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This literature review synthesizes seven studies and twelve scholarly journal articles focused on effective methods of improving reading comprehension abilities of struggling readers.  Reading skills that have been linked to students’ reading ability include: vocabulary acquisition, comprehension ability, and syllable/morphemic skills.  Studies suggest that all three of these skills are necessary for a student to be a fluent, competent reader.  I will begin by defining what it means to be labeled a “struggling reader.” I will then discuss what research has found as reasons why students struggle with reading.  Next I will provide descriptions of the methods that research studies have suggested as being effective in increasing the reading ability of struggling readers, mainly through vocabulary, comprehension, and syllable instruction.  Finally I will suggest research that still needs to be done, specifically in the area of adolescent struggling readers.    

The conviction [for writing my book] comes from my absolute certainty that, first, teachers want to help the struggling readers who sit in their classrooms; second, those students want to be helped; and, third, the right instruction can make a difference.

-Kylene Beers
Introduction

I have been fortunate enough to have come from a family of readers, and I believe strongly that this has driven my desire and ability to read.  I was a competitor in elementary school spelling bees and loved learning vocabulary.  My enjoyment in learning new words (although I may not use them all) increased my reading ability and desire to read.   It is no secret, that many students today do not share my admiration for reading.  These students are classified as “struggling” and more times than not, they have a difficult time in an ELA classroom.  My personal interest in reading has led me to want to learn more about what the research reveals about what has been proven to work to help these students and what has not worked.  

For many students who struggle with reading, acquiring new vocabulary does not happen easily or may not take place at all.  If a student does not know the vocabulary that is necessary to understand the story or even what is happening with a particular character, comprehension of the text is not going to happen.  Not comprehending a text is extremely frustrating and leads to lack of motivation.  Thus, the student becomes labeled as “struggling” but many times, the teacher does not have enough time to spend with each struggling student individually. 


Many school-age children struggle to learn to read.  Over one-third of fourth graders and one-fourth of eighth graders cannot read at a basic level (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2005).  Reading difficulties often persist into adulthood; approximately 23% of U.S. adults meet only basic proficiency levels (NCES, 2004).  These percentages show a necessary and urgent need for an increase in reading achievement in the United States.  Roberts, Torgesen, Boardman, & Scammacca (2008) write in their article on reading instruction for older students: “Students reading below the basic level are unable to understand important concepts and acquire new knowledge from grade-level texts.  Many older struggling readers are victims of poor early reading instruction.  They were not taught or insufficiently taught the basic skills necessary for fluent reading and deep processing of a text” (p. 63).  A staggering seventy percent of students between the grades of fourth, and twelfth, require some sort of remedial reading instruction.  In their synthesis article, Baker, Simmons, and Kameenui (1995), affirm: “Many students…depend largely on the quality of instruction in the early primary grades to develop the literacy skills needed for school success” (p.1).

Alvermann (2001) argues that non-readers and struggling readers lack self-efficacy or the belief that they can succeed.  Motivation and engagement make reading fun and enjoyable.  Struggling readers often lack motivation, which limits opportunities to build vocabulary, improve comprehension, and develop effective reading strategies (Roberts et al., 2008).  Without effective reading strategies students will not be able build new vocabulary or improve comprehension. So the cycle is continues. 

While doing my research, I expected I would find a plethora of information about how vocabulary acquisition affects reading. Although there was a fair amount of research, much of the research studies done were on lower grade levels or upper education (college) levels.  Also, many studies were done on the social construction of a struggling reader, and even more on the use of morphemes or roots of words to help students make meaning of texts and words they were unfamiliar with.  Very few studies in the area of vocabulary have been done on adolescent grade levels (or grades 7-12) or on vocabulary acquisition solely.  Many of the studies suggested vocabulary instruction as a method to help struggling readers, or discussed the importance of developing new vocabulary, but little research has been on vocabulary acquisition alone.  Furthermore, much of the research on vocabulary was done in disciplines other than English-for example, Social Studies and Mathematics.  In any case, much of the information I did find, whether through empirical research or secondary sources, suggests that vocabulary acquisition does affect, although not substantially, struggling readers’ abilities to read and comprehend texts.

I located two LRA’s that synthesized topics and research parallel with my LRA’s topic.  These articles were written quite a number of years away from one another- the first being published in 1995 and the second in March 2009- but they touched upon important findings that directly relate to struggling readers and their comprehension abilities.  The first article, written in 1995 by Baker, Simmons, and Kameenui, focuses on research on vocabulary acquisition and instructional methods found to be beneficial for diverse learners.  According to Baker et al. (1995), students learn approximately 3,000 words per year during the early grades.  However, the gap between students with poor versus rich vocabularies expands yearly throughout students’ academic careers, clearly indicating that some students are better word learners than others (p. 4).  They support the argument that diverse learners require systematic instruction that happens early on and is applied intensely over a period of time in order to lessen the vocabulary gap between diverse learners and those who do not struggle.  


