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Supporting English learner students’ achievement

• The latest What Works Clearinghouse EL-focused practice 
guide endorses academic vocabulary instruction for 
cultivating ELs’ content knowledge and literacy skills.
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Baker, S., Lesaux, N., Jayanthi, M., Dimino, J., Proctor, C. P., Morris, J., & Newman-Gonchar, R. (2014). Teaching Academic Content and Literacy to 
English Learners in Elementary and Middle School. IES Practice Guide. What Works Clearinghouse. National Center for Education Evaluation and 
Regional Assistance (NCEE), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Supporting English learner students achievement requires understanding the similarities and differences that they have with their non-English learner peers. We then need to understand what we can do to especially foster their achievement, and one research-based we have doing that is fostering their vocabulary knowledge. In fact, vocabulary instruction is extremely well supported by research as a way of cultivating English learner students’ language and literacy skills￼￼, as attested by two practice guides from the Institute for Education Sciences’ What Works Clearinghouse. The WWC is the US federal government’s home for synthesizing what works for whom and under what conditions, and translating it for educators’ use in schools. As a side note, we encourage you to check out its resources beyond just those that are linked here. But as you can see, three vocabulary-related practices are support by strong evidence: READ.




Supporting English Learner Students’ Achievement
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Baker, S., Lesaux, N., Jayanthi, M., Dimino, J., Proctor, C. P., Morris, J., & Newman-Gonchar, R. (2014). Teaching Academic Content and Literacy to English Learners in Elementary and Middle School. IES Practice Guide. What Works 
Clearinghouse. National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEE), Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education.

• Together, the two 
recommendations 
supported by strong 
evidence emphasize 
integrating a variety of 
academic vocabulary 
instructional activities 
into content area-
teaching.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
And indeed, many vocabulary teaching techniques will work for students of any language background, but some are especially helpful for students whose home language is not English. This module and the rest of the tutorial modules are designed to present tools and techniques that can be used across content areas in instruction that is directed at a mix of students, some who are ELs and some who are not. Let’s take a moment to discuss why it’s worth foregrounding vocabulary for all students, and especially for English learners.



Implementation Steps for Two Key Recommendations
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Recommendation 1 
Teach a set of academic vocabulary words intensively 
across several days using a variety of instructional 
activities. 

Recommendation 2 
Integrate oral and written English language instruction 
into content-area teaching. 

Choose a brief, engaging piece of informational text that 
includes academic vocabulary as a platform for intensive 
academic vocabulary instruction. 

Strategically use instructional tools—such as short 
videos, visuals, and graphic organizers—to anchor 
instruction and help students make sense of content. 

Choose a small set of academic vocabulary for in-depth 
instruction. 

Explicitly teach the content-specific academic vocabulary, 
as well as the general academic vocabulary that supports 
it, during content-area instruction. 

Teach academic vocabulary in depth using multiple 
modalities (writing, speaking, listening). 

Provide daily opportunities for students to talk about 
content in pairs or small groups. 

Teach word-learning strategies to help students 
independently figure out the meaning of words. 

Provide writing opportunities to extend student learning 
and understanding of the content material. 



How to Teach Academic Words Intensively and Effectively?
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Recommendation 1 
Teach a set of academic vocabulary words intensively 
across several days using a variety of instructional 
activities. 

Choose a brief, engaging piece of informational text that 
includes academic vocabulary as a platform for intensive 
academic vocabulary instruction. 

Choose a small set of academic vocabulary for in-depth 
instruction. 

Teach academic vocabulary in depth using multiple 
modalities (writing, speaking, listening). 

Teach word-learning strategies to help students 
independently figure out the meaning of words. 

Select text and target words

Provide in-depth, multimodal instruction

Teach word-learning strategies

You can watch a member of the What Works 
Clearinghouse Practice Guide panel describe 

Recommendation 1 on YouTube. Find a 
clickable link on our Resources site!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4WKpO8o9Dwo


How to Teach Academic Words Intensively and Effectively?
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Recommendation 1 
Teach a set of academic vocabulary words intensively 
across several days using a variety of instructional 
activities. 

