas.

Influential Factors

The factors that Jessica reported as influencing her vocabulary instruction the most were
the resources she had access to and her curriculum. For reading, writing, and social emotional
learning, Jessica said her school uses Collaborative Classrooms (Initial Interview, Aug 17, 2021).
This curriculum has vocabulary embedded in the lessons for about 10 to 15 minutes. Jessica said
she follows this curriculum closely and mostly plans her vocabulary instruction around that. She
also said there was recently a redesign of her school district’s science curriculum for
kindergarten when the Next Generation Science Standards were released (Pre-Lesson Interview
2, Oct 7, 2021). Jessica helped to redesign this curriculum and now follows it closely in her
science lessons. In addition to these curricula, Jessica follows her state’s standards for
kindergarten, her school district’s 90-minute balanced literacy block, and the social studies
curriculum for kindergarten provided by the state. These school and district expectations are
influential factors because Jessica follows them so closely when implementing her vocabulary

instruction and she said she rarely must pull additional resources.
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Joyce

At the time of our interviews, Joyce was in the 45 to 54 age group, had a master’s degree
plus some credits, and lived in the Mid-Atlantic region of the United States. Joyce identifies as
Black, has 30 years of teaching experience, attended a 4-year teacher certification program, and
scored in the expert category on the TKVS. Joyce chose one ELA lesson and three science
lessons to discuss during our pre- and post-lesson vocabulary interviews. I categorized Joyce’s
lessons as “taught with a text,” although her science lessons were taught with workbooks and

videos, so they typically were not taught with a read aloud in the way her ELA lesson was.

Knowledge

Joyce’s reported knowledge about vocabulary included knowledge of and beliefs about
her students, knowledge of the curriculum, and knowledge of general vocabulary development.
Joyce said she would typically find words in a text that were likely to be unfamiliar to her
students, even beyond those listed in the curriculum. She said she tries to “know her students”
and will teach words both implicitly and explicitly while reading aloud if she realizes there is a
word that students do not understand in the text (Initial Interview, Sept 2, 2021). Joyce also
recognized that some of her students will have different background knowledge about a concept,
so she reported that she knew she needed to understand the background and experiences of all
students to meet their vocabulary needs (Pre-Lesson Interview 4, Dec 1, 2021). Joyce mentioned
in multiple interviews that she believed it would be “pointless” to teach students about concepts
and words that are so unfamiliar to them that they would have no way to understand the new
content. In other words, she knew she could not choose too many words that were too difficult
for her students based on the background knowledge that they had. She also recognized that she

needed to introduce “as many words as possible” to her MLL students and to her lower
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socioeconomic students so they could have strong early language and literacy experiences in
kindergarten (Initial Interview, Sept 2, 2021). In this way, she used her knowledge of students to
increase the time she spent on vocabulary instruction and to help her choose the kinds of words
she would teach. Joyce also recognized that many of her students benefited from hands on
experiences with new vocabulary words, so she tried to make her science lessons hands on. For
example, she taught students the words “float” and “sink” by allowing students to experiment
with objects that would float or sink in a tub of water. Students made observations about the
objects and learned to use the new words in conversation with their peers.

As for the curriculum, Joyce said she did rely heavily on her school district’s science and
ELA curricula, but she knew that she would need to supplement the vocabulary instruction for
both content areas based on the needs of her students. She also reported her knowledge about the
different between sight words and vocabulary words in that students should learn to read and
write sight words in kindergarten but that a sight word may also be a vocabulary word if the
student is unfamiliar with a word. Joyce gave the word “come” as an example of a sight word
that her MLL students in kindergarten may need vocabulary support with if they do not
understand the meaning of the word. She said she would explicitly teach the meaning of the
word “come” and have students practice building the word with magnetic letters. This type of
instruction demonstrates Joyce’s knowledge of developmentally appropriate vocabulary
instruction because she was able to differentiate between students knowing the meaning of a
word versus students knowing how to read and write a word. Additionally, the word “come” is
appropriate for this type of instruction whereas the word “investigate” in one of her science
lessons would not be an appropriate sight word, even though it would be appropriate to teach as

an oral vocabulary word. To summarize, Joyce demonstrated knowledge about her students, the
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curriculum, and general vocabulary development when planning and implementing her
vocabulary instruction. The next section describes her most frequently reported practices in

vocabulary instruction.

Reported Practices

Joyce’s most frequently used reported practices for vocabulary were using hands on
experiences, explicit instruction, and during reading activities. When teaching vocabulary in
science Joyce often said she would take students outside to experience a new vocabulary word in
context or she would try to create an experience in the classroom so students could see the word
in context. For example, she said she had students explore the word “shadow” during a weather-
related science lesson by having them identify and draw their own shadows (Initial Interview,
Sept 2, 2021). During another science lesson about floating and sinking, Joyce reported having
students experiment with objects that would float or sink in water (Post-Interview Lesson 1, Sept
21, 2021). Joyce described how she had students make a prediction about whether certain objects
would float or sink, discussed what happened, and then revisited the discussion the next day
using specific vocabulary words like “sink™ and “float.” Joyce said she thought her students were
“100% accurate” with understanding the concepts in the lesson because they could make
accurate predictions and could discuss each outcome. In lessons like these, Joyce used hands on
experiences to support students’ vocabulary learning with concrete objects. She would then
typically use these experiences to foster discussion about the new words.

Joyce also reported using specific types of explicit vocabulary instruction. The most
frequently used explicit practices were providing examples, providing visual examples with
pictures or videos, and providing students a definition of a new word. She said she would show

students pictures of vocabulary words like “scientist” and she would provide students with
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examples of what a scientist is like. Joyce also emphasized the importance of giving students
definitions that are easy to understand, and that students may need several visual and verbal
examples to understand a new word.