Baker et al. (1995) also insist that in order for this type of instruction to be beneficial, the words that are chosen as the key vocabulary words must be placed on one of three teachable levels: verbal association, partial conceptual knowledge, and full concept knowledge (p. 5).  These different levels allow students to learn vocabulary at various levels, and each level provides a different type of support to the learner.  For example, the verbal association level teachers should use vocabulary words to increase the meaningfulness of the story for students and teach the words as they occur in the context of the story.  Utilizing word associations within the context of the story not only increases the students’ comprehension abilities, but also increases the likeliness that the student will see the word again and be able to recognize it.  

The overall results of the synthesis article that Baker et al. (1995) produced suggest that no single method has been demonstrated as meaningfully reducing the vocabulary gap between students with poor vocabularies and students with rich vocabularies (p. 13).  They also suggest that many different types of programs and instructional methods have been suggested to close the gap between struggling and non-struggling students, but little empirical evidence has been provided to show methods that are significant.  These findings are completely in line with what I have found through my search.  Although there has been more empirical research done to help struggling or “diverse” learners, as Baker suggests, there has not been anything that is of overall significance to prove that instruction in vocabulary closes any sort of gap or greatly lessens struggling students abilities to comprehend what they have read.  


The second synthesis study was written in 2009 by Edmonds, Vaughn, Wexler, Reutebuch, Cable, Klingler-Tackett, and Schnakengerg.  It focused on reading interventions and effects on reading comprehension outcomes for older struggling readers (grades 6-12).  According to Edmonds et al. (2009):


The ultimate goal of reading instruction at the secondary level is comprehension-gaining 
meaning from text.  A number of factors contribute to students not being able to 
comprehend text.  Comprehension can break down when students have problems with 
one or more of the following: (a) decoding words, including structural analysis; (b) 
reading the text with inadequate speed and accuracy (fluency); (c) understanding the 
meanings of words; (d) relating content to prior knowledge; (e) applying comprehension 
strategies; and (f) monitoring understanding. (p. 263)
The synthesis goes on to suggest methods that have been suggested as being effective for struggling readers and learners with disabilities, such as direct instruction; quality early education; and teaching comprehension strategies that good readers use when they are reading, such as predicting what will happen next, making inferences, and utilizing background knowledge to make meaning or relate what they are reading to prior experiences.  After their discussion of research that has been provided to increase comprehension for students, the research team also synthesizes other components that make up the skills required to be a fluent, capable reader.  One of the skills Edmonds et al. (2009) discuss is word study.  For this part of their article, the team looked at four studies.  The first three word studies examined the effects of advanced word reading strategies.  The fourth studied the effects of a phonemic awareness intervention.  The results of the phonemic intervention were promising, but the overall effect of improved phonemic processing transferred minimally to improved word identification (p. 291).  


The results for the other three studies were mixed.  One study, performed in 2004, found that although having students’ practice whole word reading versus providing no word reading instruction at all, had a small effect, and teaching students how to chunk words into multisyllabic parts had a large effect (p. 291).  The second study, done in 2002, compared a structural analysis approach to typical reading instruction (definition of “typical” was not provided) and found that the effects were moderate.  The third study from 1999, only a few years after Baker et al. (1995) published their synthesis, looked at the effect of phonics and structural analysis instruction on word reading skills and results showed minimal effect.  Edmonds et al. (2009) summarize their findings by pointing out: 


Struggling readers can improve in their reading comprehension when taught reading 
comprehension practices.  Seemingly obvious, this phenomenon is quite significant 
because many struggling readers in older grades are not provided effective instruction in 
reading comprehension.  Results from this synthesis suggest that explicit instruction in 
comprehension benefited students with reading difficulties and disabilities. (p. 292)
The research team also suggests: Struggling readers benefit from explicit direct comprehension instruction.  Instruction methods such as: modeling and thinking aloud; how to self-question and reflect during and after reading; and engaging students more actively to become aware of their understanding of the text (p. 293).  

              After reading my synthesis of research, you will find most of the studies, with the exception of only two, focus on instructional methods that utilize some sort of breaking down of words, phonemic qualities, roots and morphemes, and direct instructional methods.  All of these methods have been suggested, many tested empirically, but no results have been ground breaking or even significant enough to say that the method of instruction used is fool-proof, or the best method to help students that struggle with reading.  Possibly the biggest challenge we face as teachers is having the ability to do what is right for our struggling students and still keep the students who are excelling engaged and interested.  This task it going to become more trying as classrooms continue to become inclusive, and the number of students in our classrooms with disabilities increases. 

           
I expected that much of the empirical research would be performed using English Language Learners (ELL) and/or students with Learning Disabilities (LD).  This in fact was the case, and I found multiple synthesis articles on this topic (Sencibaugh, 2008; Swanson, 1999; Hall, 2004; Ebbers & Denton, 2008; Meenakshi, Jitendra, Sood, & Sacks, 2007).  The reason that there is so much research about these types of learners, I believe, is because they are likely to struggle with reading and with vocabulary acquisition.  Reading difficulty is one of the most significant problems experienced by children identified with learning disabilities (LD) (Swanson, 1999, p. 504).  One of the biggest problems that students with LD face is within inclusion classrooms.  Many of their teachers are not apt enough or trained to know what to do or how to effectively educate students with disabilities.  