Choose a brief, engaging piece of informational text that 
includes academic vocabulary as a platform for intensive 
academic vocabulary instruction. 

Choose a small set of academic vocabulary for in-depth 
instruction. 

Teach academic vocabulary in depth using multiple 
modalities (writing, speaking, listening). 

Teach word-learning strategies to help students 
independently figure out the meaning of words. 

Select text and target words

Provide in-depth, multimodal instruction

Teach word-learning strategies



Activities to Promote Word Learning
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3. Teaching target words via word-learning strategies



A balance between approaches
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Direct instruction Word-learning strategies

When to 
use?

During teacher-led activities throughout a lesson. Word 
characteristics dictate whether extended or embedded 
direct instruction is more appropriate.

During the course of a lesson, during small-group work 
or pair work. Also suitable for individual work in class 
or at home.

Best-
suited 
words?

• Words that may be hard to read or pronounce.
• Words representing more abstract concepts.
• Words that are critical to understanding a target text.

• Words that have homonyms or homophones.
• Words with home language cognates.
• Words that appear in multiple lesson texts offering 

contextual cues.



Range of possibilities for student-guided activities
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When feeling less 
confident in their 
understanding of 
a target word, 
students can…

…look at their glossary for anchors in examples, definitions, exemplary depictions, and 
translations.

…search for context clues in the surrounding sentence and paragraph, as well as 
accompanying images and graphics.

…posit a cognate in their home language and consider whether that meaning makes sense in 
the text they are reading.

…break a word down into its morphological constituents to reveal a word’s part of speech, 
its relationship to shorter or more familiar words, and so on.

…consult a variety of dictionaries, online resources, and apps to support their word 
mastery.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
See also https://irp-cdn.multiscreensite.com/7a45b809/files/uploaded/Tips%20for%20Supporting%20ELs%20-%20One%20Page.pdf — maybe link to this



Student-Guided Activities: Three Key Options
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 ​Websites: ​

• English: 
wordsmyth.net​

• Spanish:
spanish.dictionary.com​

Smartphone apps: ​

• English: SnaPanda
(Android)​

• English: Dictionary!
(Android & iPhone)​

• Free Spanish-English
Dictionary + (iPhone)​

• English-Spanish
dictionary (Android)

http://spanish.dictionary.com
http://wordsmyth.net


A Focus on Glossary Use
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1. Keep glossaries available.

2. Encourage annotation.
a. Word variants (transmit  transmitted, transmission)
b. Translation equivalents (transmit  transmitir)
c. Word parts (transmit  trans-mit)
d. Synonyms (transmit  send, convey, share, impart)

3. Include space to draw out connections.

4. Use electronic resources if possible.
• Online glossaries are easily searchable over time.



A focus on cognates
Help students detect and interpret cognates during read-alouds and while reading on their own. The following activities can be 
used to practice.
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Word sort

Create index cards 
with cognates and have 

students find and 
match them.

family—familia
car—carro  
contagious—contagioso 

Catch the 
differences

Present cognates that 
have some letter 

differences and have 
students circle them.

immigrant—inmigrante
profound—profundo
aquatic—acuático

“False friends”

Ask students to identify 
false cognates. Do they 

share any aspects of 
meaning?

globe ≠ globo (balloon)
exit ≠ éxito (success)
embarrassed ≠ 
embarazada (pregnant)

Don’t stress 
out

Draw attention to 
cognates with different 
stress, intonation, and 

accent patterns.

animal vs. a-ni-MAL
capacity vs. ca-pa-ci-DAD
pharmacy vs. far-MA-cia



A Focus on Contextual Language
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Beyond glossary and cognate resources, encourage students to explore the textual 
context for clues to meanings:



A Focus on Word Parts
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Helping students see the parts of words that are clues to their meaning strengthens their 
ability to make sense of new words they come across:

• The words may be new, but their parts are familiar (and therefore meaningful)!



