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Abstract

The aim of this school improvement report was to examine the effectiveness of explicit vocabulary instruction for pupils eligible for free school meals, and deduce whether the methods used improved outcomes. The study was designed to measure the impact of current strategies already implemented in secondary schools, to deepen understanding of vocabulary acquisition for disadvantaged pupils, and apply strategies to a class in School X.  Existing literature surrounding explicit vocabulary instruction was sought upon and analysed before the research took place. Both qualitative and quantitative evidence was gathered from School X in order to draw more precise conclusions and offer useful recommendations.

Findings revealed explicit vocabulary instruction had an impact for all pupils in a Key Stage 4 class at School X. Data produced from the research shows pupils eligible for free school meals seemed to benefit the most from the research. Their confidence in understanding each of the words learned, and being able to use them in sentences, increased. Also their accuracy in using the vocabulary at the end of the research was higher than those pupils not eligible for free school meals. Although, in external examinations, explicit vocabulary instruction was not enough to drastically improve grades, but provided a solid foundation for improving the written quality of pupils’ work. Conclusions that strategies were effective, but more research needs to be done, on a larger scale.

The recommendations are that School X should embed a consistent approach to explicit vocabulary instruction across the whole school. Staff should beware of cognitive overload when presenting new vocabulary to students, and ensure vocabulary instruction is ‘chunked’; for example introducing five words new words per lesson or week. Also, new vocabulary needs to be revisited and repeated to have the biggest impact; ensure that pupils do not forget what has been learned. And finally, increase pupils’ cultural capital through explicit vocabulary instruction, and, where possible, give pupils a range of extra-curricular experiences where they can be exposed to ambitious tier 2 vocabulary e.g. museums and art galleries.
The investigation was done by a current employee of the school, undertaking the Master of Arts (Education) Teach First. 
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An action research project investigating whether explicit vocabulary teaching will improve outcomes amongst pupils eligible for free school meals

1. Introduction
It has been documented that poor grades are attributed to vocabulary poor pupils, and a pupil’s socio-economic status determines how vocabulary poor a pupil is (Spencer, S., et al, 2012). Other research highlights that those pupils who do not have a strong understanding of vocabulary, cannot fully access the curriculum (OUP, 2018), and therefore produce poor exam results. This is very striking in the current climate of education, where there is more pressure than ever for pupils to access more challenging content; for example vocabulary that would have previously been seen on A-Level examination papers are now appearing in GCSE examinations (Quigley, 2018). Exam results aside, vocabulary profoundly affects our lives; we hear, speak and read a vast number of words daily. A large proportion of vocabulary we know is learned incidentally (Quigley, 2018). However, those pupils who are disadvantaged, who are less likely to have books to read at home or be able to improve their cultural capital through visits to art galleries or museums, are not going to ‘incidentally’ learn more ambitious words, and therefore are going to show more significant gaps in vocabulary than those who can afford to engage with these activities. Furthermore, vocabulary research was carried out in homes of children from welfare families, and those from professional families. Results showed that from birth to 48 months, those parents from professional families spoke 32 million more words to their children than those parents in welfare families (Horowitz & Samuels, 2017). This statistic alone shows the gargantuan vocabulary gap disadvantaged children have in the earliest stages of their lives, so educational professionals have the duty to attend to those gaps in vocabulary as much as possible.

It is paramount that, it could be argued that more specifically as an English teacher, different methods of exposing pupils to ambitious vocabulary and improving their vocabulary knowledge is a prime responsibility. In addition, this is the rationale for targeting this area of research in this school improvement report.

2. Context
2.1 Professional Context

School X is a mixed, secondary comprehensive school, situated in the north-west of England; the school also has a sixth-form. According to the English Indices of Deprivation (Ministry of Housing, Communities & Local Government, 2019) the local authority is one of five in England which has the highest proportions of communities amongst the most deprived in England. There are 1479 pupils on roll, which makes this a larger than average-sized secondary school. The proportion of pupils eligible for free school meals is above the national average at 19.8% (Government, 2019), where the national average for secondary schools, as of January 2019, is 14.1% (Department for Education, 2019). The percentage of pupils who are identified as pupil premium (PP) is 32% (455 pupils), which is higher than the national average of 28% (SchoolX.co.uk, 2020). It is interesting to break this figure down into year groups (See Figure 1) as it is clear that the range of disadvantage varies across the school, with the highest percentage being in Year 10 at 48%, almost half of the cohort. In addition, what needs to be looked at more carefully is what constitutes a pupil as ‘disadvantaged.’ According to the Department for Education, a disadvantaged pupil is identified by their eligibility for PP, which includes: being eligible for free school meals (e-FSM) at any point in the past six years (Ever 6 FSM) and pupils looked after by the local authority (Macleod, S. et al. 2015). In April 2014, eligibility for PP was amended to include pupils who have been in care of the local authority for one day or more, and for those who have left this care for various reasons, such as: adoption or special guardianship order (Macleod, S. et al. 2015). In addition to this, e-FSM is the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status in schools (Taylor, 2017). Parents are able to claim free school meals for their child if they receive a qualifying benefit. Pupils who are e-FSM means they are able to claim, but may not necessarily be in receipt of free school meals.
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(Figure 1)

School X was last inspected in May 2019, and received the outcome of ‘Requires Improvement.’ In the report, Ofsted clearly state that the quality of teaching needs to improve, so that pupils, in particular disadvantaged pupils, make good progress across multiple subjects (Ofsted, 2019a). Ofsted note that teachers must ‘identify and address the gaps in pupils’ knowledge’, and have consistently high expectations of what pupils can achieve, as some teachers do not always promote these beliefs in their pupils. In response to this, the school recognises the rapid changes needed to improve the quality of education for, in particular, disadvantaged pupils, and that consistency in the quality of teaching is paramount. Carefully outlined in School X’s strategic 3-year plan, for 2019-2022 (SchoolX.co.uk, 2020), it is documented that the needs of all disadvantaged pupils, and the most vulnerable pupils, must be met, and the school is dedicated to diminishing the gap in attainment between those pupils eligible for free schools, and those who are not. What is also important to note is the scope of the plan outlined, which ranges across three years. Usually, School X reviews and creates plans yearly, but recognises that this, in a way, is counterproductive, because the best plans take time to embed, so three years should create more accurate, reliable and credible data to scrutinise (Yeung, A.S. et al., 2016). In addition, it is not uncommon for schools to spend between two and four years on an implementation process for important and, which can be quite complex, strategies.  However, as this is a complex study, with many variables to be aware of, such as sample sizes and number of e-FSM pupils per year group, the sample sizes, and the scope of the research, should be kept low or relatively small (Ragin, 1994).

One priority within this plan, which is linked to the School Improvement Priorities (SIP) for 2019-2020, is to improve the standard of education for disadvantaged pupils. The rationale stems from the fact that outcomes for disadvantaged pupils are not in line with non-disadvantaged pupils. Within this priority is one particular objective which will form the crux of this research, which is to close the ‘vocabulary gap’ between disadvantaged pupils and their more prosperous peers. For progress to be made, School X states that curriculum maps are to demonstrate support given to disadvantaged pupils by focusing on cultural capital and developing vocabulary; furthermore this should be done through interleaved and well-sequenced lessons. As this is a relatively new priority for the school, it is understandable that more research must be done to understand how best to tackle this whole school, in a consistent and manageable way, and how this can be evidenced.

2.2 Disadvantaged Learners and Literacy

To echo the words of E.D Hirsch Jr., vocabulary size can determine a pupil’s success for a host of educational capabilities- not just for reading, writing, speaking and listening, but other important knowledge in, for example, science and the arts (Hirsch, 2013). Beyond this, secondary school pupils who leave without at least good literacy skills are at a disadvantage in every stage of their lives: this includes their emotional and physical health; also their success in employment and finance are affected (Quigley & Coleman, 2020). It has been documented that poor grades are attributed to vocabulary poor pupils, and this is linked to a pupil’s socio-economic status (Spencer, S., et al, 2012). A piece of research, called the ‘British Cohort Study,’ compared vocabulary skills across various social groups. The study started when the children were five, and tracked them until they were in their thirties. The study found that, unsurprisingly, children from disadvantaged backgrounds, with a limited vocabulary at age five, were more likely to be word poor in adulthood, thus being weaker readers (Law, J., et al, 2009). To repeat what has been said earlier, the detrimental impact of weak literacy in adulthood is vast. These children are less likely to be able to express themselves appropriately and successfully in a number of important stages of their lives, and their chances of success in adulthood is reduced. A teacher cannot solve all the problems disadvantaged pupils face, but they can help them to develop a vocabulary which will enable them to explain the world around them, and so they can communicate their dreams and desires for adulthood (Quigley, 2018a). 

