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Abstract

The present article reports the results of a pedagogical experience in which the practice of vocabulary
strategies helped a group of physiotherapy students at a higher education institution in Colombia
improve their reading comprehension skills of scientific articles, regardless of their English level.
Reading academic articles in English is an everyday issue for students in Colombia, and it is expected
that they interpret and understand articles thoroughly and effectively in order to produce a relevant
analysis of the information presented. However, not all the students have a level of English that
allows them to complete the task successfully. Hence, it was necessary to design a series of “pre-
teaching vocabulary worksheets” that served as a baseline to establish a glossary of technical
vocabulary that would support students in further reading of scientific articles. These worksheets
provided students with different vocabulary activities that helped them identify, recognize and
understand new words proper of their field of study. Learning the words in an isolated way became
meaningful when students found them in context in the articles they read for their classes. They were
able not only to increase the speed when reading scientific articles but also to comprehend them more
easily, which was evident through their discussions in class, participations in forums, reviews or
articles, and good grades obtained in exams. Additionally, students gained more confidence in
themselves, which benefited their academic and professional performance. Undoubtedly, these
worksheets demand that teachers devote a considerable amount of time to their design; however, the
effort is worthwhile once the positive results are seen.
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Introduction

Being in contact with scientific articles in English is an everyday issue for students in Colombia
nowadays. Regardless their level of comprehension in English, they must interpret and understand the
content thoroughly and effectively in order to come up with relevant analysis of information and clear
conclusions that lead them to the acquisition of new knowledge about specific topics. Sometimes and
depending on the field of study, students might become frustrated when finding English as an obstacle
to follow their learning process as a plus to the difficulty of the content itself. An American
psychologist expert in human behavior, Vince Berger (2005) claims that “frustration is experienced
whenever the results (goals) you are expecting do not seem to fit the effort and action you are
applying.” Likewise, reading is a highly self-motivational activity and the inability to read well may lead
to a loss of motivation and increased levels of frustration, which in turn, may also result in students
reading less (Ahmad, 2011; Mokhtar et al., 2010; Rochecouste, Oliver, & Mulligan, 2012) [1][9]. Now,
it is not a secret to say that Colombian people are not precisely known for their interest in reading,
especially for academic purposes and additionally if it is in English. Despite of studying English for a
long time, many ESL students continue to have a limited range of vocabulary which has an impact on
both their reading comprehension and their education in general (Oliver, R.,Young, S., 2016)[8]. There
is an additional flow-on effect of poor reading skills for university-bound students, namely a reduced
guality in their writing skills, which are also essential for university success (Mokhtar et al., 2010)[7].

Shelby (2017) states that learners can master the most important English vocabulary by reading
thematic texts [11], supporting the idea that the more students read scientific articles in English, the
more technical vocabulary they acquire. Nevertheless, reading in English implies lots of effort and time
to understand content. Thus, students usually come up with different strategies like using online
translators or even by searching the articles in Spanish that might be valid as a learning strategy, but
not practical considering that most of the literature related to their field of study comes in English. This
is the case of Physiotherapy students in Colombia, who need to deal with articles written in English
most of the times, and whose English level is often lower to the standard level required in academic
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institutions. Hence, the need to design a suitable technique that allowed students to access articles in
English and focused their attention on key words that would become later the technical vocabulary
they would need in order to understand an article more easily from the very beginning. This technique
included the design of pre-teaching vocabulary worksheets that led students to identify and use new
words in specific contexts for a further comprehension of scientific and academic texts. Undoubtedly,
these worksheets require extra time from teachers to design them, but they will serve as the basis to
promote learning in a scaffolded way, develop problem solving abilities and critical thinking skills,
which altogether will lead them to build meaningful and long life learning strategies. It is worthwhile to
refer to Cottrell, (2005) who points out that critical thinking skills involve the “development of
observation, reasoning, decision-making, analysis, judgment, and persuasion” which bring lots of
professional and everyday life benefits since learners become more accurate and precise on the way
the work and think [4].

The worksheets are aimed at making students feel they are able to comprehend content by going from
the known to the unknown and from the simple to the complex, becoming aware at the same time of
several long life learning vocabulary strategies.