The majority of secondary students with exceptionalities are educated in general 
education classrooms, and few secondary teachers in general education have training in 
special education.  Unfortunately, secondary teachers never learn how to implement 
effective teaching strategies for students with learning problems; they learn the 
importance of content knowledge.  Special education teachers serve as consultants and 
provide direct and indirect services by modeling instructional methods, but secondary 
educators should be prepared to meet the needs of students with disabilities throughout 
the day. (Sencibaugh, 2008, pg 84)
If teachers do not know the proper methods to help these struggling students, these students will continue to struggle with reading, and their ability to gain new knowledge, specifically new vocabulary knowledge, will suffer as well.     
Methods

I began by searching for information on both “struggling readers” and “vocabulary acquisition,” using the Cortland Memorial Library databases and print holdings.  The main search engines I used were Education Research Complete and the Education Resources Information Center (ERIC).  I searched through Wilson Web as well.  The studies came from: Journal of Literacy Research, The Journal of Educational Research, Literacy Research and Instruction, Research in the Teaching of English, Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, and other various publications. As my search continued, I realized from the limited amount of research I was able to find about vocabulary acquisition specifically, that I needed to expand my search outward from just “struggling readers” and “vocabulary acquisition.” I expanded my search to include “reading comprehension” and “syllable instruction” as well, based on the trends found within my various sources.  I felt this was necessary because these reading skills are entangled with acquiring new vocabulary.
Background

Struggling Readers: A Definition


There has been much debate between how to define a student as being a struggling reader, and how this label is different from the label given to students who have reading disabilities.  Hall (2004) affirms that, unlike students with reading disabilities, schools are not required to formally identify struggling readers.  This further allows these students who struggle to slip through the cracks without any formal assistance from the school.  In addition, there is no standardized term for students who fall into this category.  Despite the differences in terminology, the literature suggests that struggling readers likely have numerous cognitive difficulties when reading texts and many may not be motivated to try to comprehend them.  Hall (2007) considered that students were struggling readers if (a) criterion-referenced texts indicated that they were reading one or more years below their current grade level and (b) classroom teachers indicated that the students needed additional support in reading comprehension (p. 133).  Anderson & Freebody (1981) indicate that vocabulary plays a significant role in students’ abilities to comprehend text.  The more difficult the vocabulary and/or the more words in a text that students do not know, the more likely it is that they will not fully comprehend what they have read (as cited in Hall, 2004, p.83).  Thus, this will lead the student to struggle with their reading.
Why Do Students Struggle?


There is no easy answer as to why students struggle with reading; in fact, there are various reasons.  One reason may be poor instruction in early reading as Roberts et al. (2008) suggest.  Early literacy acquisition is fundamental to school success and long-term social, vocational, and economic adjustment.  

Many students, including a growing percentage of diverse learners, depend largely on the 
quality of instruction in the early primary grades to develop the literacy skills needed for 
school success.  The importance of early reading and writing instruction has been heavily 
publicized.  In contrast, vocabulary development, although clearly recognized, has not 
received the same degree of instructional attention as other literacy skills. (Baker et al., 
1995)  

Since vocabulary development is not a primary focus in education as Baker et al. (1995) suggests development of vocabulary is a necessary part of any students’ educational foundation in any area.  All things, academic or not, have vocabulary words that are necessary to acquire in order to understand them.    


Limited vocabulary would also cause problems for students later in life. They will be lacking important and necessary reading skills that will help them digest, understand, and fluently read a text for comprehension.  Another reason students struggle may be a lack of motivation on the student’s part (Hall, 2007; Triplett, 2007; Roberts et al., 2008; Rapp, Broek, McMaster, Kendeou, & Espin, 2007).  Motivation plays an important role in students reading abilities.  Not only does motivation make reading enjoyable, but it also allows students to experience an array of various texts, exposes students to new vocabulary, and increases students’ abilities to comprehend texts.  

Yet another reason why struggling students have difficulty with reading could be that these students lack de-coding skills, or the ability to break an un-familiar word down into multiple syllable parts in order to make meaning of the word (Diliberto, Beattie, Flowers, & Algozzine 2009; Roberts et al. 2008).  This in turn affects the students’ comprehension, and their ability to find the meaning of the word through word exploration.  Being an ELL student or a student diagnosed with and LD also plays a significant role in learning difficulties.  Other reasons students struggle could include lack of training for teachers in adolescent grade levels to recognize and diagnose a student’s reading trouble, school curriculum, lack of student choice in what to read, government legislation for schools such as the No Child Left Behind Act (2001).  I add yet another reason: socio-economic class and the role that plays in students’ ability to be provided with the proper education they need to succeed: 


There is a gap in vocabulary knowledge between economically disadvantaged and 
economically advantaged children that begins in preschool and persists through the 
school years and is an important correlation of poor school performance. (Blachowicz, 
Fisher, Ogle, and Watts-Taffe, 2006, p. 526) 


As you can see, the list of reasons why students struggle can go on and on; but what is the answer to all of these problems, and how do we (educators and future educators) help struggling students read efficiently?  In the following section, I will outline effective instructional methods that have been found through research to help struggling adolescents succeed in school, and build an important skill that can be transferred into adult life.

