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Effective Vocabulary Instruction 
with English Learners

In many ways the study of  vocabulary is the study of  people: The words we use 
change and take on new meanings as society progresses and as diverse cultures 
interact. Words get borrowed across languages, and, with the advent of  instantaneous 
electronic communication, become part of  a global lexicon. In the same way, our 
students are messengers of  the various cultural and linguistic backgrounds they bring. 
They both learn about and contribute to the richness and evolution of  what we 
call vocabulary. This article describes how teachers can best build on the linguistic 
experiences that students bring with them to school to ensure that they are able to 
acquire and accurately use grade-appropriate general academic and domain-specific 
words and phrases.  

Knowing Your Students

Look around your classroom when students are present and you are likely to see 
a great diversity of  individuals. Students bring to school background experiences, 
cultural practices, ethnic identities, and very importantly, language resources. From 
a global perspective, there are more people who operate in multilingual worlds than 
in monolingual ones; current figures estimate that more than half  of  the world’s 
population uses two or more languages to participate in family, school, community, 
cultural, religious and economic interactions (Grosjean, 2010). People of  all ages 
regularly move among discourse communities that involve vocabulary, language 
structures, and ways of  communicating that involve content and interaction styles  
from multiple language systems (Gee, 2008). This multilingual richness is becoming 
more and more apparent in U. S. classrooms as well.

Understanding the ways that your students use languages other than standard academic 
English outside of  the classroom can help your teaching in a number of  ways. First, 
you can build a bridge from the words and concepts that students use in their daily 
lives to the academic vocabulary knowledge needed in school settings. For example, 
if  you know that many of  your students speak Spanish and celebrate events such as 
baptisms or special parties that celebrate the birthdays of  fifteen-year-olds, you could 
elicit language about these events and connect the ideas to new academic words in 
English such as initiation or maturity.  Also, as you facilitate thoughtful conversations 

ResearchIntoPractice READING



2

“Teachers should be prepared  
to build on, rather than  
erase, students’ multilingual 
knowledge base.”

and comparisons about how things are labeled or communicated in more than one 
language, students gain metalinguistic skills such as an improved understanding of  parts 
of  speech. For example, Chinese speakers learning English will gain knowledge of  the 
concept of  subject-verb agreement and learn how to articulate these grammatical roles. 
You can learn more about the multilingual strengths that your students bring to class 
through simple activities such as surveys, small- or large-group discussions, reflective 
essays, or autobiographical assignments. Ask students about what languages they speak, 
who they speak with in those languages, and what kinds of  things they talk about. 
Encourage students to be introspective about their language skills, and direct them to 
write about the interesting words that they use in various discourse communities. This 
information will help you bridge new learning to words and content that your students 
already know.

The Benefits of Bilingualism

Learning a second language has been described as doubling one’s world knowledge. 
Being bilingual opens the door to new people, new ideas, and plenty of  new words. 
Bilinguals have been shown to have increased executive functioning, switch more 
easily between tasks, better handle tasks that require conflict management, and learn 
additional languages more easily (Marian & Shook, 2012). When people learn a new 
language, they also learn about what they already have; in particular, they can become 
more knowledgeable about the workings of  their home language. For example, 

grammar can seem a tedious and esoteric topic in one’s own  
language, but when people learn a new language they must  
consciously work to understand its grammar. As they compare  
words and syntactical structures across languages, learners come  
to understand these structures more conceptually. This metalinguistic 
skill makes language learners smarter!

The skills of  people who know more than one language are in great 
demand in the current global knowledge community. Certainly, being 
bilingual or multilingual will help young people to be more college-  
and career-ready as they leave K–12 settings. Given this reality, it is 
important to support students’ additive language learning. In other 
words, teachers should be prepared to build on, rather than attempt 
to erase, students’ multilingual knowledge base. In the next section  
I present several ideas for doing this.

How to Build on Students’ Home Languages

A first step to implementing an additive approach to word learning is 
to create a classroom that is accepting of  students’ background language experiences. 
This happens both through teacher-student and student-student interactions as well  
as by using the physical environment of  the classroom to support a multilingual  
word-learning community (Helman, 2012). Table 1 outlines some of  the practices  
in each of  these areas that communicate to students that multilingualism is valued  
and enriches the learning of  everyone in the classroom community.
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Student-to-teacher interactions
Assign reflective activities through which students share their  
background language experiences.

Respond positively to students’ oral and written contributions that  
mention multilingual experiences. Let them know that you value their  
multilingual talents and would be interested in learning more about  
their languages.

Do your best to pronounce students’ names or the new vocabulary  
they teach you in the manner students model.

Share any experiences you have, both successes and challenges,  
with learning a new language.

Ask questions that show an interest in students’ home languages,  
such as, “How is that said in (student’s language)? When have you  
used that word before?” Or, “Does anyone know another way to  
say that word?”