Finally, Joyce reported frequently using during reading activities to teach new vocabulary
to her students. This practice was especially relevant during the ELA lesson we discussed (lesson
4). While reading a story during this lesson, Joyce said she intentionally paused to discuss
difficult words in the story such as “barged” and “indignant.” Joyce said she defined these words
for her students, encouraged students to use illustrations to help them understand the meaning,
and would ask students to talk about the characters using the new words. This method was the
typical way Joyce reported teaching vocabulary while reading to and with her students.
Influential Factors

The influential factors that Joyce mentioned the most frequently were her previous
experiences in education and the resources and curriculum she used. Joyce often discussed how
she knew from previous years as a kindergarten teacher what students might need the most
support with, and so she would use that experience to make choices about how to teach
vocabulary. Joyce also described how her school district’s science and ELA curricula are heavily
scripted and aim to make sure all teachers are “on the same page” with instruction (Pre-Lesson
Interview 1). She reported feeling like she did not have enough time to teach vocabulary using
this curriculum because she was expected to finish the vocabulary portion of the lesson in about
12 to 15 minutes, and that many students needed more time to learn the new words. Joyce did not

emphasize any other factors that influenced her vocabulary instructional choices.
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Tiffany

During the Fall of 2021, Tiffany was in the 35- to 44-year-old age group, had a master’s
plus some credits, and lived in the West region of the United States. Tiffany identified as white,
attended a 4-year teacher certification program, had 5 years of teaching experience, and scored in
the intermediate level of knowledge on TVKS. I interviewed Tiffany about one ELA vocabulary
lesson, one social studies vocabulary lesson, one science vocabulary lesson, and one social
emotional learning vocabulary lesson. The ELA, social studies, and science vocabulary lessons
included reference to some type of text whereas the social-emotional lesson only used picture
cards and a song for students to learn about feelings and social behavior in a school setting.

Tiffany had to reschedule our interviews frequently and was not able to complete the pre-
post lesson interview process in the same way as all the other participants. Tiffany only had time
to discuss her lessons on her way to school using her cell phone to complete the Zoom call. So, |
combined the pre-and post-lesson questions into one interview session each time we met. We
discussed her vocabulary lessons only after she had taught them instead of both before and after.
Most of the time, Tiffany told me she was unable to implement her lessons as intended because
of behavior problems within her class. Overall, Tiffany’s case does deviate from the proposed
research procedure. However, I decided to include her case because I think Tiffany’s interview
responses did provide data that helped to answer my research questions.
Knowledge

Tiffany’s knowledge related to her vocabulary instruction was mostly about her students.
Specifically, Tiffany spoke frequently about her students being majority English Language
Learners whose families are “just trying to survive” so the “kids don’t get a lot of conversations

with grown-ups” (Initial Interview, August 31, 2021). Tiffany said she believed that explicit
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vocabulary instruction is extremely important for these students because of her perception that
many of the students do not get much vocabulary support at home. Tiffany’s beliefs and
knowledge about her students’ social emotional abilities and their ability to function in a school
setting also impacted her vocabulary instructional choices. Specifically, Tiffany said, “Social
emotional learning takes up the biggest part of my day. It goes against everything they’ve ever
been taught. We have to reel them in and institutionalize them” (Initial Interview, Aug 31, 2021).
In other words, Tiffany reported that she felt she had less time to teach other types of vocabulary
because she spent so much time teaching her students basic vocabulary about how to work in a
school setting. Tiffany also believes that more bilingual teachers are needed in her school to
support the large population of MLL students.

In addition to the knowledge Tiffany reported about her students, Tiffany had some
knowledge of how vocabulary develops and the importance of explicit vocabulary instruction
with young children. Tiffany explained to me when asked about the importance of vocabulary
instruction in kindergarten, “I just think about how important vocabulary is and how if you don't
get a base line for that early on, you're losing the story, or you're losing what you're being taught.
Or you're not pulling from resources that have already been established. So, by learning
vocabulary now they're getting a foundation to build on later” (Initial Interview, Aug 31, 2021).
Tiffany’s answers demonstrated that she knew vocabulary instruction was important for her
students, but that she also sometimes could not prioritize vocabulary instruction in the content
areas because she spent so much time managing behavior and supporting students’ social

emotional needs in her classroom.
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Reported Practices
Tiffany’s most frequently reported vocabulary practices were discussions of vocabulary
during read alouds and helping students to figure out the meaning of unknown words. When
Tiffany reported she was able to teach vocabulary, she said typically did so during a read aloud.
Tiffany said she taught three out of the four lessons we discussed using a text. Tiffany described
her during reading vocabulary routine in the following manner:
We talk about what letters are in the word, the sounds, what the word could be, what the
word is, and then | ask, "Who knows what this word means?" And there's times when
nobody knows. So, then | reread it in the sentence again. And | ask what clues we are
looking for here, what could this maybe mean. And then some kids will start to guess
which gets everyone thinking. Usually there is one kid who knows what that means. And
then we get the meaning of the word, I'll ask one student what that word means, and she
repeats it, and then they all repeat it, tell each other, say it out loud. It's a lot - it's a whole
routine. We revisit that word as many times as possible throughout the week to make sure
it stuck (Initial Interview, Aug 31, 2021).
Tiffany described using this same routine during our fourth lesson interview, stating that she
paused to discuss unknown words while reading a book about animal migration using the same
routine she had previously described.
Influential Factors
Tiffany reported that the factors influencing her vocabulary instruction were the ELA
curriculum, her school’s scripted social emotional learning lessons, team planning, and a high
level of oversight and management from the district level. Regarding how the curriculum

influences her vocabulary instruction, Tiffany explained, “Our district has specific words that we
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focus on. We use Journeys for language arts, and they have decided this is what we're going to
do. So far, they've been really dead on. And I ask the students you know who knows about... or
what do you know about... to hear their guesses. To allow them to teach each other before I give
any answers” (Initial Interview, Aug 31, 2021). Tiffany went on to describe how the ELA
curriculum Journeys is required by her school district and that is typically where she pulls her
ELA vocabulary instruction from. These words are typically Tier 2 vocabulary words, but they
are not always connected by a theme or taxonomy. She also said that her district provides social-
emotional learning curriculum with scripted lessons that she is required to follow. Outside of
these curricula, Tiffany said she acquires any additional vocabulary resources from her team. She
mentioned this team planning process several times throughout out interviews. Tiffany said there
is a high amount of oversight from the district on “everything” including planning, pacing, and
assessments (Initial Interview, August 31, 2021). She described this oversight from the school
district as ridiculous, controlling, and micromanaging her instruction. Tiffany said she was
restricted to teaching vocabulary based on the district’s curricula.
Cross Case Findings