 What Does the Research Say about Effective Instructional Methods for Struggling Adolescent Readers?


After reviewing the studies, I located six that are useful and purposeful for this review in that they suggest methods for helping struggling readers through instruction.  Although these methods may seem to be able to stand on their own, all are directly related to vocabulary acquisition.  Information and results about these studies can also be found in Appendix 1.
Syllable Skills Instruction

Diliberto, Beattie, Flowers, & Algozzine (2009) suggest:

Teaching syllable skills provides students with the tools to divide words into chunks that 
are consistent with chunking strategies used in dictionaries…Research suggests that 
successful readers rely on letter-sound correspondences and chunking strategies to 
identify unknown words, while struggling readers use contextual clues and pictures to 
identify unknown words. (p. 15)
This quote suggests that successful readers are equipped with a strategy that struggling readers’ lack which is the ability to break words down and make meaning of them without the use of other tools such as pictures or the need for context clues.  This skill is necessary in building vocabulary, and in being able to pronounce words correctly. 

Diliberto et al. (2009) found that there has been little research performed that addresses direct instruction of syllable skills. Although it is well known that if these skills are taught to struggling readers, they will benefit from increased reading capabilities, the area that still needs research performed is in the area of instruction of these skills to older students.  Instructing older readers in these skills is the reason why their study was performed: ”The purpose of the present investigation was to determine whether adding direct, explicit, and systematic instruction of syllable skills would increase reading achievement at a faster rate in students with high incidence disabilities and their peers at risk of reading failure” (p. 16).

The method used for this study was a “quasi-experimental, pre-test/post-test with nonequivalent groups design” (p. 16).  The experiment compared two groups of participants, both consisting of middle-school students with known disabilities (including ADHD) and students at risk of failure due to poor reading.  The guiding research question was what impact does direct, explicit, and systematic syllable instruction have on these student types versus students with the same disabilities who did not receive instruction in syllable skills; and to what extent the difference would be on reading achievement of the two groups.  

The research team chose the participants and setting based on a school district that implemented remedial classes and provided voluntary participation from teachers and principals.  The students selected were from sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, sixth (n=26), seventh (n=31), and eighth (n=26).  The students were from three middle schools and all participated in remediation classes.  The students were placed in the classes at random into either control or treatment conditions.  The treatment condition contained 21 sixth graders, 11 seventh graders, and 13 eighth graders (n=45).  The control condition contained 5 sixth graders, 20 seventh graders, and 14 eighth graders (n=39). The teachers taught both the treatment and the control groups.  They were trained in the Corrective Reading Decoding Program (CRP) and had additional training on how to implement the Syllable Skills Instruction Curriculum (SICC), which was a supplement to the CRP.  The Corrective Reading Program is a direct instruction program designed to enhance decoding skills in at-risk upper-elementary and middle-school readers, and taught to both groups throughout the study.  The scripted program focuses on decoding words and increasing passage fluency (p. 18).  The SSIC was incorporated only into the teaching for the treatment group.  
Results 

After the six month study was completed, the research team found that the incorporation of direct, explicit syllable instruction increased the treatment groups’ ability to break down multi-syllabic words into chunks slightly, thus mildly increasing their readability and fluency.  Diliberto et al. (2009) did, however, note that “although the treatment group demonstrated a slightly greater gain from pre-test to post-test, this did not raise to the level of statistically significant (p. 23).  In other words, their findings did not have a statistical result that would be of great impact in the educational field.  This is similar to the findings that Baker et al. (1995) and Edmonds et al. (2009) suggest.  Although this type of instruction showed minimal results that increased students’ ability to comprehend text, it was not anything significant or ground breaking.

A second study that used the breakdown of specific words and also included the use of context clues was performed by Baumann, Edwards, Font, Tereshinski, Kame’enui, & Olejnik (2002).  Baumann et al. explored the effects that instruction in morphemic analysis (selected prefixes) and contextual analysis (context clues) had on struggling readers.  Four classes of fifth graders participated in the study and were broken down into different test groups.  One group received morphemic instruction only, the second received context only instruction, the third a combination of morphemic and contextual instruction, and the fourth was the control group to which no additional instruction outside of what they would normally receive was provided.  


The students participated in twelve, 50 minute lessons and were tested on their ability to: 
recall the meanings of words used to teach the morphemic and contextual analysis skills 
(lesson words), to infer the meanings of instructed words that contained taught 
morphemic elements, or words that were imbedded in the text that included taught 
context clues (transfer words), and to comprehend text containing transfer words. 
(Baumann et al., 2002, p. 151)
Results


The research team found: 

(a) There was an immediate and delayed effect of morphemic


and contextual analysis instruction for lesson words; (b) there was an immediate effect of 
morphemic and contextual analysis instruction for transfer words; (c) there was no 
evidence that instruction in morphemic or contextual analysis, either in isolation or 
combination, enhanced students' text comprehension; and, (d) students were generally 
just as effective at inferring word meanings when the morphemic and contextual analysis 
instruction was provided in combination as when the instruction was provided separately. 
(Baumann et al., 2002, p. 151)
Again, as in the previous study, the research provided no substantial evidence that these types of instruction have a major impact on how students break down vocabulary to help them understand a text.  Also, this further confirms the results that Baker et al. (1995) and Edmonds et al. (2009) suggest.  Morphemic analysis and break down of words does not significantly increase student ability to comprehend a text in a manner that makes this type of instruction a must in classrooms that contain struggling readers.  