All things considered, OFSTED (2018) identify that literacy is the key to a child’s success in education, and that goes for all pupils; not only those whom are disadvantaged. However, secondary schools which do target pupils with poor literacy skills early enough, which also even help parents with their weak literacy skills, are able to work towards diminishing the vocabulary gap between word poor pupils and those which are more able (OFSTED, 2018). It is clear from The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD, 2014) school performance data that the gap in performance between pupils from disadvantaged backgrounds and those which are not, in England is one of the largest amongst OECD countries. There is clearly still lots of work to be done to close the gap, but by introducing the right strategies, in the right way, is going to help towards achieving that goal.

2.3 Rationale for Action Research

As stated earlier, e-FSM is the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status in schools (Taylor, 2017), therefore being the most appropriate way of collecting and comparing data in this research. Using the indicator of e-FSM, statistically and historically, e-FSM pupils do not perform as well as their more prosperous peers (Egan, 2013), so this research aims to improve outcomes, more specifically, for disadvantaged learners. Alex Quigley works for the Education Endowment Foundation (EEF). The EEF is a registered charity, which receives funding from the Department of Education to understand what works, and what does not, in education. Quigley has worked for fifteen years as an English teacher (EEF, 2020a), and writes extensively about the importance of literacy and vocabulary (Quigley, A. 2018b). Quigley (2018a) states that if a pupil does not know up to 95% of the words in a piece of text, then they will struggle to understand what they are reading, so therefore vocabulary research seems likely it will be highly beneficial for disadvantaged learners specifically.

The Oxford University Press (2018) carried out research with around 1,000 teachers, to gauge their attitudes towards vocabulary and their pupils. Around half of the teachers who were surveyed revealed that at least 40% of the pupils they teach do not have a strong enough vocabulary to access the curriculum. It could be argued that, of course, those most affected are those who are disadvantaged, but actually this affects all pupils. In light of these statistics, it is crucial that, as an English teacher, different methods of exposing pupils to vocabulary and improving their vocabulary knowledge needs to be explored. As Jane Harley (2018: 2), the Strategy Director of OUP, best puts it, ‘Too much is at stake for us to ignore this complex issue.’ Predominantly, using the work by Quigley (2018a), methods of explicit vocabulary instruction will be tested and analysed in this study.

The research will be carried out after exploring relevant and current educational theories, critically analysing and evaluating them and embedding them into my practice. As a research-based practitioner, it is crucial that I constantly develop my practice, so this research will enable me to see what approaches work best for pupils, especially those who are disadvantaged (Simms, M. 2013). As a result, hopefully, their understanding and use of vocabulary will be enhanced and, essentially, outcomes will improve.

2.4 Objectives

1. Provide pupils with explicit vocabulary teaching, to evaluate whether this enables pupils to improve their understanding of words, and ability to use these words in the correct context in their writing.
2. Compare responses of pupils who are eligible for free school meals (e-FSM) against those who are not eligible for free school meals (n-FSM), to pinpoint whether the strategies are working for both groups of learners.
3. Build on previous research of explicit vocabulary teaching that improves outcomes; particularly for disadvantaged learners.
4. Make recommendations to my employing school, with regards to further development of these strategies.

3. [bookmark: _Toc213738638][bookmark: _Toc304277591]Literature Review

3.1 School Improvement Reports - Planning and Cycle

School improvement is vital to a school’s future success. It can be defined as a journey (Hopkins, D. 2001), which tracks the medium and long term progress of achievements, with pupils at the heart of it. Although, some schools take on too many initiatives, which leads to poor outcomes and success rate, than if a few areas were prioritised (Sharples, et al, 2011); therefore, few, strategic choices must be made to avoid failure. Schools are rarely given ample, sufficient time to prepare for the creation and implementation of whole-school strategies (Sharples, et al, 2011), which makes it ever more crucial that more time is allocated to the preparation stage, to ensure maximum success. School leaders are pivotal in school improvement planning, and set the tone for change (Moullin, J.C., et al. 2017); they are explicitly active in the process and gain trust of colleagues, to ensure momentum and enthusiasm is sustained (Ehrhart, M.G. et al. 2015).

The Education Endowment Foundation (2020b) express the importance of taking an evidence-based approach to school improvement planning, to secure maximum effectiveness. A range of evidence is useful in deciphering which improvement priority should be utilised, including: qualitative data, case studies and observations (Sharples, et al, 2011). There are different ways of looking at what good evidence is, depending on the purpose and context of where it is being used (Sharples, et al, 2011). Nevertheless, good evidence is likely to be qualitative and come from experimental studies (Nutley, S., Powell, A., Davies, H. 2013).

In addition to this, the EEF break the planning stages up into five steps, which look like this: 1. Identify school priorities based on data, as well as professional judgement; 2. Use a plethora of high-quality, evidence based-research to inform and identify possible solutions; 3. Implement strategies effectively; 4. Evaluate the impact through rigorous means, and identify any areas of improvement for future planning; 5. Either use the information gathered to implement the strategies further, or stop them altogether- this data could also be used to share with the Families of Schools database, to inform their future plans. The Families of School database (EEF, 2020c), has been designed by the EEF, and helps to support schools with benchmarking and data comparison, to enable wider collaboration. Schools are placed in a family of fifty others, which is based on many aspects, such as the amount of e-FSM pupils, and those with special educational needs (SEND). This enables schools to better understand how they are performing, and can provide more ratification for certain strategies within the school improvement cycle.

The teaching and learning toolkit (EEF, 2020d) provides schools with thirty five international evidence-based strategies, and shows how much impact each one has, in relation to its cost. Some studies range from being based on limited evidence to extensive evidence, and have led to more positive or negative outcomes. When school leaders are considering these strategies, they should assess the conditions under which the positive or negative results were captured. Essentially, it is clear understanding of context is important (Sharples, et al, 2011) when deciding what will work for a particular school.

The summaries of evidence offered by the EEF are an accessible way for school leaders to decide what will work for them, in relation to their professional setting and context. Sharples, et al. (2011), recognise the importance of a school understanding the local context into which any strategy or multiple strategies will be embedded, before they are implemented whole school. It is perhaps unsurprising that the EEF have included improving ‘reading comprehension’ (EEF, 2020e) as one of the strategies in their advice to schools, based on the most extensive evidence, and, when deployed well, has a high impact with very low cost. The evidence is based on a range of studies, mostly from the USA, over the past 30 years. The effectiveness of the approach can equate to an additional 6-month’s progress for one pupil, but the need for individual tailoring of a strategy is key. One of the key words here is ‘challenge’, but this should not be overwhelming for the learner, so texts need to be carefully selected, in relation to a pupil’s current reading capabilities, in order for success to be achieved. What is significant to mention here is that there is evidence to suggest that disadvantaged pupils may benefit more from particular reading strategies, which makes it ever more worthwhile to consider. The EEF explain that schools could, and really should, consider a wide range of strategies, but these need to be taught with an explicit and consistent approach. In addition, pupils can struggle with decoding words and understanding specific vocabulary, so state schools must consider what techniques will be used to identify pupils’ needs. 

3.2 Government Priorities for School Improvement

The Department for Education’s (DfE) manifesto for school improvement (2016) outlines a five year plan, with twelve strategic priorities, and three overall main goals. One of the aims of the goals is to ensure that every pupil can achieve, regardless of their background or location. The DfE recognises that a child’s success is still heavily influenced by these two factors. It is identified that areas of the country are achieving ‘excellence’ but this is not yet apparent ‘everywhere’ and that is the goal. It is clear that by supporting all pupils to reach their potential will improve the prosperity of the economy; not just for the whole country but for the individual. Therefore, those pupils who can achieve at least five, or more, good GCSEs (including maths and English), will provide a better educated society, which will be more innovative and productive and benefit everyone. 

In order to achieve these goals, evidence-based research and implementation is at the heart of it. The OECD (PISA, 2012) states that the systems in schools which place more emphasis on a greater amount of independence and flexibility when planning and implementing curricula and assessments, perform better than systems that do not. Of course, this flexibility cannot be as successful without support (Department for Education, 2016), so it is important that there are frameworks and scaffolding in place to ensure success, rather than intervening in cases of failure. In addition to this, leaders need to be held to account for the decisions they make, and this must be done in a fair and reliable way. If schools are being told to be more innovative and take risks, within the demands of their setting, then there also needs to be some flexibility with regards to accountability, so as not to hinder innovation (Department for Education, 2016).