Knowledge

Overall, across the seven cases, teachers most frequently reported their knowledge of
students as an important part of planning and teaching vocabulary words. Specifically,
knowledge of and beliefs about MLL students and students from low socioeconomic
backgrounds were the most common topics of knowledge that emerged within the category.
Alexis, Ashley, Brenda, Jessica, Joyce, and Tiffany all expressed how knowledge of the MLL
students in their classes impacted their vocabulary instruction in some way. Typically, these

teachers felt a need to either teach more basic vocabulary words explicitly, or they felt they
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needed to teach easier or more basic words than they would to their students whose first
language is English. Most participants in the study also described knowing about their students’
experiences and backgrounds and trying to incorporate vocabulary instruction that could connect
to students’ real-world experiences. Participants seemed to understand that they did need to
modify their oral language vocabulary instruction in some way for MLL students, but the
modifications were not consistent across cases and depended on how much support the general
education classroom teacher received from the Emergent Language Development or ESOL
teacher.

Next, | report the cross-case findings of general knowledge about the importance of
vocabulary instruction in kindergarten. During the initial interview | asked participants to rank
nine literacy concepts in order from most important (1) to least important (9) in kindergarten.
The literacy concepts were phonics, phonological awareness, fluency, vocabulary,
comprehension, identity, motivation, interest, and engagement. Three participants ranked
phonological awareness as the most important, two ranked interests as the most important, and
one ranked identity as the most important. On average participants ranked vocabulary as seven
out of nine in the list of concepts. Participants’ full ranking are shown in Table 5.
| was clear with participants that | was not looking for a right or wrong answer for how they
ranked each concept, but that | wanted their perspective on what is important to teach in
kindergarten. Joyce’s ranking was particularly interesting because she ranked identity,
motivation, engagement, and interest above the “big 5 of literacy (NICHD, 2000). The rest of
the participants ranked the affective dimensions of literacy mixed in with the big 5 of literacy. |

chose to include the affective dimensions of literacy because, as Joyce pointed out during our
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interview, students are less likely to learn to read or to read more when they are not motivated

and engaged in the classroom.
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Table 5: Ranking of Literacy Concepts

Concept

Rank Alexis Ashley Brenda Christine Jessica Joyce Tiffany

1 Phonological Phonological Phonological Identity Interest Interest Interest
Awareness Awareness Awareness
2 Interest Phonics Motivation Motivation Identity Motivation Engagement
3 Phonics Interest Interest Phonological Motivation Engagement motivation
Awareness
4 Motivation Engagement Engagement Phonics Phonological Identity Phonics
Awareness
5 Fluency Vocabulary Identity Comprehension Phonics Phonics Vocabulary
6 Engagement Comprehension Vocabulary Fluency Comprehension  Phonological Phonological
Awareness awareness

7 Comprehension Motivation Phonics Vocabulary Vocabulary Vocabulary Identity
8 Vocabulary Fluency Comprehension Engagement Fluency Comprehension Fluency
9 Identity Identity fluency Interest Engagement fluency comprehension

Note. On average, participants ranked vocabulary approximately seven out of nine literacy concepts, with one being the most

important and nine being the least important.
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Generally, participants demonstrated over the course of all interviews that they did
understand that early vocabulary instruction is important for overall reading comprehension. The
least frequently reported type of knowledge was pedagogical content knowledge. Pedagogical
content knowledge is used when teachers choose a specific instructional move for a specific type
of content (Shulman, 1987). This low level of PCK reporting could indicate that interviews did
not capture pedagogical content knowledge or that teachers did not use it very much in their
delayed reasoning about vocabulary instruction.

Reported Practices

Fiction read alouds, explicit vocabulary instruction before and during reading, and
vocabulary assessments were common reported practices across all seven cases. Participants
frequently reported using read alouds coupled with before reading and during reading explicit
vocabulary instruction to teach new words to students. These read alouds typically included the
use of multimodal texts where each text included both visual and textual representation of
information as well as spatial organization within the book. For the reported ELA lessons, 86%
of the lessons included the use of a picture book read aloud. In other content areas, teachers used
a combination of picture books, PowerPoints, videos, graphic organizers, and workbooks. The
explicit instruction reported practices often included providing examples of a new word, asking
students what the word means, providing visual examples, having students use gestures when
appropriate, and having students draw or label a new word. Another practice that participants
also reported on was vocabulary assessment. Assessment is not what | would typically consider a
“practice”, but | chose to include it as a reported practice because participants discussed their
vocabulary assessments as a part of their lessons. Joyce, Alexis, Christine, and Jessica all

reported using hands on vocabulary learning. Hands on vocabulary learning seemed to be
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particularly useful in science and math lessons where students could use manipulatives or do
experiments using the new vocabulary words.

Brenda and Tiffany reported following a consistent vocabulary instructional routine and
reported the same routine for every lesson. Even Brenda’s science lesson was also organized
around a read aloud and followed the same routine as her ELA lessons. These instructional
routines were described in detail in the intra-case sections. Other participants did not report that
they followed the same routine, but instead reported a variety of lesson content areas and types
of vocabulary lessons. The least frequently reported practices were teaching connected words,
guided and directed play, and small group vocabulary instruction.

Influential Factors

Across all cases participants reported that curriculum and team planning were the most
influential factors regarding vocabulary instruction. Participants typically said they had some
type of ELA, science, or math curriculum that they would use to guide their instruction. If they
needed additional ideas, guidance, or resources then teachers often got ideas from their team of
kindergarten teachers. This team sometimes included ESOL and special education teachers who
were able to provide more specific guidance in how to plan vocabulary instruction for groups of
students who need more support. Often, teachers had to find their own way to incorporate
vocabulary instruction if they did not receive guidance from their team or school district.