Adding to the glossary for Who Was Ruth Bader Ginsburg?

Ruth grew up in Brooklyn, a bustling part 
of New York City. She lived with her parents, 
Nathan and Celia Bader, on the bottom floor of 
a two-family house. Their landlady lived right 
above them. Their block was filled with 
hardworking immigrant families like theirs.

Ruth’s shy, gentle father had been born in 
Ukraine (near Russia). Nathan was forbidden
from going to school there because he was 
Jewish. In the United States, he went to night 
school to learn English and become a citizen...

Source: Quote is from pp. 5–6, Demuth, P. B. (2019). Who was Ruth Bader Ginsberg? Penguin Random House.
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immigrant forbid citizen

Definition
(noun) a person who 
comes to a country to 
take up permanent 
residence

(verb) to command 
against; to prevent by 
asserting or using one’s 
position of authority

(noun) an inhabitant of a 
city or state, especially 
one entitled to reserved 
rights and privileges

Cognates
inmigrante (none—but synonym 

“prohibit” has prohibir)
(none)

Wordplay
immigrant  in-migrant 
 someone who 
migrates in

forbid  fore = before
and bid = ask or request
 request before (but 
where does “not to do” 
come in?)

citizen  city + ?zen? 
ciudad + ?dano? (both 
are “city” plus an 
ending)



Sample activity: Hunting for cognates
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Ruth grew up in Brooklyn, a bustling part 
of New York City. She lived with her parents, 
Nathan and Celia Bader, on the bottom floor of 
a two-family house. Their landlady lived right 
above them. Their block was filled with 
hardworking immigrant families like theirs.

Ruth’s shy, gentle father had been born in 
Ukraine (near Russia). Nathan was forbidden 
from going to school there because he was 
Jewish. In the United States, he went to night 
school to learn English and become a citizen...

• How many cognates are 
in this passage? 

• How many false friends?

Source: Quote is from pp. 5–6, Demuth, P. B. (2019). Who was Ruth Bader Ginsberg? Penguin Random House.



Sample activity: Hunting for cognates

Ruth grew up in Brooklyn, a bustling part
of New York City. She lived with her parents, 
Nathan and Celia Bader, on the bottom floor of 
a two-family house. Their landlady lived right 
above them. Their block was filled with 
hardworking immigrant families like theirs.

Ruth’s shy, gentle father had been born in 
Ukraine (near Russia). Nathan was forbidden 
from going to school there because he was 
Jewish. In the United States, he went to night 
school to learn English and become a citizen...

Source: Quote is from pp. 5–6, Demuth, P. B. (2019). Who was Ruth Bader Ginsberg? Penguin Random House.
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Cognates 
(Spanish) part parte

family familia
immigrant inmigrante
school escuela
gentle gentil
father padre
English inglés

False friends parents *parientes =
relatives



Two approaches to teaching vocabulary

Direct instruction
Teachers lead interactions with students to 
acquaint them with new vocabulary, helping 
them practice saying, reading, and spelling 
unfamiliar words.

Word-learning strategies
Teachers support students in engaging in self-
directed activities to increase familiarity with, 
exposure to, and depth of understanding of new 
vocabulary.

19
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Key takeaways



2B. Teaching vocabulary via word-learning strategies: Key takeaways
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 Create and use glossaries with varied types of entries.

 Help students detect and interpret cognates.

 Encourage students to explore the textual context for clues to meanings.

 English learner students benefit from effective word-teaching techniques that are 
applicable to the whole class.



For more information
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Check out the key resource this presentation 
draws on:

• 2014 What Works Clearinghouse Practice 
Guide

Part 1 (on selecting texts and target words) and 
2 (on direct instruction) can be accessed HERE.

REL Southwest has compiled a rich repository 
of materials and guides you can draw from in 
your collaboration teams. Visit, browse, and 
download at THIS.WEBSITE.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
If you would like more information about this training project or about particular topics discussed in this tutorial, please visit READ. 
Keep the module playing for a sample lesson using cognates.


https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/19
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