Examine subtleties in word meanings across languages, such as,  
“Is that a word you would use in school (with family/with friends)?  
Why or why not?”

Provide opportunities for students to share what they know  
in their home languages, and use interpreters as necessary.

When possible, conference with students individually to find  
out more about their language strengths and challenges.

Student-to-student interactions
Create and maintain classroom norms that show respect for students’  
background languages and cultures. Do not tolerate put-downs or jokes  
that demean the languages that students bring to class or their pronunciations  
of  words.

Encourage students to bring their multilingual knowledge to  
small-group discussions.

Plan lessons that ask students to add words from other languages to their  
oral or written artifacts or to work together to translate academic work  
across languages for appropriate audiences.

Use cooperative group structures in which students work together in 
noncompetitive environments to create products. Vocabulary study  
provides many opportunities for brainstorming, playing games, hunting  
for words, or oral presentations in collaborative groups or partnerships.

The physical environment
Ensure that posters and other displays represent people from many  
cultural and linguistic backgrounds.

Provide bilingual dictionaries in the languages that will support  
your multilingual students.

Integrate words and writing from other languages into classroom materials  
to spark the interest and curiosity of  your students.

Post student-made charts of  words they have brainstormed that relate to  
a variety of  topics and include words from their home languages.

Table 1: Classroom support for an additive approach to word learning
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Another important way to increase students’ vocabulary knowledge is to help them 
identify cognates between their home language and English. Cognates are words that 
have similar spellings and meanings across languages, such as the words technology 
(English)/tecnología (Spanish)/ tekhnologiya (Russian). Many of  the precise academic 
words that are used in disciplinary studies come from Latin and Greek, and have 
cognates across Latinate languages. In addition, cognates often exist for words that 
represent recent innovations and for words that are borrowed from one language and 
used in another. Using cognate knowledge to access the meanings of  unknown words 
has been shown to be a useful strategy for multilingual students; however, it has also 
been noted that students may not do this without teacher guidance (Carlo, et al., 2004; 
Nagy, Garcia, Durgunoglu, & Hancin-Bhatt, 1993). 

Instructional Practices that Support English Learners

A number of  books and articles have been published that outline recommended 
approaches for teaching students who are learning English. In a recent summary  
of  the research, Goldenberg (2013) notes several key ideas: (1) Evidence-based  
practices for general populations are liable to be effective with English learners as well;  
(2) Generic practices may not be sufficient for English learner success, and tailored  
strategies may be required; (3) Academic growth can be enhanced through the use  
of  students’ home languages. Following are five practices that will help you provide 
vocabulary instruction that students will find understandable, engaging, and  
connected to what they already know.

Be explicit. Students learning a new language, especially complex academic vocabulary 
in a new language, need clear explanations and visual support. It may be difficult for 
them to make inferences and connections to words and concepts if  they do not have  
a clear picture of  what is being discussed. Take the time for “showing” in addition  
to telling. Use photo libraries or online images to clarify your message; encourage 
students to fill out graphic organizers so that their thinking becomes visible; and  
post charts that outline steps in the processes you expect students to follow. 

Use interactive strategies. Language learning is more than a receptive process; it 
involves producing speech during interactions with others. Students will learn and  
hold onto the new vocabulary they are learning when they have opportunities to 
use it with others. As you consider how to structure your instructional time in class, 
remember that when students have time to talk and apply their learning they will 
have a greater chance of  vocabulary retention than if  they simply listened to teacher 
talk. Integrate academically-focused conversations with partners and small groups 
throughout your lessons (Council of  Chief  State School Officers, 2012). Establish 
procedures so that the most verbal students do not monopolize classroom discourse. 
To ensure that all voices in the classroom are activated, consider letting students  
pre-think responses through brief  “quick writes” or equalizing responses through 
talking chips, small-group leadership roles, or other methods.

Learn actively. Learning a new language can be a tiring task, especially when instruction 
and participation are always done verbally. Allow students to engage with the material 
actively by acting out the meanings of  words, drawing word pictures, playing word 
games, or constructing word models. Imagine, for example, how students might use 
modeling clay to illustrate the meaning of  vertical or introvert. Hands-on activities 
help English learners show their conceptual knowledge even when they do not have 
extensive vocabularies to call upon.
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Develop academic language structures. English learners and others will profit from 
focused lessons that connect the academic vocabulary they are learning to sentence 
and text structures that use this specialized vocabulary (Council of  Chief  State School 
Officers, 2012). Take the time to put general academic and disciplinary vocabulary 
into the kinds of  sentences that students confront in their grade-level texts. Discuss 
the meanings of  the sentences, as well as the role of  specific vocabulary words in 
contributing to the complexity of  its meaning. Then create sentence or paragraph 
frames that allow your students to practice making their own texts. Post the sentence 
or paragraph frames on your classroom wall and give students a handout to add to 
their class notebooks. These activities give students the time and practice they need  
to truly take ownership of  the targeted vocabulary you are studying.