A well-trusted and robust inspectorate is a crucial part of an accountability system. In the United Kingdom, the Office for Standards in Education (Ofsted) inspects organisations which deliver education for learners of all ages (Ofsted, 2020) and to make sure that these institutions are delivering high quality education for all, reporting directly to Parliament on these matters. Findings within inspection reports are used to improve the overall quality of education; it is effective for schools to know their shortcomings so they can rapidly act on them and improve. Although Ofsted proud themselves on their reliability and robustness of inspection, they have not always been viewed in the highest regard. Despite Ofsted reviewing and updating its policies to improve its reliability and fairness very recently, some educationalists deem Ofsted to be unjust (Coffield, F. 2017). One criticism is the correlation between schools with higher numbers of disadvantaged pupils, and in areas of higher levels of economic disadvantage, receiving a poor grade from Ofsted, such as ‘Inadequate’ or ‘Requires Improvement’. This is in comparison to schools with lower proportions of disadvantaged pupils, in areas with lower levels of socio economic disadvantage, which seem to be given more favourable Ofsted judgements, such as ‘Outstanding’ or ‘Good’. Research shows that secondary schools show the strongest correlation. Further to this, statistically, those schools with 5 percent or fewer disadvantaged pupils are three times more likely to receive an ‘Outstanding’ grade, compared to schools with at least 23 percent FSM. So it is no surprise that on the other end, schools that have the most FSM pupils are more likely to receive the lowest Ofsted grading of ‘Inadequate’ than those schools with the fewest amount of FSM pupils (Hutchinson, J. 2016). Some parents who are disadvantaged, might take a look at these figures and want to avoid sending their child to a school with an ‘Inadequate’ or ‘Requires Improvement’ judgement (which are also more likely to have higher levels of disadvantaged pupils) as they could believe that their child would receive a poor education and make poorer progress than if they went to a school deemed ‘Outstanding’ (and with fewer disadvantaged children). Although, parents can be misled here, because data shows that progress gaps for pupils who are disadvantaged are wider in schools with higher Ofsted judgements, so, primarily, these pupils are given a shoddier deal (Hutchinson, J. 2016). For both primary and secondary schools with lower proportions of disadvantaged pupils, over the past ten years, they have failed to close the progress gap- in fact, it more than doubled between 2009 and 2015 (Hutchinson, J. and Dunford, J. 2016). On the other hand, more positively, but maybe surprisingly to some, primary schools with higher proportions of disadvantaged pupils have completely closed the key stage 2 progress gap completely. To summarise, it seems that disadvantaged pupils, who are in the minority, worryingly, are cast further aside than their more prosperous peers, in schools are deemed to be providing ‘the strongest education’. It is clear that schools with higher proportions of disadvantaged pupils (who are more likely to receive an ‘Inadequate’ Ofsted rating) enable those pupils to make better progress (Hutchinson, J. and Dunford, J. 2016). It seems the Pupil Premium funding, in particular, is one of the factors which enable disadvantaged pupils to make strong progress, and of course, those schools with higher levels of disadvantage will receive more funding, so more money is there to provide a better standard of education for them, by offering them more experiences they are likely to miss out on otherwise (Hutchinson, J. and Dunford, J. 2016). Although Ofsted is needed to nationally hold schools to account, their judgements need to be looked at tentatively and with an open-mind, in order to really get the full picture of how, in particular, schools are best supporting disadvantaged pupils. Furthermore, sometimes schools try to ‘please’ Ofsted by complying with certain policies which they believe Ofsted want to see; this can instigate measures which do not help the pupils at all, doing more harm than good (NAHT Accountability Commission, 2018). 

3.3 School Improvement Planning and FSM

There is not one single way or a ‘national programme’ that schools can follow to attempt to tackle child poverty and educational inequality (Estyn, 2012). So when it comes to school improvement planning, and schools deciding what to focus on, should, and will be, individual to the school and its context. However, it is the responsibility of local authorities and councils to support schools in helping develop strategies to alleviate barriers to success in schools (Isos Partnership. 2017). Of course, the responsibility of school improvement lies primarily with the school, and to echo the 2010 White Paper (DfE, 2010), but Isos Partnership (Bryant, B., Day, S., Rea, S., Wilson, K., 2018) it is recognised that local authorities can act as a bridge between schools, to improve higher qualities of teaching and learning, and thus improving the outcomes for young people.

It is, perhaps, unsurprising that strong leadership is a key aspect of tackling educational disadvantage (Grigg et al, 2014). Evidence shows that schools which confront and challenge the effects of poverty over a sustained period of time, lead to a stronger impact in terms of attainment and the wellbeing of disadvantaged pupils (Estyn, 2018). In addition to this, efficient leaders have the interest of all pupils at the forefront and ‘do not use poverty as an excuse for under-attainment’ (Estyn, 2018). Instead, having high expectations of the school community, including of staff and pupils, leads to better outcomes all round (Estyn, 2018). Creating a learning environment that is purposeful and resolute, allows for better staff morale, self-belief and teaching (Welsh Government, 2014), and this will transfer to the pupils to achieve success.

At the centre of school development planning should be effective ways of improving outcomes for disadvantaged learners (Welsh Government, 2014). In addition attention should be placed on long-term planning, to focus on pupils’ wellbeing, enjoyment of school and developing a life-long love of learning, rather than short-term measures that are often done to please external agencies (such as Ofsted, Estyn, or national tests). As a result, Crossley (2012) relays that creating a positive school culture is central to becoming a transformational school. With this in mind, long-term planning should take a whole-school approach, and be explicit in tacking educational disadvantage. Both quantitative and qualitative data should inform future planning, and this includes: data tracking of disadvantaged learners to analyse progress; listening to disadvantaged learners to help distinguish individual barriers to learning; improving attendance, punctuality and behaviour; and developing the pastoral care system to deal with specific needs of disadvantaged pupils and improve wellbeing (Estyn, 2012). Furthermore, some of the best school leaders tailor the curriculum which can meet the needs of the disadvantaged learner, so that they can make strong progress (Estyn, 2018). 

The ways in which schools plan for and then measure the impact of new, and ongoing, strategies and interventions to improve attainment of disadvantaged pupils is critical to understanding how successful the strategy is. Eligibility for free school meals (e-FSM) is widely used as a representation of socio-economic disadvantage within schools, research and Government policies, in both England and Wales; it is a way of measuring the impact poverty has on attainment (Taylor, 2017). It is important to note its success, or restrictions, in determining underachievement of the group of learners (Cook et al, 2014; Department for Children, Schools and Families, 2009). It enables stakeholders to determine those schools which need the most support and therefore grant funding (Taylor, 2017). However, there are limitations as to the reliability of eFSM as a way of capturing all children that are living in poverty (Taylor, 2017). It is important to contemplate the notion that ‘FSM pupils may not always be the poorest once other welfare benefits are accounted for’ (Gorard and Siddiqui, 2012: 1015). For example, those households which receive benefits, and therefore children are granted FSM, could potentially be better off than those households not receiving benefits, so this measure of poverty does not enable it to be fully representative. However, e-FSM remains the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status (Taylor, 2017).

The Tackling Educational Disadvantage team at the Department for Education in Northern Ireland (Department of Education, 2017) visited a number of ‘good’ schools to find the features which made these schools so successful in supporting disadvantaged pupils. These schools are continuously striving to improve, and therefore use evidence-based approaches to inform implementation of strategies and regularly ask questions about what they are doing and why, and monitor the impact of strategies. Furthermore, in addition to extensive evaluation measures, such as constant re-evaluation of systems implemented, in some schools there was a greater focus on improving pupils’ abilities to build and maintain relationships, which was valued as much as academic outcomes. It has been documented that children who are living in poverty are more likely to suffer mental health problems, and one report shows that fifty percent of children with emotional difficulties are in the bottom 40 percent of income (Stafford, C. 2018). So schools placing a stronger focus on supporting disadvantaged children in these areas first, when school improvement planning, can have positive influences on the child’s success academically (O'Connor, M., et al, 2019).

Emotional literacy refers to a person’s ability to understand and express their emotions, and recognise and empathise with others’ emotions (Atkins, S. 2017). If a pupil does not have the emotional literacy to articulate their feelings, because they do not have the appropriate language to share their worries and anxieties, this can manifest into serious psychological and psychosocial dysfunctions (Columbia University, 2005). Emotional vocabulary is a part of emotional literacy and is important for pupils to have both to be able to build and maintain healthy relationships, both inside and outside of the classroom. Research has shown that if a child has a larger and more complex vocabulary to express feelings, then they are better equipped to engage in positive discussions about personal experiences, and mental health can be improved (CSEFEL, date unknown). Furthermore, in the English classroom, when pupils are studying a novel, which has a number of different characters who have a range of experiences, pupils must explore the effect this has on the reader. Pupils should be able to recognise how writers promote or prevent empathy within readers, so the pupils have to understand what those characters are thinking or feeling. They need good emotional literacy and vocabulary skills to be successful (Hammond, M. M., Kim, S., 2014). Authors and psychologists have connected empathy to storytelling and look to English teachers as cultivating empathy (Zunshine, 2006). English teachers have a vital role in teaching empathy through fostering a love of reading and learning about the world around the pupils in their care, and vocabulary is the key to unlocking it all (Mirra, 2018).

