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Abstract

The ability to communicate using strong vocabulary and syntax has been proven to be a quality of highly qualified job candidates.  Therefore, it is the obligation of instructors of language arts to prepare students with the ability to use language effectively.  Throughout my “teacher education,” I have been privy to some of the most dynamic and innovative means for increasing students’ vocabulary aptitude.  Students have even been given the opportunity to create rap music to the theme of vocabulary; this idea embodies the new and dynamic means through which teachers are attempting to increase language development and vocabulary usage.

Through this research project, I have implemented storytelling as a means to increase vocabulary development.  The research project sought to promote student learning through consistent use of storytelling in correlation with an assigned vocabulary list (a list of ten words given bi-weekly).  Students were introduced to the method for developing a personal narrative (story) that required incorporation of vocabulary words during a two-week pilot study period.  Each student’s story was drafted throughout the designated time-period for teaching units.  Data was collected and analyzed based on students’ scores in vocabulary quizzes.  Scores were compared to the previous semester’s vocabulary quiz scores during which time students were required to take the same type of vocabulary quizzes.  During the previous semester storytelling was not used by the Language Arts teacher as a tool with which to assist in vocabulary aptitude.  
Introduction

During an observation period in my undergraduate education I was placed in an urban-area high school.  The school was considered “urban” and the students were categorized as “at risk youths”.  While completing over 100 observation and practicum implementation hours in the same classroom that semester, I took note of a distinct problem the youths had with language acquisition and comprehension in remedial urban language arts classes.  Students seemed happy just to earn a grade above an “F” in order to pass the class and barely graduate that year.  The teachers, driven and caring as they were, were often pleased with the students completing minimal amounts of class work and studying. I watched as over thirty students dismissed their senior year of high school, bypassing opportunities to learn to communicate professionally and to be prepared for the “real world”.  This experience led to my dedication to language development.  It is my contention that the importance of language development in relation to helping to prepare young people to get jobs and/or go to college is unparalleled by any other educational function. 

The district in which I carried out the teaching intervention has struggled recently with all areas of standardized testing.  The website for the Ohio Department of Education, 2005, reports that English performance at this high school rates well bellow the state expectations.  I believe that one way to improve students’ knowledge of state mandated vocabulary words is to interact in more than one way with the words of choice.  Through use of “storytelling” a convention of literature that generates a narrative told orally or written in document, students were given a new means through which to study vocabulary.    The general principles of storytelling involve that the work be either an original or recounting narrative told by someone to someone else.  A story can be any length; it usually contains a beginning, middle, and an end.  There is an exception to the “ending” piece; however, as some stories are intended to allow the listener’s imagination wonder as to the culmination of the story. 
Because the study school is located in a mostly African American community with strong lineage in black culture, storytelling as an art form is particularly relevant to the community.  Information that holds the most sacred lessons and beliefs of African culture is entrusted to the spoken word, slaves established in their tales important points of continuity with their African past (Moss, 1990).  
Literature Review

Through the research being conducted, activities dealing with writing will assist in students’ natural process of developing the skills associated with storytelling.  Storytelling as a teaching tool offers an array of classroom application; its principles are accessed through the simple act of writing (Choy, Jacobs, and Reynolds, 2004).  

One way to access greater comfort for students, thereby helping to generate creativity on behalf of students, is to display student generated artwork in the classroom.  In my observation I found that students displayed pride and increased self-efficacy when their art work is exhibited on the walls or in the hallway. The use of visually stimulating material may aid in the creative process of writing (Gipe, 1993). 

Cultural awareness shown by both students and teachers invigorates a language arts curriculum.  While one way to facilitate this type of cultural awareness is through décor (use of student art work described previously), another way is to interact with culturally diverse literature (Jocson, 2006).   Students will have the opportunity to choose some of the literature that they read throughout the study.  
One study illuminates a negative aspect of students’ past learning experiences.  Fear of failure can have a crippling effect on the creative capability of students.  Grade anxiety can be combated by simply creating a lighthearted atmosphere about a classroom lesson such as storytelling (Choy, 2004).  Educators can work to translate the idea that storytelling is not as much about one’s grade as it is about allowing one to think and write creatively.  

As the literature demonstrates, many aspects of storytelling implicit with the exercise can contribute to a more effective and meaningful experience with literature.  The act of validating the personal/traditional stories of students will allow students to have a greater understanding of their own heritage (Greenfield, Rothstein-Fisch, and Trumbull ,1999).  There are countless educational benefits to creating original narrative stories, as indicated by the literature studied.  
Sample

The study high school was located in a large mid-western urban area.  The campus was comprised of four “small schools” given specific names that described each school’s academic framework.  These schools were the Bridge Academy, the Renaissance School of Fine Arts (in which the study took place), the School of Leadership, Health, and Wellness, and School of Science and Technology.  The school was comprised of 99% African American students, and one percent Middle-Eastern, Latin-American, or Asian, 65% are male and 35% female.  There are two groups of students involved in the study.  Group “A” and Group “B” represent blocks 2 and 3 respectively during the high school’s third marking period out of four.  
The school uses the “block scheduling format” in which students attend four block-style periods of class everyday, each block consists of approximately one hour and twenty-four minutes.   Group A consisted of 34 students, comprised equally of seventeen boys and girls.  Group B included fifteen female students and thirteen males, providing a total of 28 students in the class.  
Procedure