Make connections to what students know. As described earlier in this paper,  
multilingual students bring many resources to vocabulary learning. When students  
are able to connect their world and word knowledge to the new information they  
are learning in class, they begin with a stronger academic footing. Assess your students 
informally to better understand the background knowledge and linguistic resources  
they bring to class. Use short reflective writes or graphic organizers to learn about their 
home languages, experiences, and personal interests. Then build upon these resources  
in your lessons and assignments. See Table 1 in this paper for many ways to incorporate 
an asset-based perspective into your teaching.

Tips for Differentiating Instruction for English Learners  
In Whole-Class Settings

It can be challenging to face large groups of  students many times a day who bring 
diverse academic and language experiences to the classroom. Teachers are already 
overloaded with planning, preparing materials, and assessing student progress, and 
it may be difficult to embrace differentiation when it feels like another 
layer of  work. This final section suggests a number of  techniques for 
differentiating vocabulary instruction that, it is hoped, will make your 
teaching more productive and less stressful.

• Set up small-group structures for your students to rotate through   
 regularly. Come up with a set of  standard activities your students   
 will be participating in, post the procedures, and practice them to   
 mastery. Once these instructional activities are well established,  
 watch as students take ownership and responsibility for self-   
 management. At this point you will have the freedom to participate  
 in, guide, or observe the small groups that need you, and you will be   
 able to provide focused support to students based on their linguistic  
 or academic needs.

• Plan for leadership roles that students can take on in a rotating fashion. For example,  
 students can become recorders for your vocabulary charts, dictionary checkers,  
 or timekeepers. When you distribute leadership systematically among students,  
 they develop independence and become more confident, and you will have more  
 time to informally assess everyone’s progress.

“When you distribute 
leadership systematically 
among students, they develop 
independence and become 
more confident.”
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• English learners benefit from the use of  visuals and graphic supports when learning  
 new words. Display photos or illustrations during direct instruction or on student  
 worksheet pages to support and deepen student understanding.

• Integrate formative assessment into your instructional activities and provide   
 immediate feedback or additional doses of  instruction for students who are   
 not “getting it.” During and after vocabulary lessons, have students summarize or  
 paraphrase what was discussed. Ask students to use words in meaningful sentences,  
 and provide feedback if  students’ understanding is incomplete. Reteach a concept  
 by providing several examples of  what this looks like, and compare these to negative  
 exemplars. For example, when studying the word root “graph”, invite students to  
 consider types of  things captured in writing such as autographs, biographies, and  
 cartography. In addition, help students to brainstorm things that do not contain  
 graph and are not directly related to writing, such as audio, thermal, or corporal.  
 When quick informal assessments are not possible, ask students to write an “exit  
 slip” that shows their understanding of  the concepts being studied.

• Tell students to keep journals or word study notebooks to track their learning  
 and organize their thoughts. English learners will find it helpful to refer to notes  
 from previous days’ instruction. You will also gain insights into your students’   
 understanding by scanning their written reflections.

• Even though you are focused on the content goals for your class, remember  
 that English learners will also need instruction related to academic language   
 objectives. Build a language goal such as a sentence structure or grammatical   
 element (e.g., referents, nominalization, conjunctions) into each vocabulary   
 lesson you conduct in class (Helman, 2012). This extra language information   
 will certainly not hurt any student, and it is essential to the language progress  
 of  your English learners.

• Strategically use your students’ home languages to clarify the content and  
 build on their background knowledge. Use reference materials in students’  
 home languages, and invite students to share their knowledge. Allow students 
 to clarify their understanding through conversations in their home language.  
 Set up translation assignments to enable students to explore the concepts  
 you are studying across their home languages and English.

• Collaborate with your grade-level or content-area colleagues across your school  
 to develop and list some standardized procedures and expectations for student  
 participation. Your list might include common behavior expectations, common  
 use of  key terms related to homework and assignments, and so on. As students  
 gain familiarity with these consistent routines, procedures, and expectations,  
 they will have more cognitive resources for attending to the content of  instruction.

The goal of  these differentiation strategies is to provide clear and consistent 
instructional structures that involve students in taking ownership for their learning  
and provide opportunities for teachers to consistently assess and tailor instruction  
to students’ learning levels. These techniques will create a foundation for a  
productive classroom that addresses the diverse learning levels of  students  
from many linguistic backgrounds.



In this article, steps have been outlined to support your building on the languages  
and experiences that students bring with them to school as you facilitate their  
learning of  the important academic vocabulary so essential for college and career 
readiness. There is no better academic content in which to share students’ strengths 
and diversity than the study of  vocabulary. The goal of  learning an extensive academic 
vocabulary may seem distant, but by starting with students’ strengths and linguistic 
experiences, you will build a bridge that makes this progress possible.
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