3.4 Poor Literacy and FSM

Ofsted (2013) advocate that improving literacy in secondary schools is a shared responsibility, and that it is a priority for all schools. Improving literacy is not something new, as there have been many trialled and tested initiatives over the years, both successful and unsuccessful, and it remains that many initiatives are snubbed by some teachers as they have failed to have a lasting impact in the classroom (Ofsted, 2013). However, it is now more crucial than ever, that literacy remains at the heart of school improvement planning, and that teachers recognise, in every subject, that they are responsible for improving literacy standards. 2017 English GCSE results show that 30% of pupils failed to achieve a good pass, so Ofsted’s latest framework for inspection has insisted that every school needs to have a whole-school literacy policy (National Literacy Trust, 2018). Ofsted state that teachers must take a ‘rigorous approach to the teaching of reading [which] develops a learner’s confidence and enjoyment in reading’ (Ofsted 2019b: 10). Furthermore, at the crux of this, is to ensure that all pupils, and in particular those whom are disadvantaged, and those with special educational needs and/or disabilities (SEND) or high needs, that they have the knowledge and cultural capital that they need to succeed in life (Bromley, 2018). Ofsted define cultural capital as crucial knowledge a child needs to be an educated citizen and to prepare them for future success, and this must start in Early Year’s Education (Ofsted, 2019b). As it has been documented, a pupil which lives in a community of social deprivation, or has low levels of cultural capital, can predetermine the rate of their success in education (Raffo et al, 2007).

Matt Bromley (2018) reasons that Pupil Premium funding should be targeted at improving pupils’ cultural capital, and that starts with vocabulary. Research by the Department of Education (Bromley, 2018) shows that by the age of seven years the gap in the vocabulary known by children in the top and bottom quartiles is around 4,000 words, with children in the top quartile knowing about 7,000 words. Inevitably, this creates problems for children on their learning journey, being able to access the curriculum and developing a vocabulary needed to express what is going on in the world around them, which is why the Pupil Premium fund can give pupils the boost they need to improve attainment of the word poor (Bromley, 2018). 

There are many strategies to improve pupils’ vocabulary, but it is important that teachers bear in mind the potential to cognitively overload pupils. Cognitive load theory, as expressed by Dylan William (2017), is one of the single most important theories that teachers should know. It is about optimising learning through explicit teacher instruction, where teachers show pupils what to do and how to do it, without pupils figuring it out for themselves. In this way, pupils can grasp concepts more clearly and quickly in their working memories, especially complex ones, and transfer it into long term memory where it is stored, and teachers can then gradually increase the complexity to begin the process again (Sweller, 2011). In addition, evidence gained from studies into cognitive load theory shows that pupils learn best when given explicit instruction, which is matched with lots of practice and feedback (Department of Education, 2018). One study into strengthening vocabulary through explicit vocabulary instruction, took place across three low socio-economic status schools. The study involved teaching fewer word meanings in greater depth, in contrast to a greater number of word meanings and lesser depth. Results indicated an increased intensity in vocabulary instruction, caused better learning of individual words; pre and post-instruction vocabulary knowledge was assessed using tests (Moore, 2014). It seems appropriate that cognitive load theory takes precedence when designing any vocabulary strategy, so pupils have the best chances of retaining what they have learned.

It should not be dismissed that vocabulary instruction should be a robust process, and there are a range of steps that could, and should take place, for vocabulary to be embedded into long-term memory (Beck, McKeown & Kucan, 2013). The meaning of words should be directly explained, alongside follow ups which include interactive and playful activities (Beck, Perfetti & McKeown, 1982). Dual Coding Theory was first introduced by Allan Paivio (1986), who states that equal weighting should be given to verbal and non-verbal processing. Further to this, he says cognitive function can simultaneously deal with language and nonverbal events, and therefore there are two cognitive subsystems at work. One system is responsible for processing and representing nonverbal objects and the other system deals with the language needed to explain the nonverbal function. The dual functionality of these two systems can be applied to language learning, so when learning new vocabulary, recognition or recall is enhanced by presenting information in both verbal and visual ways, such as mnemonics or images (Culatta, 2020). However, it is key to note that dual coding is simply not sticking an image next to a word or definition and that is it, but the image needs to be meaningful and directly relate to the verbal information. What is also beneficial is for pupils to create their own images to remember the information (Douglas, 2020). However, there can be too much of a good thing, and visuals can hurt the learning process if it creates cognitive overload and if the demands of the learning activity require too much of the cognitive capacity then pupils will not completely benefit from it. To overcome this, the presentation of new information, verbal and visual, must be broken down into ‘chunks’, and fully understood before moving on to the next stage. There should also be breaks in between each process and, where possible, information needs to be repeated to be the most effective (Mayer & Moreno, 2003).

3.5 Subject specific challenges and strategies to overcome barriers

It would be naïve to think direct vocabulary instruction, within English lessons alone, will solve the vocabulary gap between the word poor and word rich, especially when faced with a modern curriculum which is so content heavy (Quigley, 2018a). With the idea of cognitive overload in mind, it is more important than ever that vocabulary instruction is at the forefront of teaching, to enable all pupils, not just those who are disadvantaged, the necessary language to access academic texts (Quigley, 2018a). It has been estimated that readers need to know about 98% of a text’s vocabulary in order to feel comfortable in comprehending it (Willingham, 2009). With such striking statistics as this, it puts it in to perspective how crucial a teacher’s job is to providing pupils with a clear understanding of language to be able comprehend any of the materials a teacher puts in front of them. Evidence shows that explicit vocabulary instruction for struggling readers benefitted them three times as much as readers who were not (Elleman, Linda, Morphy & Compton, 2009), and so identifying vocabulary gaps as early as possible is paramount. 

Evidence gathered by Torgeson et al. (2007) at elementary, middle and high school levels, recognised six factors which underlies the reading performance of pupils: one being vocabulary, and the depth of understanding of the meaning of words. Nancy Scammaca, et al. (2007) conducted research into reading instruction in adolescents and found that, although it may be perceived as more challenging to improve reading in adolescents, it is not too late to intervene. In actual fact, those older pupils who were struggling readers benefited from word-study interventions and improved knowledge of word meanings. Vocabulary understanding improved with a statistically significant effect size of 1.62 (Scammacca, et al., 2007). Although, they identify that more research is needed into closing the reading gap for struggling readers, and that more time must be given to monitor outcomes. 

Within the English classroom, pupils are exposed to a range of fiction and non-fiction texts. With fiction texts, pupils are more likely to recognise patterns or sentence structures that they have come across before, from reading literature in childhood (Quigley, 2018a). Pupils are more likely able to access these texts by using their background knowledge. Although, non-fiction texts prove more tricky, especially scientific ones, as they do not have the background knowledge necessary to access the text (Quigley, 2018a). Thinking back to what was mentioned about developing pupils’ cultural capital earlier in this paper, disadvantaged pupils are less likely to gain experiences in childhood which are needed in order to develop cultural capital, and vocabulary, to access more challenging texts (Willingham, 2017). Giving disadvantaged pupils the opportunities to experience language in different settings, such as museums (where they give guided tours to pupils) or visits to art galleries, or the theatre, can be a good approach to ensuring all pupils have an equal access to a knowledge-rich diet (Bromley, 2018). But of course, this is just one avenue to take, and teachers need to incorporate different measures to meet the needs of all pupils.

Oracy is an important part of learning language, and a key part in vocabulary development (Quigley, 2018a). Although, reading vocabulary is more complex than the vocabulary we speak (Quigley, 2018a). Therefore, it would be easy to say ‘Just get pupils to read more’, and it is true, that wider reading will help develop incidental vocabulary, but there are arguments which propose that without basic word knowledge, it is ever more difficult to learn new, related words (Coady & Huckin, 1997). Some teachers believe that explicit vocabulary instruction can halt a love of reading, as it hinders the natural reading process, but explicit teaching of vocabulary and reading for pleasure should be mutually exclusive, and both will provide pupils with academic success (Quigley, 2018a). 

4. [bookmark: _Toc213738639][bookmark: _Toc304277592]The Investigation
4.1 Research design

Educational research is crucial in the professional development of practitioners (Opie, 2004). There is an emphasis placed on educational practitioners to constantly seek to improve and develop their pedagogical skills in order to best support pupils (Welsh Government, 2015). The fundamental aim of action research, more specifically, is to improve practitioners’ understanding of which teaching and learning strategies work for them, and their pupils, most effectively in their current setting (Welsh Government, 2015). Action research in education requires the practitioner to frame and pursue questions within the classroom setting, and use appropriate methods of data collection to assess the extent to which those questions have been answered, and therefore the extent to which pupils have progressed academically (Zeni, 1998). It is the questions which are posed by the practitioner that guide thinking, help explore possibilities and determine the methods of data gathering (Fichtman-Dana & Yendol-Hoppey, 2008). 