Summary

This chapter has described the vocabulary knowledge, reported vocabulary practices, and
influential factors on vocabulary instruction for each case and across all cases. In Chapter 5 |
discuss these findings in relation to the existing literature on this topic and draw conclusions

about what these findings imply for professional development and future research.
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION
Introduction
This dissertation was a multiple case study of seven kindergarten teachers’ vocabulary
knowledge, practices, and factors that influenced their practices. | sought to answer the following
research questions:

1. What do kindergarten teachers report about their own knowledge related to vocabulary

instruction?

2. What do kindergarten teachers report about how they implement and change their

vocabulary instruction?

3. What factors do kindergarten teachers report as influencing their vocabulary instruction?
| collected data to answer these questions using a pre-screening demographic and knowledge
survey, an initial interview, four pre- and post-lesson interviews about vocabulary lessons, and
artifacts related to those lessons. Specifically, | answered research question 1 using the Teacher
Knowledge of VVocabulary Survey, a 1-hour initial interview with each participant, and four pre-
and post-lesson interviews with each participant. | collected data to answer research questions 2
and 3 with the initial interviews, pre- and post-lesson interviews, and lesson artifacts.
Participants chose which vocabulary lessons they wanted to use as the focus of our pre- and post-
lesson interviews. Most of the lessons (n = 14) were English Language Arts lessons.
According to my cross-case analysis findings, 82% of the lessons that participants chose
included some type of text whether that text was a read aloud, a student workbook, or a guided
reading book.

On average, the participants ranked vocabulary as seventh out of nine when asked about

the importance of nine literacy concepts for kindergarten literacy instruction. So generally, these
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participants did not rank vocabulary was as important as some other aspects of early literacy
instruction which may have contributed to them spending less instructional time on vocabulary.
Explicit vocabulary instruction is especially important for students with language or literacy
difficulties; some studies have shown that students with lower starting vocabulary may benefit
more from explicit vocabulary instruction than those with higher starting level vocabulary
(Justice et al., 2005; Pollard-Durodola et al., 2011). In other words, students with lower starting
vocabulary may show more growth after explicit vocabulary instruction than students with an
average starting vocabulary.

Teachers typically reported using some explicit instruction for Tier 2 vocabulary words,
and these words were not usually connected words in a content area text. Previous research on
early vocabulary instruction suggests that kindergarten teachers tend to rely heavily on implicit
or brief vocabulary instruction (Wright & Neuman, 2014), indicating that more research and
professional development in this area is important for improving student literacy outcomes.
Joyce did teach connected science vocabulary in her science lessons, but these lessons were not
connected to a read aloud (the text used was a student workbook or a video). Jessica also
reported using science texts to teach new connected science words each week during our initial
interview, but she only opted to talk with me about one science vocabulary lesson that was
connected to a text with me over the course of the semester. Curriculum and team planning were
the most frequently reported influential factors on participants’ selected vocabulary lessons.

Previous intervention research has indicated that there are specific explicit vocabulary
practices which are effective for kindergarten students. These methods include embedding
vocabulary instruction within a read-aloud, extending instruction after reading, building

background knowledge around new words, connecting new words to academic content,
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challenging student thinking around new words, providing a definition and teaching in context,
guided play, increased exposure for difficult words, and sorting new words into categories
(Gonzalez et al., 2011; Hadley et al., 2019; Neuman & Dwyer, 2011; Neuman & Kaefer, 2018;
Neuman et al., 2016; Neuman et al., 2011; Pinkham et al., 2014; Silverman et al., 2013).
Teachers in the present study most frequently reported embedding vocabulary instruction within
a read-aloud, extending instruction after reading, building background knowledge around new
words, providing a definition, and teaching in context. Connecting new words to academic
content, challenging student thinking around new words, guided play with vocabulary words,
increased exposure for difficult words, and sorting new words into categories were not typically
reported vocabulary practices in this study.

According to Shulman’s (1987) theory of Teacher Professional Knowledge, teachers
generally rely on categories of knowledge when making instructional decisions. The participants
in this study most frequently relied on the categories of knowledge of learners and their
characteristics, content knowledge, and curriculum knowledge. Teachers also reported general
pedagogical knowledge of how to effectively deliver new material in a kindergarten setting.
Sometimes participants relied on knowledge of educational contexts (linguistic diversity of
students) but often participants did not express the pedagogical skills or pedagogical knowledge
to adequately support students’ diverse linguistic needs for vocabulary instruction. In other
words, there seemed to be a gap between teachers knowing that students had diverse linguistic
needs and having the necessary pedagogical skill set to deliver appropriate vocabulary
instruction to these students. Similarly, Cycyk et al. (2016) argued that the translation of beliefs

into practices is likely not automatic, and they concluded with a call for further research into
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other variables, in addition to teacher-held beliefs, a type of pedagogical knowledge, that may
influence teacher practice.

According to Shavelson and Stern’s framework of pedagogical decision making (1981),
institutional constraints and teachers’ judgments about students’ ability, motivation, and behavior
impact pedagogical decisions along. This impact of teacher judgment along with institutional
constraints was very evident in Tiffany’s case but also in the other cases in which teachers made
both asset-based and deficit-based judgments about Multilingual Learner (MLL) students’ and
low-income students’ abilities in vocabulary learning. Tiffany felt particularly constrained by her
school district’s scripted curricula and literacy requirements and by the intensive academic and
behavioral needs of her students. Teachers reported that the curriculum in each content area, the
team planning context, and school context impacted their pedagogical decisions in vocabulary.