At the outset of the study, students were instructed in the general procedures for storytelling.  The procedure for implementation of the intervention engaged students in two separate class periods by rotating student interaction with storytelling (as indicated below).  The following procedure for intervention was used:

	Group
	Weeks

1-2

Unit 1
	Weeks

3-4

Unit 2
	Week

5

Unit 3
	Week

6

Unit 4

	A
	Intervention
	Control
	Intervention
	Control

	B
	Control
	Intervention
	Control
	Intervention


During each set of weeks (units 1-4), students were required to generate an original narrative of either a personal account or a completely fictional story.  Storytelling was used by the intervention group as indicated in the universal storytelling rubric in appendix A.    Students’ ability to define and understand the meaning of words was monitored through vocabulary quiz grades.  Appendix B gives an example of the type of vocabulary quiz used in the study.  The quizzes are considered traditional style vocabulary exams.
The process of drafting a story in each unit required that students generated their story based on the literature being studied throughout the given unit.  At the outset of each unit a group of vocabulary words was introduced to both groups.  Students took a quiz after the first week on the words.  The second week culminated a larger quiz over the same words.  The application of the study required that the intervention group include the vocabulary words into the personal narrative (story) generated during the unit.  Students not included in the intervention at the time were part of the control group and were not required to include vocabulary words into their stories for the particular unit.  Other requirements were that students are to read their story aloud to their peers once during the unit.  Students were able to create and read their original story narratives in a positive environment free of fear.  This environment was developed by continuously practicing the concepts of respect and community in the classroom.  Students were encouraged to provide strictly positive and constructive feedback on the work of their peers.  
Results
Student’s vocabulary quiz grades provided the major framework for assessing the outcomes and results of the teaching intervention.  Students vocabulary quiz scores from the previous semester were compared to the scores reached during the teaching intervention.  The results were as follows:

	Group
	Previous Scores (last semester)
	Control Group Average 
	Intervention

Average 

	A
	76%
	72%
	75%

	B
	81%
	79%
	74%


The data shows that no gain was made in vocabulary quiz scores.  Each group was the “control group” for a total of three weeks.  Group A made no overall increase in vocabulary quiz scores as compared to the previous semester.  There was a 3% increase in scores when involved in the intervention group as opposed to the control group.  The same could not be said for Group B, as this group experienced a 7% reduction in vocabulary scores when comparing the previous semester with the study period.  
Discussion

The results of the study prompted consideration as to possible factors that may have affected the data.  Over the six-week study period, no positive advancement had taken place in students’ capability to generate greater vocabulary scores.  Another study will be carried out over a longer period of time and with many more students included.  
Immediately when considering possible impediments in performance and interaction with the intervention I recognize that the students were instructed by a well-liked, veteran teacher in the previous semester.  It is possible that her absence could have contributed to the results.   An adjustment that should be made in the future would be to allow students to actively participate in regular journaling in order to document the level of enjoyment that students are experiencing form this exercise.  More data is needed in terms of student’s opinions of the intervention.  A survey to gauge students’ opinion of the intervention both before and after future studies is needed to understand students’ outlook on the intervention.    Future research should also be implemented with various alternatives to the intervention.   There will be some students that simply refuse to participate in verbal storytelling in a classroom environment.   The most valuable lesson I gathered from this research is the understanding that teacher knowledge individual student strengths and weaknesses would have a great impact on the development of a new teaching method.

The students in both the control and intervention groups would have benefited from better attendance.  More work can be done in order to assist future researchers in increasing attendance in a classroom in order to facilitate such research. 
Conclusion
It was exciting to research methods to improve vocabulary skills.  If the recommended adjustments to this study are made, future research will bring about growth in vocabulary development through the process of storytelling.  A major adjustment includes an increased time frame for the study.  The study should be carried out during a time in the school year where there is consistent student attendance. 
The success of the storytelling strategy can be increased with greater preparation time on the part of both the teacher and the students.  Preparedness includes greater knowledge of the process of storytelling along with more comfort in verbal presentations.   

Finally, more positive results can be expected if the contributing teacher and students experience positive rapport.  This rapport can be facilitated with the teachers’ prior knowledge of students’ experience in storytelling.   This study has proven that this storytelling intervention has the potential to be a useful tool for vocabulary development in an urban secondary language arts classroom.  
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Appendix A

Storytelling requirements:

1. Each story will be drafted during the specified unit and will be prepared to be read aloud to the class.  
2. Students must meet the designated unit requirements for inclusion of vocabulary words into the story (Intervention will use vocabulary words in the story, control will not be required to include words)

3. There is no length requirement for these stories, however you must meet each requirement that follows:  a) Include a list of characters

b) Story must have a working title that is finalized when the narrative is submitted

c) Your story must be original and not copied from another source

4.  
All of the stories created will include an ending or conclusion.  If the story does not have a conclusion and is considered a “cliffhanger”, the author must indicate this to the reader somehow.  
Appendix B

Vocabulary Quiz Example
Instructions:  Provide the correct definition for each word.  If you do not know the exact definition, please provide an example of your knowledge of the word’s meaning by using the word in context.
1. Propagate-________________________________

2. Chronological-_____________________________

3. Antagonist- _______________________________

4. Protagonist-_______________________________

5. Culminate-________________________________

6. Hierarchy-________________________________

7. Denigration-_______________________________

8. Reciprocate-_______________________________

9. Climax-___________________________________

10.   profound-________________________________