Both action research and case study designs are concerned with gaining an understanding of particular interests of the researcher (Anderson, & Blichfeldt, 2006). A significant difference between the two is that a case study starts with something of interest to the researcher, whilst action research starts, typically, with issues or concerns as recognised by the researcher, within a practical setting they are involved with (Anderson, & Blichfeldt, 2006). Furthermore, action research involves solving the issue or concern, as recognised by the researcher, mainly in an educational setting, where the researcher takes an active part in the research (Hasa, 2017). Building on Lewin’s (1946) paradigm around combining theory and practice, action research lends itself to investigating a process of change in social contexts, and their effects (Anderson, & Blichfeldt, 2006), from a theoretical and practical perspective. Alternatively, case study aims differ in the sense that what is studied and observed by the researcher does not generally resolve a problem, but what is seen is analysed and no solution is found (Hasa, 2017). In a sense, in action research, the researcher is an ‘actor’ wherein they actively involve themselves in the study to refine their practice or actions (Sagor, 2000). As there is a need for the researcher to take an active role in this research, to enhance the practitioner’s teaching skills and the pupils’ learning, this will undoubtedly classify it as action research.  

Robert Yin (2003) states that there must be a significant area the practitioner wants to investigate in the research; with clear aims and sufficient collection of evidence, or data, being some of the necessities for the most successful research outcomes. Yin proposes different structures for reporting research, with each covering a combination or individual coverage of explanatory, descriptive or exploratory outcomes (Yin, 2003). The approach that seems most appropriate for this research is the linear-analytic, where a problem is identified, a literature review sought, methods defined, findings analysed, conclusions are succinct and implications are put forward for the future (Yin, 2003). In addition, the descriptive research method will suit this research best, as it aims to describe the characteristics of a sample (in this case, groups of pupils), in a structured way, with research conducted through asking research questions (Bhat, 2019). Further to this, it aims to explain the results of the research. Quantitative and qualitative observations will provide a robust collection of data and provide lots of information about the sample (Bhat, 2019). With such varied methods of data collection, it will promote a holistic way of drawing conclusions and deducing the data collected during the research. Although, the shortcomings of this approach must be considered. As the pupils who take part in this study will be aware they are a part of it and will have had the aims and objectives carefully explained to them prior to the research being undertaken, this can result in participants being aware that they are being ‘watched’, and could, therefore, have an impact on the validity of the data collected (Bhat, 2019). However, the researcher will design the research in the best possible way to negate any variances and anomalies that may occur. 

4.2 Research aims 

As stated before, pupils who are eligible for free school meals (e-FSM) is the most suitable method of identifying trends in pupils of low socio-economic status in schools (Taylor, 2017), therefore being the most appropriate way of collecting and comparing data in this research. Using the indicator of e-FSM, statistically and historically, e-FSM pupils do not perform as well as their more prosperous peers (Egan, 2013), so this research aims to improve outcomes, more specifically, for disadvantaged learners. One in four children live in poverty (Child Poverty Action Group, 2018) and child poverty has long lasting effects. Poorer pupils, on average, achieve 1.7 grades lower at GCSE level than their more prosperous peers, which then has a negative impact on options available in adult life (CPAG, 2018). Children who are born into families that read and talk about current affairs, read newspapers and watch the news or documentaries, perhaps unknowingly, develop cultural capital and a broad knowledge of the world around them (CPAG, 2018). In addition to this, they acquire a higher level of language and vocabulary which enables them to explain it all (Bromley, 2018). As classroom teachers, arguably as English teachers more specifically, we have a duty to the pupils in front of us to increase their cultural capital by making the word poor, word rich (Bromley, 2018). With this in mind, understanding how to increase pupils’ cultural capital, for those who are most word poor, through explicit teaching of vocabulary, will be at the heart of this research. 

Quigley (2018a) states that if a pupil does not know up to 95% of the words in a piece of text, then they will struggle to understand what they are reading. 5% of words in a text could equate to about 10 on a page, which, at that rate, would create a great barrier to success at comprehending the text as a whole (Didau, 2014). According to Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2013), vocabulary development can be categorised into three tiers: tier 1, tier 2, and tier 3. Tier 1 can be classified as every day words, which are commonly used, and are not taught because most pupils enter school knowing them already (Sprenger, 2014). Tier 2 vocabulary, such as evaluate and analyse, can be classified as words important for pupils to understand, in order to access adult conversations and literature; and these are words which need to be embedded into long term memory. In addition, it is highly likely that pupils will be exposed to these words in tests, making them ever more important (Beck, McKeown and Kucan, 2013). Tier 3 words relate to subject, or content, specific words which are useful and necessary for pupils during lessons to improve their subject knowledge (Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2013). Using as example from English, these may be words such as metaphor or simile. Tier 2 words can be most problematic because, as educational practitioners, these can be words which we do not realise pupils do not know, as they are so familiar to us because we read them all the time (Didau, 2014). Sprenger (2014) advocates the importance of the English teacher exposing pupils to both ambitious tier 2 and tier 3 vocabulary, to enable them to improve their vocabulary knowledge (Sprenger, 2014). Furthermore, Beck’s (2002) research into vocabulary teaching indicates that tier 2 words are the key to academic attainment. All things considered, this is the justification for the teaching of tier 2 vocabulary being primarily used in this research. 

4.3 Strategy

Predominantly, using the work by Quigley (2018a), the SEEC method of explicit tier 2 vocabulary teaching will be the strategy employed in this research. The SEEC model (See Figure 2) defines the phases that a classroom practitioner may go through to teach individual words, to make sure pupils fully understand the meaning. Practitioners will ‘select’ appropriate reading material and then ask different questions to ‘select’ the most appropriate words (most commonly tier 2 words) to make sure pupils understand and, eventually, embed in their long-term memory. Once the word has been selected, the next step is to ‘explain’ what the word means, say the word slowly and carefully, write the word, give a pupil friendly definition, give multiple, accurate examples of the word being used and then ask for pupil examples. The next stage ‘explore’ is not always integral but this depends on how important the word is for the pupils to know and remember. Some ways of further exploring the word could be to find strategies to remember the word such as mnemonics (Benge & Robbins, 2009); explore images related to the word; explore common word families, interesting synonyms or antonyms; and explore the etymology of the word, or any common word parts, to solidify meaning. The final stage is ‘consolidate’, which involves being repeatedly exposed to the word in order for it to be fully embedded in long-term memory so that is readily available when reading and writing. This can come in the form of testing, recap quizzes or teacher modelling of usage in writing, to make them become more confident users of the words. I will use the SEEC model, proposed by Quigley, and follow each stage in order to give the pupils the best chance at retaining tier 2 words into long-term memory. However, it has been considered that primarily teaching vocabulary will not necessarily guarantee perfect success in reading, but if a pupil lacks word knowledge, then failure is more likely (Biemeller, 2005).
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Figure 2	The SEEC model
4.4. Data sources
Firstly, data can be defined as quantitative (text) and qualitative (numbers) products of variables, and most researchers rely on both primary and secondary data in their projects (Salkind, 2010). Primary data sources can include interviews, questionnaires, field observations, and experiments, which are all self-administered by the researcher (Salkind, 2010). These sources can be time consuming to administer, but they may be the only suitable sources for certain types of research. On the other hand, secondary data includes websites, journals and government publications (to name a few), which focuses on past research, and then analysing data already collected by someone else. For the purpose of this project, secondary data will provide initial understanding of previous studies, with mixed methods of primary data collection preceding it. Primary data collection will be necessary to create raw data, specific to one’s context (Surbhi, 2016). 

Within the sources of primary data collection, a mixture of quantitative and qualitative methods will be utilised. Qualitative data can be categorised as data in the form of text; which consists of answers to open questions in a questionnaire or descriptions of field observations by the researcher (Opie, 2004). Unlike quantitative data, which can be organised according to figures and statistics, lending itself to the creation of tables and graphs, qualitative data is more complex in how the data can be presented and/or organised (Opie, 2004). Notwithstanding this, analysing this type of data can be time consuming depending on the length of text. However, unlike qualitative data collection, quantitative data ceases to explain why certain findings have occurred (Opie, 2004), which is why both methods will be crucial in drawing the most accurate conclusions possible from this research project (Gorard, Teddlie & Tashakkori, 2010).

4.5 Class sample

Pupil Premium (PP) funding is additional funding a school receives, for publicly funded schools in England, for those pupils who are disadvantaged (Department for Education, 2016). This covers a number of different areas of disadvantage, such as looked after children and pupils with special educational needs. In addition, those pupils who are registered as e-FSM, for the past six years, also known as ever 6, receive the funding. Since 2010, Ofsted has monitored schools’ tracking of attainment, and compared PP pupils with their more prosperous peers (Gorard, 2016). However, pupils who are eligible for PP funding will undoubtedly live in different levels of deprivation, as some of those pupils may not have been in receipt of FSM for many years previously. Therefore, those pupils who are not currently FSM could attain higher, and are statistically more likely to, than a pupil currently in receipt of FSM. To that end, this can be problematic when comparing PP pupils to non-PP. Therefore, there are potentially three groups of pupils that should be taken into consideration when judging a school’s performance: never eligible for FSM (n-FSM), previously eligible (EverFSM) and currently eligible (FSM) (Gorard, 2014). For the purpose of this research, which is to measure the academic performance of those pupils who are the most deprived, the data of pupils who are currently in receipt of free school meals will be compared with pupils currently not in receipt of free school meals; PP data will not be used.