Discussion of Findings

The current literature on early elementary (K-2) text use and vocabulary instruction
indicates that teachers are more likely to use narrative (fiction) text throughout their day than
they are to use informational text (Ness, 2011) and that many teachers do not systematically plan
and implement vocabulary instruction in the content areas related to expository text (Wright &
Neuman, 2014). Ness (2011) found in a survey of 318 kindergarten through fifth-grade teachers
that the teachers who completed the survey did value the use of informational text but that they
also felt that lack of time, lack of resources, and curricular limitations made it more difficult for
them to use informational texts. Similarly, the participants in the present study reported feeling
overwhelmed by the amount of content they needed to teach to their lower-level readers in
addition to curricular expectations that often impeded their ability to spend instructional time in

informational texts. Participants also reported they often taught vocabulary in science, math, and
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social studies, but they typically did not report that this vocabulary instruction was tied to an
informational. More often, text-related vocabulary instruction was reserved for ELA lessons
during the literacy block — and inherently these texts were usually narrative texts used during
read alouds. These findings indicate that students in these seven classrooms, and other similar
classrooms across the United States, could likely benefit from more explicit vocabulary
instruction in the content areas that is connected to a text and uses words that are thematically or
taxonomically related. All seven teachers also reported little to no training in explicit vocabulary
instruction in either their undergraduate courses or in professional development since they began
teaching. This evidence indicates that explicit vocabulary instruction, other than Tier 2
vocabulary word instruction during a read aloud, may be often overlooked in pre-service and in-
service professional development for teachers.

There are many facets of early literacy that contribute to later reading comprehension
abilities, but the size of a child’s English vocabulary is a strong predictor of later reading
comprehension in English (Hemphill & Tivnan, 2008; Stahl & Nagy, 2006; Verhoeven, et al.,
2011). Therefore, evidence-based, and explicit vocabulary instruction should be an aspect of
reading literacy and language instruction that teachers are explicitly trained in. Teachers may
also need more time to teach new vocabulary words in content areas; this time could be spent in
the ELA or literacy block if teachers can integrate science and social studies content into the
literacy block using informational texts. Previous research shows that background knowledge
and vocabulary acquisition are likely related (Ahmed et al., 2016; Cromley et al., 2010), so
teachers should frontload both vocabulary and background knowledge before reading, especially

with words students are more likely to be unfamiliar with (Marulis & Neuman, 2010).
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Knowledge of and beliefs about students, specifically MLLs and low-income students,
were frequently reported during our interviews about vocabulary lessons. Teachers in the present
study knew they needed to modify their lessons for these students, but sometimes they reported
modifying the lessons in such a way that low-income and MLL students were only taught basic
vocabulary in comparison to their peers. In other words, teachers sometimes felt they needed to
teach concrete, simple, or basic words to low-income students and MLL students because they
felt these students would not be able to understand the more complex vocabulary or that they
were lacking in the prior knowledge or language comprehension to understand complex
vocabulary. Consequently, some students did not have access to the same complex vocabulary as
their peers. Indeed, teachers’ views of and beliefs about MLLs (Coady et al., 2011) and low-
income students (Brown & Medway, 2007) are important aspects of teacher disposition that
affect literacy instruction. Butler (2019) explained that because the population of MLL students
is growing in the United States, teachers need easy access to understand and use evidence-based
practices for teaching vocabulary to MLLs. Specifically, Coady et al. (2011) argued that
effective teachers of MLLs affirm students’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds, understand that
English is both the content of learning and the medium by which students learn, and draw on
students’ linguistic assets to support MLL learning. Coady et al. (2011) also argued that effective
teachers of MLLs in the mainstream classroom understand how to modify instruction to meet the
language and literacy needs of their MLL students. As for low-income students, Wright and
Neuman (2013) found that kindergarten teachers in schools serving low-income families spent
less time devoted to complex vocabulary instruction than did teachers in schools serving high
income families, further exacerbating the knowledge gap between low- and high-income

students. Wright and Neuman (2013) did not explicitly link this disparity in instructional time to
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teacher beliefs about their students, but other research has demonstrated that teachers’ deficit
views of the competence of low-income students negatively impacts the quality of their literacy
instruction (e.g., Ladson-Billings, 2006). Ashley, Alexis, and Tiffany’s cases highlighted this
need for more teacher training to shift deficit perspectives away from what MLL and low-income
students cannot do and towards what support they need to be successful in early literacy
domains. These three teachers worked with a high number of MLLs in their mainstream
kindergarten classrooms and expressed feeling overwhelmed by the number of oral language
words they needed to teach in addition to a low level of confidence in how to best teach those
words. In the next section, | describe the implications of these findings for practice and describe
current evidence for best practice in explicit vocabulary instruction.
Implication of Findings for Practice

Prior research has suggested specific practices that are effective for teaching vocabulary
to young children (Marulis & Neuman, 2010; Mol, Bus, & de Jong, 2009). These practices
include providing meaning of a word in context, having children pronounce the word and
analyze the word’s letter structure, emphasizing the connection between words, promoting
discussion of new words, and reviewing words after reading a text (Foorman et al., 2016;
Silverman, 2007). Both oral language development and early reading literacy development are
key to the reading development of young learners, whether they are MLL students or
monolingual students (Snow, 1991). MLL students will benefit from more opportunity to
practice their oral language abilities in English and teachers should emphasize new oral
vocabulary words both in context and out of context (Snow, 1991). Children will benefit from
seeing a textual representation of a new word, so they begin to link their oral vocabulary to the

written English language. VVocabulary instruction in English specifically geared towards MLL
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students often includes recommendations that align with best practice for monolingual first
language learners as well. For example, Butler (2019) described four recommendations in her
synthesis of previous research on explicit vocabulary instruction for young (under age 12) MLL
students. These four recommendations were to (1) teach both explicit definitions of words and
meanings in context, (2) provide repeated and frequent exposure to new words, (3) foster
discussion around new words, and (4) use multiple approaches to teaching new words. This
synthesis suggests that kindergarten teachers can use similar evidence-based vocabulary
instruction for both MLL and monolingual students. The participants in the present study
reported that they tend to teach more basic words to MLL students; therefore, they may need
more support in understanding how to teach basic words in English while still explicitly teaching
new oral vocabulary and complex words to MLL students.