Another study that focused on morphemic breakdown of words or morphemic analysis was performed in 2006 by Nagy, Berninger, and Abbott. This study was based on three research questions: 

(a)whether morphological awareness makes a significant contribution to literacy outcomes when the shared variance between phonological and morphological abilities has been controlled for in a structural equation model, (b) whether the contribution of morphological awareness to literacy outcomes is greater for students in Grades 4 and above than was previously reported for at-risk students in Grades 2 and 4, and (c) whether the relative contribution of morphological awareness is different for various literacy outcomes. (p. 138)
The participants in this study were 607 students in grades four through nine.  There were 96 students in fourth grade, 86 in fifth grade, 116 in sixth, 102 in seventh, 105 in eighth, and 102 in ninth.  All students were in grade levels in general education.  To measure morphological awareness, Nagy et al. (2006) used the Suffix Choice Test.  This test asked students to place the appropriate word within a sentence, and all of the words had the same root, but different meanings.  Only one word could fit into the sentence appropriately.  The second test they used was called the Morphological Relatedness Test.  For this test, students were provided with two different words, and they had to answer “yes” or “no” as to whether the second word was derived from the first.  To measure phonological abilities, the research team used a repetitive method in which the student listens to a word and repeats it back.  The words increasingly get less word-like in terms of English phonology (p. 138).  The team didn’t actually use this particular test as a form of measurement because this type of method is something that is mastered during early learning to apply alphabetic principles (p. 138).  The Phonological decoding of written words is the method that was used to measure phonological decoding.  


The research team also used different measures of literacy outcomes.  Reading vocabulary, reading comprehension, spelling, decoding inflected words, decoding prefixed and pseudoprefixed words, decoding prefixed irregular stems and decoding suffixed irregular stems were all tested.  

Results

According to Nagy et al. (2006): 


The interplay between morphological and phonological skills is best evaluated at 
developmental stage when morphology begins to make a reliable independent 
contribution to reading and writing.  Although morphological awareness may make a 
significant unique contribution to some aspects of literacy as early as second grade, the 
unique contribution of morphological awareness to some literacy skills, such as decoding 
rate, is consistently evident only by grades eight and nine.  Reading words for meaning, 
reading text for understanding, spelling, and accuracy and decoding morphologically 
complex words cannot be explained solely on the basis of phonological skills. (p. 145)  
In other words, what I understand from this study, this type of instruction can slightly help with student comprehension of the text, and increase text readability.  Morphological word study was found to have significant effect on comprehension beginning at a young age and progressing as students mature, but I don’t feel it is the ultimate answer-much like the conclusions Edmonds et al. (2009) make.               
What about Comprehension?


The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP, 2005) reading examination showed that 69% of the eighth graders tested had mastered few of the skills needed to comprehend texts at their grade levels (as cited in Hall, 2007, p. 132).  As I was reading through the research and articles, comprehension instruction was discussed in many of the articles as an important factor in helping struggling readers (Hall, 2004; Roberts et al., 2008; Rapp et al., 2007; Ebbers and Denton, 2008; Proctor, Dalton, & Grisham, 2007).  Students who struggle with reading will without a doubt not be able to fully comprehend a text.  As Hall (2004) writes, failure to comprehend texts can lead to a variety of negative consequences.  These can include not learning the required content, failure to pass high stakes-tests, low self-efficacy, and behavior problems.  In addition, Hall (2004) also suggests that texts which contain content-specific vocabulary which may be unknown to the readers can pose a problem with comprehension as well.  Roberts et al. (2008) make an excellent point by stating that “while the ability to decode words fluently and to understand the meaning of words is important, the point of the whole enterprise is to understand the meaning of written text” (p. 66).

A lack of background knowledge or the activation of background knowledge when it is needed is something that Rapp et al. (2007) addressed in their research article as a reason for students lack of comprehension: “Activating background knowledge may be useful for comprehending text, but some researchers caution that struggling readers often over rely on their background knowledge, which is often faulty or incomplete” (p. 298).  I have found through my experience in classrooms, in discussions with students, and through a survey I conducted in an eighth grade ELA classroom, that many students want to read about what they know about.  They want to read what they are familiar with and comfortable with.  This relates to what Rapp et al. (2007) suggest because reading about what you know uses background knowledge to increase comprehension.   

Students also voiced in the survey I conducted that they want to have a choice in what they read, and not only read what their school administrators told them they had to read, or read a particular book that might be their teacher’s favorite.  Discussion of student choice I think relates to background knowledge and the language in which students are comfortable reading.  If the book they are being told to read does not relate to them or contains vocabulary they have not been exposed to, students will struggle through the reading. 