Before the sample is selected, it is important to consider why this is a crucial stage in research. Sampling has a critical influence on the results of the research so it is imperative to select the best, most representative sample for the demands of the research (Singh, 2018). Simple, random, probability sampling is a technique which allows everyone in the population, for example 10 pupils from a class of 30, to have an equal chance of being selected (Singh, 2018). This would be the least biased option (Gravetter & Forzano, 2011), although, random sampling cannot occur in this research as pupils who are FSM must be compared with their n-FSM classmates, so it seems that convenience sampling will be most appropriate (Singh, 2018). This method relies on a sample based on what is readily available to the researcher; furthermore, as the availability of pupils who are FSM is limited in this research, as the classroom teacher only teaches a small population of pupils in relation to the whole-school population, selection is limited.  Nonprobability convenience sampling has limitations, in the sense that it is subjective and does not give all participants an equal chance of being selected (Etikan, 2017). The researcher will have to choose a class that they teach, with the highest number of pupils currently in receipt of FSM, to reduce the risk of collecting poor quality data (Etikan, 2017). What is crucial to consider is to the extent that the convenience sample method is representative of the population of that sample selected; in this case how the data collected on FSM pupils will be representative of the entire population of FSM pupils. This is why the greater the sample, the greater the accuracy and more representative (Etikan, 2017). Lastly, with the randomness of convenience sampling, it is ever more crucial to use mixed methods of quantitative and qualitative data analysis to best describe the outcome of the research. 

The sample of pupils for this research will be a Key Stage 4 class from a mixed, 11-18 community school in England. This class has been chosen for its high number of pupils eligible for free school meals (in relation to what is readily available for the researcher), so it is more representative of the sample population (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). For the purpose of anonymity and under British Educational Research Association (2018) guidelines, the school will be named as School X, and the class as Class A. There are a total number of 11 pupils, of which 7 are male and 4 are female. Of the 7 pupils which are male, 3 pupils are FSM and 4 n-FSM; of the 4 pupils which are female, 0 are FSM and 4 are n-FSM (See Figure 3 Class A). 

	
	Male
	Female

	PP
	5
	2

	FSM
	3
	0

	FSMEver6
	3
	0

	n-FSM
	4
	4



Figure 3 	Class A

4.6 Collection techniques

All data collection will take place over a series of seven, one-hour lessons. This equates to two weeks, as I will see this class four times over one week. All pupils (depending on their attendance) and I will be present at all times throughout the study. Pupils will be given a list of 15 tier 2 vocabulary that I have ‘selected’ (See Appendix 1) to be essential to pupils’ understanding of the text, which is A Christmas Carol by Charles Dickens, they will be studying (Anderson and Nagy, 1991), in the unit of work (Quigley, 2018a). Pupils will rate their knowledge of each word using Edgar Dale’s (1976) ‘Four stages of word knowledge’ model, as a method of fast and straightforward assessment (See Appendix 1) at the beginning of the research. Pupils will rank themselves on their familiarity with each word. I will collate the data and score pupils on their answers: 1 point for selecting not at all, up to 4 points for knowing the word very well and being able to use it, generating quantitative data. 

Pupils will be given one A4 worksheet each day with various sections to read and complete, to develop deep understanding of each of the words. Pupils should be given opportunities to view new vocabulary in different contexts (Quigley, 2018a), so this will hopefully do that (See Appendix 2). On each sheet, pupils will be exposed to five new words, and they will be given five new words every lesson, across the first three lessons (fifteen new words in total), and they will have opportunities to practise saying the words aloud (which will be especially important for e-FSM pupils, so I can check understanding) and see the words in different contexts (Biemeller, 2001).

The rationale for choosing five words to expose pupils to each lesson, is from research carried out by cognitive psychologist George A. Miller (1956). Miller claims that there is a limited capacity in the working memory for new information to be processed. He coined the notion of the ‘magical number seven, plus or minus two’ which suggests that the working memory can process seven pieces or chunks of information, plus or minus two, at one time. Although one of the best-known works in cognitive science, at has been criticised for lack of concrete evidence that supports the numerical limit of working memory capacity (Cowan, 2016). Nevertheless, for the purpose of this research, Miller’s theory will be utilised, and the lower end of the numerical working memory limit, of 5 new pieces of information, will be deployed. 

In addition, pupils will be provided with different ‘pupil friendly’ definitions of each word, where possible, and I will target predominantly FSM pupils to verbally clarify meaning of those words (Egan, 2013). As has been widely documented, simple dictionary definitions are not enough to constitute effective vocabulary instruction (Stahl & Kapinus, 2001). As a result, pupils will be given the word used in context – so they will see the words being used in a sentence about the text they are studying, A Christmas Carol. 

Further to this, within each lesson, pupils will ‘explore’ strategies to use the words (Benge & Robbins, 2009) and create their own images or visual representations evoked by the word to ‘dual code’ each word and increase the chances of the word being embedded into long term memory (Paivio, 1986). Each word will be explored similarly, to avoid cognitive overload (Sweller, 2011) in the working memory. The particular tier 2 words selected for the research will provide pupils with a mature and sophisticated language to improve their language ability. These words selected will also be able to be used by the pupils across a range of contexts making the learning more purposeful (Beck, McKeown & Kucan, 2002). Pupils will be asked to link each of the words to what they already know, so building on prior learning, and this could be thinking of synonyms for each of the words, or thinking about parts of the words, and whether they have seen these anywhere before. Pupils may be able to recognise the word’s etymology, which will help them to recognise the links between words and develop deeper word knowledge (Quigley, 2018a). Quigley explains this as fostering ‘word consciousness’ in each pupil (Quigley, 2018a), thus making the unfamiliar vocabulary accessible to the pupil. 

The final stage of explicit vocabulary instruction will be for pupils to use each of the five words in their own sentences. They cannot simply copy the examples provided, but can reshape them, to keep with the theme of A Christmas Carol, or they can challenge themselves to use the words in sentences about a different topic. This method will hopefully enable pupils to understand how the vocabulary can be used in different contexts, to enhance engagement, and by pupils placing words into different contexts therefore should prove more valuable than simply learning vocabulary definitions (Nash & Snowling, 2006). Pupils will have between ten and fifteen minutes to complete the activity.

It is simply not enough to expect pupils to learn all five words after only being exposed to them in one lesson, so after all fifteen words have been given to pupils across the three lessons, pupils will have the opportunity to revisit those words learnt from the previous lesson. Pupils will be shown the definitions of each of the words as a starter activity, and these will be on a PowerPoint presentation. Pupils must write down the key word which matches the definition in their exercise books, then they will be given the answers and self-assess their work. As they do this, I will circulate the room and monitor progress, maybe scaffolding or guiding pupils towards the answers, by giving hints and suggestions, to FSM pupils in particular if they need it. Although, this approach needs to be adopted carefully as over-scaffolding could hinder progress (Van de Pol, Volman & Beishuizen, 2010). This will happen again in the seventh lesson, where all 15 words will be tested. Repeated practice is essential in explicit vocabulary instruction, but Stahl (2005) recognises that repetition needs to be varied to be more successful. Although this research only takes place over a few lessons, there is enough time for some repetition to occur, however it has been recognised that it would be more efficient for this to happen over weeks or months for greater understanding of retention. Murre & Dros (2015) replicated Ebbinghaus’ ‘Forgetting Curve’ study from 1880, and they found that there is relevance today. They deduced that once new information is learned, and transitions from short term memory into long term memory, unless that information is repeated, the information is lost over time. Furthermore, behaviour studies in word retention exercises have shown that after subjects had learnt words for three or six times, their recognition performance increased significantly (Yang et al, 2016), and therefore provides evidence for greater emphasis on repetition. 

Finally, pupils will be given the same word knowledge model, Dale’s (1976) ‘Four stages of word knowledge model’ as they were given at the beginning of the unit of work and the same points system will apply. Hopefully, all pupils will have a more successful understanding of the tier 2 words. What pupils will also receive is a quick written test to see if they can further use those words in a written piece of work, where for each word used correctly they will score one point.

As stated previously, a mixed-method approach of collecting both quantitative and qualitative data will be necessary for this research. Quantitative data will enable me to compare performance from standardised tests/quizzes of FSM pupils with n-FSM in Class A, with the tests measuring progress over time. Also, any significant feedback expressed by the pupils within lessons, as the research is being carried out, will be noted down and considered. Although attainment data does not tell the whole story, as this research will essentially take place over a short period of time, so the impact may not be embedded in the performance data (WG, 2015). What must be considered is the ‘value added’ measure, where what is measured is the progress made by the pupils over and above what is expected of them at that point in their school lives, given prior attainment (WG, 2015).