Additionally, the recent practice guide released by the Institute of Education Sciences
(Foorman et al. (2016)) recommends that elementary educators in grades kindergarten through
third teach students academic language skills, including specific vocabulary knowledge.
Foorman et al. (2016) acknowledged that there is minimal and inconsistent evidence to support
the use of these practices and they suggested the need for more evidence on the effectiveness of
early elementary vocabulary instruction. Additionally, Foorman et al. (2016) synthesized
previous research on the effectiveness of early vocabulary instruction and suggested that teachers
should encourage deeper understanding of new words by providing extended opportunities for
students to use and discuss the words. Specifically, the authors explained that “activities that
support deeper understanding allow students to make connections between a new vocabulary
word and other known words, relate the word to their own experiences, differentiate between

correct and incorrect uses of the word, and generate and answer questions that include the word
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(Foorman et al., 2016, p. 11). Teachers in the present study often reported encouraging students
to talk about new vocabulary words, but they rarely reported extended discussion of new
vocabulary words in subsequent lessons.

Foorman et al. (2016) also recommended that teachers in early elementary grades
incorporate “language instruction into other content areas by using texts in science and social
studies to foster rich discussions using inferential language and academic vocabulary” (Foorman
et al., 2016, p. 13). This recommendation aligns with my earlier discussion in Chapter 1 of
CMVI in vocabulary intervention research where CMVI1 contains qualities of explicit instruction
(e.g., modeling, providing a student friendly definition, or guided and independent practice in
using a new word), uses words connected by a category or theme, is based in a text or multiple
texts, and includes pedagogies supported by research to boost student vocabulary knowledge. To
align their instruction with this recommendation and with CMVI, teachers could use content area
literacy instruction to introduce students to informational texts that contain complex and new
vocabulary while also building literacy skills. Indeed, Hwang et al.’s (2022) recent meta-analysis
of quasi experimental content-area literacy studies in grades kindergarten through fifth revealed
positive and statistically significant effect sizes of content area literacy instruction on both
comprehension and vocabulary outcomes. Therefore, early elementary teachers may benefit from
more knowledge on how to use text-based content-area (science, social studies) literacy
instruction to support students’ vocabulary development. Most participants in the present study
reported very little explicit training in how to teach vocabulary; this evidence suggests that pre-
service teacher education programs for elementary teachers may need to invest more time in this
type of training. Additionally, teachers in the present study did seem familiar with the concept of

teaching Tier 2 vocabulary words using fiction texts; this finding reveals that research about
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tiered vocabulary instruction (Beck et al., 2002) has likely been disseminated to teachers in their
pre-service training or in-service professional development. Content-area literacy instruction
using informational text need not replace Tier 2 vocabulary instruction using fiction texts, but
teacher educators can help pre-service teachers develop the knowledge and skills to implement
both types of instruction along with the other vital tenets of literacy development such as
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, and explicit comprehension strategy instruction.

The teachers in the present study could have incorporated CMVI by continuing to use
multimodal text to teach vocabulary words, but the words that they taught should usually be
connected by either a theme or a taxonomy. The words should also be explicitly taught in the
context of the multimodal text or traditional print text and children should have the opportunity
to practice using the new words both in and out of context. This instruction need not take more
than 15 minutes per day and can be incorporated into any of the content areas. Teachers can
further maximize their time by connecting ELA instruction to Science and Social Studies
content, when appropriate. For the teachers who already have a Tier 2 vocabulary routine, this
shift in their instruction may be relatively simple in that they need to change their word selection
strategy but continue with their explicit teaching routine. For those who do not have a consistent
routine, do not use texts to teach new vocabulary, or do not integrate the content areas, this shift
may be more difficult or time consuming.

Recommendations for Future Research

Future studies of kindergarten vocabulary and literacy instruction generally should
include more mixed methods such as observations with field notes, interviews, document
analysis of lesson plans, Stimulated Recall Interviews, knowledge surveys, and student work.

The present study could be replicated to include a larger sample size and classroom observations
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of vocabulary instruction to further explore whether these results remain consistent across
contexts. As other researchers have noted (Dwyer & Schacter, 2020; Marulis & Neuman, 2010),
future research in this area should use data that includes teacher reflection on their vocabulary
and content area literacy instruction. This reflection could include questions about their
pedagogical choices and knowledge of the classroom context. Prior research has confirmed that
children can improve their vocabulary knowledge with supplemental and explicit vocabulary
instruction (Marulis & Neuman, 2010); however, teachers need more explicit training in how to
teach vocabulary to young children. This type of professional development for pre-service and
in-service teachers could include the use of informational texts for content area read aloud,
teaching complex vocabulary to MLL students, and using Culturally Responsive Pedagogy for
MLL students to maintain high expectations for vocabulary learning. Professional development
studies of this nature may help teachers implement evidence-based vocabulary practices in early
elementary classrooms. Professional development studies could also focus on improving
teachers’ knowledge of and ability to implement CM VI successfully in early childhood settings.
This professional development would help teachers to see how texts can be easily integrated into
content area learning, and how vocabulary is an important piece of early literacy development,
early language learning, and content area knowledge.
Limitations

This study does not include observational data of teachers. Observations were not
possible due to the Covid-19 pandemic and the disruption to instruction many teachers and
students experienced during the 2020-2021 and 2021-2022 academic year. Many schools were
still transitioning from virtual to in-person during the planning of this study and were not fully in

person by the time | begin to collect my data. There were also restrictions on researchers being
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allowed into elementary schools to limit students’ close contact with additional personnel.
Authors of future studies should observe teachers in addition to interviewing them to make
connections between reported knowledge and observed practice in early vocabulary instruction.
With seven teacher participants, the sample size of the study is small, but this study is intended
to serve as an initial exploratory investigation into the topic. The small sample size allows for
deep analysis into each case and across cases, rather than a large sample size which would
provide only surface-level results and would not give voice to teachers to talk about their own
experiences in the way that a case study does.
Conclusion

In conclusion, this study has highlighted the reported knowledge of, reported practices in,
and reported influential factors on vocabulary instruction in seven kindergarten classrooms.
Teachers in the study reported overall high levels of knowledge about how vocabulary develops
and how to teach Tier 2 vocabulary words using fiction read aloud lessons. Teachers were also
highly knowledgeable about using resources within their schools to plan their instruction.
However, teachers typically reported lacking the necessary knowledge to modify their
vocabulary instruction to meet the needs of MLL students or students with reading or behavior
difficulties. Participants also reported very little taxonomically or thematically organized
vocabulary instruction in the content areas that was connected to an informational text. Foorman
et al. (2016) has highlighted the need for more integrated literacy instruction in the content areas
in the early elementary grades, and so using conceptually meaningful vocabulary instruction
connected to a science or social studies text may support further vocabulary development in this

context.
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Appendix A
Demographic Survey

Q1 What is your highest level of education?

