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PROMOTING VOCABULARY LEARNING FOR ENGLISH LEARNERS 

Table.J _ O_v.er...,lew_ofJb.e_Vo.cabulacy __ QuULThrnugh.o.utEacb B.eading_£hase 

Directions Benefits Phase 
Before • Choose vocabulary based on their relevance to the lesson.

• To make the quilt. create boxes on chart paper by folding it depending on the
number of words.

• Allowing use of linguistic and nonlinguistic representations,
including the native language. ensures all students can
participate.

• Divide students into groups of 3-4.
• Have the students write one word in each quilt.

• Talking with peers supports Els' connections and articulation of 
their background knowledge.

• Explain to students that they are going to write (in English or their native
language) or draw whatever comes to mind when they read each word.

• Give students 2-3 minutes to individually write/draw something for each
word. If students have no recognition of a word, they simply rewrite the word.

• Provide students with the opportunity to discuss in their group the
connections made.

• This phase lasts about 10-15_m_in_u_te_s. __ _

During • Post the quilts so students can revisit the quilts throughout the lesson.
• As vocabulary is encountered in the text, stop to discuss students· reactions

and comments.

• Focusing on target vocabulary allows Els to selectively attend
to the words in relation to the content.

• Working as a facilitator, refer to the quilts and help students make 
connections between their initial connections and text-related information.

• Revisiting students' words/images encourages Els to view their
background knowledge as a resource.

• Monitor students' understanding to clarity misconceptions of activated
knowledge or the text that could interfere with their understanding.

• The time limit for this phase depends on the length of the story and the
discussion about each word.

After • Have students work together to generate a definition for each word and
record it on a sticky note to put on the quilt.

• Groups share with the class the definitions they generated.

• Writing their own definitions provides students with a greater
sense of ownership of their learning and allows them to
demonstrate newly acquired knowledge.

• The completed quilts can be revisited as a review of content learned
throughout the semester.

• This phase lasts about 15-20 minutes.

Note. Adapted from Biography-Driven Culturally Responsive Teaching by S. Herrera (2010). New York: Teachers College Press. 

instruction is provided, and its integra

tion in a specific instructional phase 

is illustrated through discussion 

of the Vocabulary Quilt (Herrera, 

2007; Herrera, 2010), an example of a 

research-based vocabulary strategy. The 

Vocabulary Quilt offers EL students 

the opportunity to activate background 

knowledge and use their existing 

resources to connect with target vocabu

lary. The strategy revolves around a word

quilt, a learning tool used by students 

throughout instruction. 

Before-Reading Phase 
The purpose of the before-reading 

phase is to prepare students for what 

they will encounter in the text and to 

develop domain knowledge (Gibbons, 

2002). This preparation should include 

activating background knowledge, 

incorporating known vocabulary, 

and introducing target vocabulary. In 

the before-reading phase, two char

acteristics of effective vocabulary 

instruction are emphasized: (1) access

ing background knowledge and (2) 

connecting unknown vocabulary to 

known knowledge. 

Background knowledge is what stu

dents use to develop, expand, and refine 

word meanings (Rupley, Logan, & 

Nichols, 1999). When Els bring their 

background knowledge to the surface 

and are provided with opportunities 

to share their initial connections, the 

teacher can assess their understanding 

and plan a route for instruction to clarify 
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a How am I currently activating my EL 

students' background knowledge about 

key vocabulary in the lesson? 

• How can I sustain vocabulary learning

throughout all phases of a lesson?

• How can the vocabulary quilt be used in

content area lessons?

•
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