4.7 Ethics

This research is in accordance with school guidelines for parental consent and pupil consent, within BERA (2018) and University of Wales Trinity Saint David (2018) guidelines, and within the boundaries of normal classroom practice. I will describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, both verbally and in a written letter to parents and pupils, so that they are informed about what to expect. All pupils will be made aware of their rights to take part in this research, prior to it being carried out, and it will be clearly explained to them that they have the right to withdraw at any time (BERA, 2018). Further to this, I will obtain written consent from participants for participation. 

It will be made clear to pupils that their participation in all questionnaires will be voluntary, and they can omit answers to questions. Furthermore, the consent letter given to participants will state that data collected by me will be treated confidentially and that it will not be easily identified as theirs (BERA, 2018). Pupils will be asked whether they wish to allow me to use samples of their work, in the form of photographs or scans, and again this will not contain any sensitive information (including, but not limited to, their name).  However, pupils will be informed that they can refuse to allow use of photographs of their work, at any time. 

As a relationship has already been formed, between myself and the pupils, I understand that there is the risk that they may not be truthful in their answers and they may choose what they think will please me (BERA, 2018). To mitigate this risk, pupils will have the option to discuss any concerns with another member of the school team, and that they can withdraw from the research. Further to this, all of these details will be included in the letter of consent given to pupils and parents. Some of the pupils selected may have low reading ages, in comparison to their chronological ages, so the material given to them (including questionnaires) will be adapted. Also, if pupils require assistance, for example they need me to read any of the information in this form to them, then that will be done accordingly. All pupils in Class A will be given the same activities throughout the research. Although, class activities may be slightly altered on occasion, such as use of targeted questioning, but this is not far different from ordinary, daily practice, where a teacher naturally differentiates to suit different abilities. 

At the end of the project, pupils will be debriefed and it will be made clear that their participation in the study is over. An informal feedback session will take place for participants and the module leader at the end of the research submission. A summary of findings will be available for all participants; including the head teacher, English department and for pupils.

5. Findings

5.1 Analysis

Overall, findings show, for all pupils involved, an improved understanding of key words for the unit of work, which enabled pupils to comment more effectively on the text being studied, A Christmas Carol. The evidence suggests that FSM pupils showed greater improvement of word knowledge than n-FSM, especially in their final test at the end of the research, which is pleasing to see. It must be noted, however, that one pupil (n-FSM and female) was absent for the duration of the research, so the revised number of pupils present is ten, rather than the original eleven. A mixed method approach to data collection, such as a range of quantitative and qualitative data, has enabled a more robust analysis of findings. Furthermore, qualitative data, such as pupil comments made during the research and after (recorded in a note book) has provided an alternative approach to evidence collection, where pupils’ attitudes and opinions have been collated to analyse the success of the research.

5.2 Lesson 1

Before any explicit vocabulary instruction took place, pupils were given a word knowledge quiz, where they rated themselves in their understanding of and confidence in using fifteen key words accurately (Appendix 1). To be able to collate results from this quiz, a numerical score was applied to each of the four columns. Pupils were to tick the first column to express the highest level of confidence of knowing the word’s meaning and their ability to use it in a sentence accurately- this would score them the lowest point of one. Where a pupil gradually felt less confident in using the word, or feeling that they had never seen it before, then they would score a higher number of points, with the final column being four points (Appendix 1). In short, the lower the score a pupil received, showed a greater understanding of word knowledge, and a higher score showed lesser confidence of word knowledge. This quiz was useful in gauging what pupils already knew at the beginning, and allowed me to compare FSM and n-FSM pupils respectively, and then I could compare this at the end of the research to hopefully see if their confidence had improved. The bar chart reveals (See Figure 4) that before the research, FSM pupils scored a mean average of 33 points and after the research a mean average of 17 points- this is an improvement of 16 points in word knowledge. For n-FSM pupils, the chart reveals that before the research, they scored a mean average of 34.9 points, and after the research a mean average of 19.86- which is an improvement of 15.04 points. What pupils, and I, were aiming for is a perfect score of 15; the closer they get to 15, the greater understanding of word knowledge. So therefore, for this part of the research, FSM pupils showed a greater understanding of word knowledge after the research by an average of 2.86 points, which, allows me to conclude that Quigley’s (2018a) strategies were beneficial for all pupils, but especially FSM pupils.


Figure 4

5.3 Lessons 1-6

After the word knowledge quiz pupils completed in lesson 1, I presented them with the resource they were to use to explore the vocabulary and develop a deeper understanding of the words (Appendix 2 and Appendix 3). It was interesting to see that two FSM pupils were reluctant to draw the images in the resource, as seen in one example (Appendix 3), and Pupil A explained it was because they just simply did not want to draw. I tried to give examples of what they could include, but they did not feel comfortable doing it. In the next lesson, they attempted it once, but reverted back to showing little interest. The other pupil, Pupil B, also FSM, after more prompting in future lessons, did complete the images. This led me to consider that not all pupils will be confident in drawing images, and supports the notion that pupils’ needs are varied. It is clear why practitioners should approach explicit vocabulary teaching using mixed methods, so pupils can take ownership of their learning (Quigley, 2018). Further to this, when you take a look at Pupil A’s work (Appendix 3) in the ‘linking’ words to prior knowledge section, he has used the word ‘philanthropist.’ Before answering this section, he asked me what ‘philanthropist’ meant, to check whether he could like this world to ‘altruistic,’ and it was clear they were making connections with other sophisticated tier 2 words, which I did not expect. I deduced that my preconceived ideas about what I expected FSM pupils to know was perhaps quite low, when in fact FSM pupils do have the knowledge, and this needs to be fostered in the classroom. The teacher has the responsibility to recognise and foster the love of language learning, and to do this I ensured I shared this with other pupils, and therefore this exercise enabled other pupils to, essentially, teach and share more sophisticated words with each other. Appendix 3, conversely, shows how Pupil C, also FSM, devoted more time and attention to drawing  images than ‘linking’ to prior knowledge’ or ‘using’ the words in sentences of their own. I observed the pupil who went straight to this section before anything else, to which I directed them away to the other sections first, as I believed these to be more valuable. However, this pupil was one of two pupils who scored the highest points (14/15) for using the words correctly in an extended piece of writing at the end of the research. As a result, this has led me to a similar conclusion to one earlier that all pupils work differently, which is necessary for their needs, and that in the ‘explore’ stage of deepening word knowledge, pupils can do this, successfully, in alternative ways; pupils should be given different options to see what works best for them.

When pupils were viewing the definition of ‘altruistic’ in lesson 3, one pupil (n-FSM) asked me to re-confirm the definition, as they thought there was a mistake. The definition reads: ‘showing a disinterested and selfless concern for the well-being of others; unselfish.’ This pupil pointed out that ‘disinterested’ was ambiguous and it could mean a ‘lack of interest’ and therefore having a negative connotation. After clarifying the meaning, pupils understood and completed the activity successfully, but it made me reconsider the definitions given to pupils; that they need to be absolutely clear and contain as little, if any, ambiguity as possible.

During lesson 4, pupils were given the first set of five words they explored in lesson 1 as a starter activity. They had to write down the key word which matched the definitions on the board. However, they were not given the key words, just the definitions, and I was expecting them to recall the key words from memory. Although this proved too challenging and required pupils to think of too many different aspects at once in their working memory, causing cognitive overload. So, I revised the activity straight away to include the key words as well as the definitions, jumbled up, and this level of scaffolding was well received. All pupils scored 100%. 

In lesson 4, when pupils were matching key words to definitions, another pupil stated (n-FSM) that they could remember how the key words and definitions matched up because of the drawings they did in a previous lesson. They scored 100% on the activity. So for this particular pupil, it seems as though dual coding (Paivio, 1986) each word in the form of images worked well for them. This pupil also scored 14 out of 15 on the final word knowledge test. 

After pupils completed words 6-10 of the definition matching activity, the main activity for the lesson required pupils to write a paragraph of analysis about the character of Scrooge. We had created a model paragraph together, as a class, and then pupils worked independently to create their own. During the activity, Pupil B was thinking of an adjective to describe the protagonist, Scrooge, and then asked me for a synonym for ‘grumpy.’ I asked why they did not think grumpy was suitable and they replied that they wanted to use a more sophisticated word. This led me to consider whether the work we had been doing on improving vocabulary had developed this particular pupil’s desire to improve their vocabulary in other ways, which was very pleasing to see.