Associate's Degree (1)
Bachelor's Degree (2)
Bachelor's + some credits (6)
Master's Degree (3)

Master's + some credits (7)
Ed.D (4)

Ph.D. (5)

Q2 Have you taken graduate courses in education? If yes, what courses?

Yes (1)

No (2)
Q3 What type of teaching certification program did you complete?

a. 4-year teaching certification at a college or university, major in elementary education
or early childhood education (1)

b. Certification after receiving a degree in a non-education major (2)
c. Online teacher program (3)

d. Other certification (4)

Q4 How long have you been a teacher?

Q5 Other grades taught and years at that level:
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Q6 What is your age range?

180 24 (1)
251034 (2)
3510 44 (3)
451054 (4)
55 t0 64 (5)
65 or over (6)

Q7 Are you of Hispanic, Latino, or Spanish origin?

Yes (1)
No (2)
| prefer not to answer this question. (3)

Q8 What is your race? (choose all that apply)

a. American Indian or Alaska Native (1)

b. Asian (2)

c. Black or African American (3)

d. Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander (4)
e. White (5)

f. Other race not listed here (6)

| prefer not to answer this question. (7)

Q9 Have you received any awards in teaching? If yes, please describe the award(s).

Yes (1)

No (2)
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Appendix B
Teacher Knowledge of Vocabulary Survey (Duguay et al., 2016)

Directions: Read the following statements about vocabulary instruction. Then, using your
classroom expertise and research-based knowledge, choose one of the following options: true,
false, or “‘I don’t know”’.
Section I: Development of vocabulary knowledge

(a) Inflectional suffixes can change a word’s meaning.

(b) The English language includes more words that appear frequently than words that

appear infrequently.

(c) Each person has a particular amount of knowledge about each word and a range of

knowledge across words.

(d) Many words in English have multiple meanings.

(e) Students generally have a larger productive vocabulary than receptive vocabulary.

(F) College- and career-ready students have a reading vocabulary of approximately 5,000

words when they graduate from high school.

(g) Average students’ vocabulary knowledge is made up primarily of words they have

been taught directly.

(h) Students with strong reading comprehension tend to be able to use context for

learning vocabulary.

(1) Students’ knowledge about derivational suffixes generally levels off after Grade 5.

(J) The best time to teach prefixes is when students first enter school (Grades K-2).

(k) Having a larger vocabulary has little effect on reading comprehension.

(I) When teachers help students move words from their reading vocabulary to
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their writing vocabulary, students can become more precise communicators.
(m) Students generally understand more words than they use in their speech.
(n) Children with larger vocabularies tend to learn more vocabulary incidentally
than children with smaller vocabularies.
(o) Research studies show that vocabulary knowledge is one factor that
influences reading comprehension.
Section Il: Instruction: Providing rich and varied language experiences
(a) Vocabulary can be acquired through incidental exposure.
(b) During the primary grades (K-2), most of the new words that native English speaking
students learn come from independent reading.
(c) Magazines, even if age-appropriate, are unsuitable for classroom libraries.
(d) Building a basic oral vocabulary of the most frequent English words is important for
English learners.
(e) Interactive shared reading actively involves students through questioning before,
during, and after reading a passage.
(F) In the primary grades, it is unnecessary to directly build English learners’ oral
vocabularies.
(9) Dialogic reading (or interactive shared reading) is a technique used to develop
students’ vocabulary and comprehension.
Section I11: Instruction: Teaching individual words
(a) Teaching individual words is ineffective for increasing students’ comprehension of

text selections containing those words.
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(b) There is no relationship between instruction in individual words and the quality of
students’ writing.
(c) Students can generally identify the words they do not know from a text that they are
reading.
(d) Words that are important to understanding a particular reading passage are good
candidates for direct instruction.
(e) The more frequently a word appears in materials students read, the greater the
likelihood that students will retain the word once it is taught.
(F) Students benefit from vocabulary instruction that incorporates both definitional
information and contextual information.
(9) Students do not benefit from vocabulary instruction that activates their background
knowledge.
(h) Semantic mapping (e.g. word webs) refers to a technique that involves graphically
showing how words are related to each other.
(1) Venn diagrams are made up of two or more overlapping circles that illustrate how
words or concepts are related.

Section 1V: Teaching word-learning strategies
(a) Upper elementary students can learn word-learning strategies through explicit
instruction.
(b) Effective instruction in word-learning strategies should include ongoing classroom
activities that incorporate the strategies.

(c) Teaching students to use context clues should not include independent practice.
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(d) Using dictionaries and reference tools effectively helps students learn the meaning of
words.
(e) When teaching dictionary skills, it is important to tell students that most words only
have one meaning.
(F) Students need to be taught how to use computerized dictionaries.
(g) Students generally don’t need instruction in using a thesaurus.
(h) Using word parts is a useful strategy for students to figure out unknown
words.

Section V: Fostering word consciousness
(a) Word consciousness refers to metacognition about words, motivation to learn words,
and deep and lasting interest in words.
(b) Motivation is an important component of learning vocabulary.
(c) Metalinguistic awareness is the ability to speak two or more languages.
(d) Word consciousness should only be fostered in students who are beyond elementary
school age.
(e) Children’s literature that includes inventive uses of words should be reserved for
strong readers.