Theoretical framework

Learning to read challenging texts is similar to undergoing physical therapy; painful and exhausting at
the beginning but in need of being focused on motivation and persistence to reach the goal
(Shanahan, T., Fisher, D., & Frey, N.,2016) [10]. Creating the discipline to read is one of the main
challenges students have; therefore, it is important to bear in mind that students are the ones
responsible for implementing the techniques suggested by the teacher. This way, they can become
autonomous and enlarge their vocabulary range to the extent they need it.

The relationship between vocabulary and reading is reciprocal (Chou, 2011) [3]. That is, the wider
range of vocabulary students have, the faster they can read and comprehend a text. However, it is not
necessary to know the meaning of every single word in order to understand a text as many students
think; reading strategies are the ones that will help to deal with that lack of vocabulary that is not
always essential to get the main idea of a text. Jackson & Ash (2012) [5] suggest that students have
a deeper understanding of content and better vocabulary skills when they are provided with
opportunities to have inquiry-based instruction and multisensory explorations.

Students need meaningful experiences and engagement when learning new words (Wilcox &
Morrison, 2013) [12]. Recent reviews of the best practices emphasize the importance of incorporating
discussions into content teaching as a means to provide reading comprehension (Lawrence, J. F.,
Crosson, A. C., Paré-Blagoev, E. J., & Snow, 2015) [6] and content learning. Indeed, Bowman, S.,
2014 suggests periodically ask students to discuss the terms with one another [2].

Sample and description

The participants of the study were students from the physical therapy school at a university in
Colombia. Their ages ranged between 18 and 20, and they usually found reading scientific articles a
difficult skill to be developed due to their lack of vocabulary, reluctance to reading, and lack of practice
inside and outside the classroom. Students have taken five previous English levels and currently they
are placed at a B1 level according to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages
(CEFR). The sample included 36 students, 18 in the experimental group — students taking English
Level 3 as part of their syllabus, and 18 in the control group — students taking a subject proper of the
physiotherapy program as part of their syllabus.

The materials in this study were taken from the resources they have in their course syllabus and on
actual class texts. The worksheets designed in this project are aimed at assessing students’ ongoing
performance in reading taking into account their continuous contact with scientific and academic
reading of articles in English in their professional life. The study was conducted within the framework
of Educational Design Research (EDR). This approach includes the design, development and
evaluation of educational interventions as a solution to particular educational problems.

Method

Eight interventions were applied during 16 weeks, two face-to-face hour classes per week. There was
a pre-reading test, six interventions using the vocabulary worksheets proposed as the basis of this
project and a post-reading test. Students were asked to develop different reading tasks every two
weeks. The pre-reading test included a non-academic reading whose main objective was to identify
the students’ comprehension level when reading a text not related to their field of study. The intention
was also to create a comfortable and enjoyable environment for them. During the first intervention
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students worked in pairs, promoting collaborative work, broke down a text with no help different from
the content itself, and reported what they had read in front of the class. Then, there was whole-class
feedback to check understanding and compare versions with the original text. The other five
interventions included specific scientific articles that made part of their syllabus together with their
corresponding worksheets, which included several vocabulary strategies such as puzzles;
unscrambling words; labeling images; vocabulary finders; matching columns, filling gaps in context,
cloze questions, and open questions. The

Figure 1 shows a sample of the worksheets designed.
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Fig 1. Sample of a vocabulary worksheet — second intervention



Results

Students were assessed during the sixteen weeks through reading summaries, discussions, analyses
of content through mind maps and oral presentations showing an improved ability to report on their
readings much more confidently and deeply with the plus that they started including new vocabulary
when speaking. To sum up, vocabulary plays a very important role not only for improving reading
comprehension but also for language proficiency at a whole since it makes the skills of listening,
speaking, reading, and writing easier to perform as stated by Paul Nation a linguistic researcher.
Furthermore, the acquisition of a wider range of vocabulary has a direct positive effect on reading
comprehension, which definitely benefits students’ self-confidence and motivation to making reading
part of their professional daily work.
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