Motivation plays a role in students’ willingness to comprehend a text as well.  Some teachers see a struggling student as one who doesn’t want to learn the material, one who just isn’t motivated and doesn’t care.  This misconception of student attitude was addressed directly in a case study.  In her descriptive case study, Leigh A. Hall (2007) examined the techniques of 3 middle school struggling readers.  These students used silence as a means to protect themselves from the fact that they were struggling.  Rather than being unmotivated to learn, these students expressed that they wanted to learn and cared, but just couldn’t comprehend what was being taught in their text.  Hall (2007) collected data through observing the students in their natural classroom environment as a non-participator.  She also used questionnaires and interviews to collect her data from the students.  Her study was conducted for one year, and the data collection started on the first day of classes and ended the beginning of May.

Results
This study found that:

Analysis indicated that the students engaged in silence when expected to read or talk 
about text to meet one or more goals including, (a) protecting themselves from being seen 
as poor readers, (b) suggesting that they were good readers, and (c) remaining silent to 
learn some of the content covered in the assigned texts. (p. 136)  
All of the students, through their interviews, explained that through silence they could find ways to learn content that they might not have otherwise gained through reading the text.  They gained comprehension through watching and listening to their teachers’ and fellow classmates’ discussions.  Hall (2007) suggests that struggling readers’ silence does not suggest a lack of motivation or interest, but suggests that students are protecting their identity and how they are viewed.  Also, the study showed that using this technique is how students show that they have adapted their own learning styles in order to comprehend.  This study indicates much is yet to be found out about struggling readers. Students’ lack of comprehension may not be because they don’t want to learn or lack the knowledge, but that struggling students know what their abilities are, and want to learn in a way that is comfortable to them and does not expose them as struggling to their friends and classmates.

A second study done by Hall in 2006 had similar results to the one she performed in 2007.  In this study, Hall (2006) examined how struggling readers in three different disciplines and in three different grades transacted with the reading demands of their specific classroom, and how the students’ teacher engaged with the students reading challenges.  Students who participated in this study were in sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, and the study contained only three students.  The sixth grade student was from a social studies class, the seventh grade student was from a mathematics class, and the eighth grade student was from a science class.  


Hall conducted another descriptive case study.  She visited the students an average of fifty times, each visit lasting fifty minutes.  During each observation, Hall (2006) took field notes.  All three students completed a questionnaire at the beginning of the study and were interviewed at the beginning, middle, and end of the data collection period.  Informal comprehension assessments were administered at different points throughout the year, as a way to determine each students growth, or lack of, as readers in the content area in which they were being studied (Hall, 2006, p. 425).  Each student/teacher case was analyzed separately.

Results


After completing the study, Hall (2006) concluded: (a) students used alternate methods to comprehend reading so that their classmates would not know their struggle; and (b) teachers expressed frustration with the students for not engaging in the comprehension activities the rest of the class participated in, but none of the teachers discussed these issues with the students.  They wrote them off as lazy.


I believe that the students were in fact protecting themselves from embarrassment as the results show.  These students were using alternate methods, coping methods that they feel comfortable with in order to gain the knowledge that their classmates had.  They did not participate in the classroom comprehension activities because they were unsure of what to say and unsure of what the text was about.  Furthermore, if they had participated, they may have opened themselves up to being ridiculed for being struggling readers.  


Although comprehension is the ultimate goal, students need a good solid foundation in vocabulary and the ability to acquire new vocabulary in order to help with their struggles in reading.  This is the next area I will discuss.

Acquisition of Vocabulary through Instruction  

      Roberts et al. (2008) indicate: “[F]luently and accurately identifying words in text is critical to successful reading.  Knowing the meanings of those words is no less essential” (p. 65).  As I discuss previously in regards to motivation, the books students are reading in school do not lend themselves to an easy read for struggling students.  Hirsch (2003) argues that the school-related textbooks that students are required to read often fail to provide legitimate opportunities for vocabulary learning.  Textbooks are generally too difficult for struggling readers and require a level of content-specific prior knowledge not typical of this group [struggling readers] (as cited in Roberts et al., 2008, p. 65).  Stanovich (1986) adds that these students, adolescents who choose not to read independently and who struggle to access content-related texts, perform at lower levels than their more skilled peers in vocabulary knowledge and use and, as they get older, fall further and further behind (as cited in Roberts et al., 2008, p. 65).  


Learning new and challenging vocabulary may be best facilitated by providing direct instruction that focuses on simple definitions.  Many words in the English language have multiple meanings, which makes students’ definitions of words confused.  If students were to have a structured learning environment, where they can practice vocabulary using different contexts that would open students’ exposure to the multiple meanings and help them to better understand the words, then vocabulary acquisition would take place.  One way teachers can provide this exposure is through daily word exploration and word-study (Roberts et al. 2008, Ebbers & Denton 2008).  

While introducing the students to serial lists of new words daily or on a weekly basis is not likely to close the gap between struggling readers and skilled readers (Baumann et al., 2003), Ebbers & Denton (2008) suggest that using these new words in an oral/verbal learning environment will enable students to acquire new vocabulary the way they did naturally as children.  Teachers can create this sort of learning environment through holding class discussions, allowing inquiry based learning to take place.  Students in this type of learning environment can make meaning of the words by creating a definition that is personal, and that they will remember. 