5.4 Lesson 7

At the end of the research, in the seventh and final lesson, I gave pupils a short assessment, where they had to create a paragraph about A Christmas Carol using as many of the 15 words learned as possible, correctly. Pupils were not allowed access to their books or any definitions, as I wanted to see if they could apply what they had learned from their long-term memories. They were given freedom to use as many words as they wanted in one sentence, they could write separate sentences with one word in each, but the main determiner of success was using the words correctly. Pupils were also made aware that they could change the form of the word (for example, change a noun into an adjective), although this proved challenging because I could not help them with this, so as not to skew the data, as I could unknowingly be giving them the answer. But, after reading their answers, it meant some had used the incorrect form of the word. This is something that must be carefully considered in the future, to teach pupils how to change certain words to fit the context of the sentence they are writing. For every word the pupil used correctly, they received one point; so the goal was to achieve a perfect score of 15. It was interesting to see the competitive nature within pupils, as when I gave the option of trying to include as many of the fifteen words in one sentence as possible, so essentially writing the fewest number of words, two pupils in particular were really keen to do this. Both pupils scored 14 points, both being male, and one FSM and one n-FSM (See Appendix 4 for example of Pupil C’s work). The competitive nature of the activity (which they essentially created themselves) could have led to an increase in motivation to score more highly, than those without intrinsic competitiveness. Results from the assessment reveals that, on average, FSM pupils scored 12.7 points, and n-FSM pupils scored 9 points (See Figure 5). This suggests that, in this particular assessment, that FSM pupils had a greater understanding of the words. Although, there are other factors to consider when drawing conclusions from the data- extraneous factors such as time allowed for the activity. For example, pupils had fifteen minutes to complete the activity; this may be an ample amount of time for some, but not enough for others. Those pupils who scored more highly may have worked quicker than those who scored lower, however it seems likely that word knowledge was weaker in those pupils who scored lower.  



Figure 5

5.5. Evaluation of the investigation

As with any research, there are strengths and weaknesses, and aspects which can be utilised again, built upon, and parts that still need to be investigated further.

With the focus on FSM, this sample size was relatively small, which means that it is not as likely to be representative of the larger school population of FSM pupils. Although, within the whole sample, of FSM and n-FSM, the ratio was in line with the whole school FSM to n-FSM ratio. The research took place over seven lessons, and only focused on pupils developing a deeper understanding of fifteen words. For the research to be more effective and for a greater level of reliability of results, the study could have taken place over a longer period of time. Other limiting factors include the fact that there were no girls in the FSM sample, which meant that they were not fairly represented. Also, pupils were tested on their retrieval of the words from memory after a couple of weeks, but if Ebbinghaus’ forgetting curve is considered, with a longer passing of time, it is more likely that information is forgotten, unless it is constantly reviewed over a number of weeks. It is therefore essential to scrutinise the success of the research being a result of it taking place over a shorter period of time. It is now crucial that the words are constantly reviewed otherwise, it could be argued, learning that took place was a redundant and superfluous activity. 
[bookmark: _Toc213738640]
Three weeks after the study, pupils completed a timed mock examination on the text, so it was interesting to see if the pupils used the vocabulary which they had acquired during the study, within their work. It was pleasing to see that all pupils had used a variety of vocabulary learned within their essays, which improved the quality of their explanation of characters and events in the novella, A Christmas Carol. By using the tier 2 vocabulary their answers sounded more ambitious and sophisticated in parts. However, as there any many factors to success in an English Literature examination, unfortunately the vocabulary learned was not enough to see a drastic improvement in grades. Furthermore, timing is a significant issue for this class, as they simply do not write enough to warrant the criteria of ‘clear’ and ‘consistent.’ Especially as pupils are required to analyse language closely and discuss the effect on the reader, the vocabulary learned was not enough to improve these aspects of their answers to a high degree. If their exam results are compared before and after the research, on the whole, most pupils achieved a similar grade to before. Although exam results do not explain everything, they provide an indicator of success of the research. As the research aim was to improve outcomes for FSM pupils, I believe there has been an improvement in pupils’ development and confidence in using ambitious tier 2 vocabulary successfully and accurately. This also supports the EEF’s (2002) evidence to suggest that reading strategies benefit disadvantaged learners the most. But, it can be deduced that vocabulary teaching alone is not the means to an end, and cannot be thought of as the only solution to closing the gaps in knowledge between FSM and n-FSM pupils. Furthermore, vocabulary cannot take precedent over other important knowledge that pupils need to have, to be successful in external examinations; albeit it should be highly regarded.


6. [bookmark: _Toc304277593]Conclusion 
6.1 Impact on professional development

This research has fundamentally highlighted the importance of explicit vocabulary instruction in the English classroom. The study has reinforced the benefits of selecting words that are of significant worth to pupils, and ensuring they are solidified in long term memory so they can better explain the world around them. Furthermore, ongoing research is paramount for every subject teacher to improve and enhance pedagogical strategies to best support pupils. This project has also instilled a passion within me to keep learning alongside the pupils in front of me, so I can keep finding new, improved and modern methods to close the gap in attainment between disadvantaged pupils and their more prosperous peers. Without a thorough understanding of research, and without continuous professional development throughout one’s teaching career, it could be argued that pupils cannot receive the best deal from the teachers who they rely on most to impart the most accurate knowledge and who can inspire them. 

6.2 Impact on pupils and school

At the end of the research, all pupils concurred that the methods used to help them learn and retain new vocabulary were useful. For me, this is the most important part of the process, knowing that the pupils enjoyed the activities and could see their improvement over time. From the results of the word knowledge quiz, it is clear that the strategies worked for this particular group of pupils, so could be transferred to other classes, year groups and subjects. Although, it would be interesting to see the same research methods being used in a larger class, and with a larger number of disadvantaged learners, as the sample size was small in this project, to see if the strategies would have similar effects. In addition, as this class was a Key Stage 4 GCSE class, it is expected that pupils’ vocabulary should be at a more advanced stage, but clearly, and particularly so for disadvantaged learners, there is a lot of work still to be done. It is crucial to state that it is not too late for pupils to close the gaps in their knowledge. Although, as we know that disadvantaged children, before they reach school age, have a significant gap in vocabulary knowledge compared to non-disadvantaged peers, this research could also benefit practitioners in the primary setting, so to fill the vocabulary gaps as early as possible. Furthermore, schools in a similar family of schools, meaning those schools in a similar demographic, may also benefit from the results of this research. 

6.3 Recommendations for school improvement:
· Evidence-based methods of explicit vocabulary instruction should be explored and adapted to suit the needs of the pupils in context
· A whole school, consistent approach to explicit vocabulary instruction is essential; all subject staff have a responsibility to improve the vocabulary of all pupils (Quigley, 2018)
· Explicit vocabulary instruction is invaluable, but words need to be selected carefully (choose tier 2 words which are going to be of most worth to pupils and which will help them explain multiple life experiences)
· Increase pupils’ cultural capital through explicit vocabulary instruction, and, where possible, give pupils a range of extra-curricular experiences where they can be exposed to ambitious tier 2 vocabulary e.g. museums and art galleries
· Beware of cognitive overload when presenting new vocabulary to students, and ensure vocabulary instruction is ‘chunked’ e.g. 5 words new words introduced per lesson/week
· Explicit vocabulary instruction seems to have the biggest impact for disadvantaged learners, so these must be targeted
· New vocabulary needs to be revisited and repeated to have the biggest impact; ensure that pupils do not forget what has been learned
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Appendices
Appendix 1


Word Knowledge Quiz – pupils scored one point for the first column, two points for the second, and three for the third and finally four for the fourth column.



	Word
	I know this word and I can use it correctly and confidently.
	I have some understanding of the word. I could probably use it in my writing.
	I have seen or heard this word but I am unsure of the meaning.
	I have never seen this word and I do not know what it means.

	1. Stave
	
	
	
	

	2. Redemption
	
	
	
	

	3. Miser
	
	
	
	

	4. Avarice
	
	
	
	

	5. Spectre
	
	
	
	

	6. Parsimonious
	
	
	
	

	7. Diatribe
	
	
	
	

	8. Destitute
	
	
	
	

	9. Penitent
	
	
	
	

	10. Retribution
	
	
	
	

	11. Malevolence
	
	
	
	

	12. Benevolence
	
	
	
	

	13. Altruistic
	
	
	
	

	14. Epiphany
	
	
	
	

	15. Ignorant
	
	
	
	








Appendix 2[image: C:\Users\FortuneR\Downloads\20200330_132939.jpg]






Appendix 3
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Appendix 4

[image: C:\Users\FortuneR\Downloads\20200330_132544.jpg]
Mean scores for word knowledge quiz, before and after explicit vocabulary instruction

FSM	Before explicit vocabulary instruction	After explicit vocabulary instruction	33	17	n-FSM	Before explicit vocabulary instruction	After explicit vocabulary instruction	34.9	19.86	



Mean score showing correct usage of all 15 words in extended writing at the end of the research

Final test - using 15 words in a paragraph	FSM	n-FSM	12.7	9	
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