(F) A single instance of a word in context is often sufficient to reveal its full meaning.
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Appendix C
Semi-Structured Interview Questions
Pedagogical Vocabulary Knowledge: Only during first interview

¢ Do you teach vocabulary to your students? If yes, when? How?

¢ Do you think vocabulary instruction is important? Why or why not? If not, is there
something else that you do think is important in your reading instruction?

e Do you use read alouds or other instructional times to teach vocabulary?

e How do you choose your words?

e What kinds of words do you use?

e How many words do you teach per week? Per unit? Per book?

e In which subject do you teach vocabulary the most?

e How, if at all, are the words connected to each other?

e What resources do you use to plan your vocabulary instruction?

e Were you trained to teach vocabulary explicitly?

e Rank the following in terms of importance... (comprehension, vocabulary, fluency,
phonics, phonological awareness, motivation, interest, engagement, identity as a reader),
and explain why you chose that ranking. [The options for ranking displayed on a slide
show that I screen share with teachers.]

e Do you think it is important to teach vocabulary to kindergarten students? Why or why
not?

e What has helped you in planning and teaching vocabulary lessons?

e What part of instruction takes up the largest portion of your time?

e How does explicit vocabulary instruction help with text comprehension?
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e What is a theme?

e What are some effective ways to teach vocabulary?

e How do you think children learn new words?

e What strategies could children use when they encounter an unknown or difficult word in
a text?

Knowledge of Students: Only during first interview

e What can a good reader do? (Differences between good and poor reader)?

e Describe the students in your class. Do they have a good chance of being successful
readers?

Influential Factors: Only during first interview

e Do you experience any challenges in teaching vocabulary to your students? If yes, what
makes it challenging or difficult? Do you need support in teaching vocabulary?

e What requirements do the district (or county)/state have for literacy instruction?

e Time?

e Structure of lesson?

e Programs?

e Interventions? small groups?

e Centers? Curriculum? Pacing guides?

e Are these helpful for teaching vocabulary? planning instruction?

e Does your school have specific expectations for vocabulary instruction?

e Have you received any PD related to teaching vocabulary? Do you think it changed your
instruction?

e What else, if anything, impacts your vocabulary instruction?
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Pre-Lesson Questions: Four interviews over the semester

How long do you plan to spend on this lesson?

Please describe your planning process. What resources did you use, if any?

Is this lesson typical of how you would teach vocabulary? If not, what is different?
Why did you choose this text for this lesson?

Why did you choose this strategy or method for this lesson?

Is this lesson a part of a larger unit?

Post-Lesson Questions: Four interviews over the semester

What vocabulary instruction did you use? Describe the instruction you used.

What is one vocabulary word you taught in the lesson? Was this planned instruction? If
no, what was your thought process in teaching that word?

What was one method or strategy you used to teach vocabulary? What did you choose
that method or strategy?

How much time did you spend on vocabulary?

If there was not an explicit vocabulary lesson, or just “teachable moments” — Tell me
about the words you taught during your lesson. Would you say this is how you typically
teach vocabulary? If not, what are some other methods that you use?

What would you change about your instruction, if anything?

What went well? How do you know?

What did not go well? How do you know?

What percentage of your students met your learning target for this lesson? How do you

know?
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e What assessments, if any, did you use to assess students’ vocabulary knowledge? If not,

why not?
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Appendix D

Codebook: Deductive Descriptive Coding

Professional

Knowledge

Knowledge
of
Educational
Contexts

Knowledge

of Learners
and their

Characteristics

Knowledge of
Educational Ends,
Purposes and
Values

General Pedagogical
Content Curriculum
Pedagogical Content

Knowledge Knowledge

Kowledge

Knowledge

Teacher professional knowledge according to Shulman (1987).
Knowledge (Shulman, 1987)

e Content knowledge (science, social studies, math, etc.)

e General pedagogical knowledge

e Curriculum knowledge

e Pedagogical content knowledge

e Knowledge of learners and their characteristics (knowledge of students)
e Knowledge of educational contexts

e Knowledge of education ends, purposes, and values

Practices
e Connected words

o Words that are categorically, taxonomically, or conceptually connected
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Example
Discuss words
Visual
Write words
Draw
Extended instruction
Build Background Knowledge
Challenge thinking
Connect new words
Define
Teach in Context
Gesture
Guided play with words
Read alouds
Increasing exposure for difficult words
Cross-topic reviews
Sort words

Justify thinking

Influential Factors

Background Knowledge
Bilingual students
Curriculum

Time
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e Student needs and experiences
e Support
e Covid-19
e Virtual learning
e Assessment
e County/District
e School
Complete Codebook from NVivo

This codebook includes codes that were added during holistic coding and codes that were added
based on participants’ experiences and most common themes.
e Content areas of lessons

o ELA

o Math

o Science

o Social Studies

o Social Emotional Learning
e Influential Factors

o Background Knowledge

Bilingual

O

o Covid-19
o District/County
o Experience of students

o Flexibility
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o

o

Literacy Block
Meeting student needs
Need support
No Direction
Priorities
Resources
= Curriculum
= Team Planning
= Websites
Standards
Student Behavior
Testing
Time on Lesson
Timing

Training

e Knowledge

o

o

o

©)

Engagement is important
Knowledge of students

= Beliefs about students

= Knowledge of Els
Pedagogical Content Knowledge
Pedagogical Knowledge

=  Theme/Thematic Unit
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o

o

Planning
Student Development

Unknown Words

Vocabulary Development Knowledge

e Reported Practices

o

o

After Reading
Anchor Chart
Application
Assessment
=  Formative Assessment
Before Reading
Connected Words
Discussion
Draw
During Reading

Explicit Instruction

= Definition
= Diagram
= (Gestures
= Labeling

= Provide example usage
= Visual Example

Hands On
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Matching
Movement
Multiple meaning words
Nonsense words
Play
Practice
Read Aloud
Real World Connection
Receptive Vocabulary
Repeated Reading
Routine
Scaffolding
Small group
Strategy Instruction
Text

= Fiction text

= Informational text
Unit
Word Selection
Words Per Week

Writing
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