Another instructional method that is important for students to be able to acquire new vocabulary is teaching students how to use reference materials.  Using dictionaries, (Roberts et al. 2008, Ebbers & Denton, 2008) online resources, (Roberts et al. 2008, Proctor et al. 2007) identifying context clues, and utilizing root words and prefixes/suffixes to break words into meaningful parts, (Roberts et al. 2008, Ebbers & Denton 2008, Diliberto et al. 2009) are skills that can be acquired through instruction and students use these skills to determine definitions of words.  For students, knowing how to explore words and find the meanings of words by using these various skills is a transferrable method that they can take with them as the move on in school.

Exploring words online to develop meaning is what led Proctor et al. (2007) to test the use of online resources to help students define new vocabulary.  The research team performed a four week study with struggling readers and Spanish-speaking ELLs.  “Thirty 4th grade students read several narrative and informational hypertexts that provided embedded vocabulary and comprehension strategy supports, along with text-to-speech read aloud functionality” (p. 71).  The purpose of the study was an initial investigation into the potential effectiveness of a digital approach to supported reading, focusing on embedding vocabulary into hypertext to allow students to explore the words online and develop meaning, thus allowing them to comprehend what they were reading.  The students who participated were all struggling readers, who were performing on average at the 23rd percentile in reading vocabulary and 31st percentile in reading comprehension on the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Achievement Test administered at the beginning of the study.

The online reading environment provided was a program called the Universal Literacy Environment (ULE).  This program was designed to help students find the meanings of words through interaction.  It is explicated in the study as:  


The tested ULE is a multimedia digital reading environment derived from the work of 
Dalton and colleagues (Dalton & Pisha, 2001; Dalton et al. 2002) that gives students the 
opportunity to read eight hypertexts, four narrative and four informational, with 
embedded supports targeting depth and breadth of vocabulary development. (p. 77)                      


 This study addressed two research questions (1) what is the effect of working in the ULE on students’ vocabulary and comprehension growth?  Do reading gain scores differ as a function of language status (ELL vs. English-Only ‘EO’)? and (2) is the use of digitally embedded vocabulary acquisition and comprehension strategy supports over the course of the intervention related to vocabulary and comprehension gains (p. 74)?                      
The research team provided the students with pre-reading supports, within-reading supports, and post-reading supports.  They also used digital tracking to see what the learners were doing while they were online.  For the purpose of the study, it was necessary to know if the students were looking up unknown words, rather than guessing at them or simply skipping over them like many struggling readers tend to do.  
Results
The results of the study showed: 

The ULE environment appears well suited for both ELL and EO learners…analysis of 
individual student responses suggested that participants who made use of the embedded 
supports appeared to be interacting meaningfully with the texts.  These qualitative views 
reveal students responding to the vocabulary and comprehension activities of this 
ULE 
affect students’ application of cognitive strategies to improve word learning and 
comprehension. (p. 88)
Although students “appeared” to benefit from the digital learning environment provided to them in this study, the results did not show that students flourished from using the program.  Their comprehension and vocabulary did improve as result, but the findings were not ones that show this program would be a necessity in instructing students on vocabulary in ELA classrooms across the field.

 A second study I located that explored vocabulary acquisition instruction was done in 2008 by Feryal Cubukcu.  Cubukcu (2008) wanted to determine the effectiveness of systematic direct instruction of multiple meta-cognitive strategies designed to assist students in comprehending text and the impact it had on vocabulary acquisition.  For clarification, meta-cognitive strategies are: those strategies which require students to think about their own thinking as they engage in academic tasks (Cubukcu, 2008, p. 1).  The participants of this study were 130 third year university teacher trainees.  Cubukcu (2008) used a pre-test, post-test design.  Sixty-five of the students took meta-cognition instruction for five weeks, and sixty-five did not.  The students used reading logs to reflect on their own thinking processes as they were engaged in the reading tasks.  The experimental group received 45 minutes of reading comprehension instruction a week for five weeks.  
Results


The results showed that using meta-cognitive strategies may aid in developing vocabulary and bettering reading comprehension skills.  So, although this type of instruction aided in students acquiring vocabulary and enhancing their comprehension of the texts, it was not something that was ground breaking or proved to be a method of instruction that had a great impact on acquiring vocabulary. 
Questions


After synthesizing the studies I found and after reading the previous LRA’s provided by Baker et al. (1995) and Edmonds et al. (2009), some questions have come to mind.  Should teachers employ direct, explicit syllable instruction?  Should teachers employ instruction in morphemic analysis? In contextual analysis?  Should they require students to read in online environments?  Should they use hypertext glosses and embedded supports?  And should they teach meta-cognitive strategies for vocabulary development and reading comprehension?  After taking into consideration the results that came from empirical studies that addressed these questions, I am not convinced that these methods could stand alone as the answer to helping struggling readers.  I think a combination of a variety of these methods would be of help to struggling readers and increase their comprehension abilities, but the results of the studies don’t prove much in the way of an answer to how teachers can move struggling readers to a higher order of thinking and comprehension.  This too is what Baker et al. (1995) and Edmonds et al. (2009) suggested in their synthesis.  The one thing I can suggest that many of the studies and synthesis articles pose is the need for more research.
Call to Action and Conclusion


What does all this information mean for struggling adolescent readers?  How large of an impact does vocabulary acquisition have on students’ reading skills and comprehension?  We can’t totally be sure due to gaps in the research.

The studies that I have discussed have all been performed for short periods of time.  And, as I pointed out in the introduction, there are not nearly enough studies solely on the impact of vocabulary acquisition.  This may be due to the fact that these types of studies would have to be longitudinal.  Since we all develop our vocabulary over time, longitudinal research would be the best way to show what impact vocabulary acquisition has over students careers, and how much of a difference it makes in their reading capabilities.

Though it is no secret that giving students skills along the way is important, as the studies I explicated and the multiple articles in the above review reveal, a solid background in how to fully understand vocabulary acquisition is needed.  The fact that some students have to develop their own coping skills, in order to get through the day, or through a specific reading, is not something teachers, parents, and administrators should be tolerate.  Although there is a broad spectrum of research that suggests the importance of having a good vocabulary basis, and multiple instructional methods on how to help struggling students with acquiring new vocabulary to comprehend texts, a call to action is needed for studies that directly focus on vocabulary acquisition.     

As educators, we are supposed to be providing students with the learning environments necessary for them to succeed.  The one study that I found most interesting was the research Proctor et al. (2007) performed.  I believe that by placing vocabulary words within the text, as hypertext, not only encourages the students to try a new way to read (digitally), but also provides the students with a way to find out the meaning of the words within the context of what they are reading.  This method would allow students to associate that particular word they were struggling with to what they have read.  One thing I would change is that I would use the readings that the students were engaged in within the classroom-not outside, non-relevant texts.  


We are doing students a disservice by not taking the time to teach vocabulary within the classroom setting.  As Blochowicz et al. (2006) argue good vocabulary instruction consists of: 


A language and word rich environment; intentional teaching of selected words, providing 
multiple types of information about each new word as well as opportunities for repeated 
exposure, use and practice; and teaching generative elements of words and word-learning 
strategies in ways that give students the ability to learn new words independently. 
(Blachowicz et al., 2006, p. 527)

  If students are not being exposed to new words in school, where else are they going to develop higher vocabulary registers as they progress into adulthood?  
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Appendix I 
	Author and Year
	Nature of Study
	Participants
	Conclusions

	Diliberto, Beattie, Flowers, & Algozzine (2009)
	Effects of teaching syllable skills instruction on reading achievement in struggling Middle School readers. 
	Middle School students (n=83)
Sixth (n=26)

Seventh (n=31)

Eighth (n=26)
	The incorporation of direct, explicit syllable instruction increased the treatment groups’ ability to break down multi-syllabic words into chunks, thus increasing their readability and fluency. 


	Hall (2007)
	Struggling readers discuss decisions about reading expository text.  
	Three female middle school struggling readers.
	Students use silence as a mechanism to increase their comprehension and ability to learn while guarding their identity. 

	Proctor, Dalton, & Grisham (2007)
	Scaffolding ELL and struggling readers with embedded strategy instruction and vocabulary support.
	Fourth grade students (n=30)
Spanish speaking/ ELL (n=16)

EO (n-14)


	Students who used the ULE gained increased vocabulary and comprehension, increasing the students’ cognitive strategies to improve comprehension and word learning.


  Appendix I (continued)   
	Author and Year
	Nature of Study
	Participants
	Conclusions

	Baumann, Edwards, Font, Tereshinski, Kame'enui, & Olejnik (2002)

	Explored the effects of instruction in morphemic analysis and contextual analysis.
	Four classes of fifth graders.
	There were different effects between the lesson and transfer words; no evidence that either type of instruction whether by itself or combined enhanced text comprehension; and students were generally just as effective at inferring word meanings when the morphemic and contextual analysis instruction were combined as they were when the instruction was provided separately.

	Hall (2006)

	Examined how struggling readers in three different grades and disciplines transact with the reading demands of their classroom and how does their teacher transact with them.
	Three struggling middle school readers:
One sixth grader from a social studies class.

One seventh grader from a mathematics class.

One eighth grader from a science class.
	Students expressed using alternate methods to comprehend reading so that their classmates didn’t know their struggle; teachers expressed frustration with the struggling students, but didn’t discuss these issues with the students- they wrote them off as lazy.

	Nagy, Berninger, and Abbott (2006)
	The effect that morphological abilities have on reading ability, beyond phonological literacy.
	607 students in grades four through nine.

Fourth grade n=96

Fifth grade n=86

Sixth grade n=116

Seventh grade n=102

Eighth grade n=105

Ninth grade n=102 
	Morphological awareness  may make a significant unique contribution to some aspects of literacy.

	Cubukcu (2008)
	Wanted to determine the effectiveness of direct instruction of multiple meta-cognitive strategies designed to assist students in comprehending text and the impact is had on vocabulary acquisition.
	130 third year university teacher trainees.
	Using meta-cognitive strategies may aide in developing vocabulary and better reading comprehension skills.

	
	
	
	


