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Why reading can be so difficult for ESOL students 
 
In general, ESOL readers are unsure of what they read. To begin 
with, they have relatively little experience with oral 
communication, at least compared to native English speakers. 
Thus, their ability to gain meaning from print is, at least initially, 
difficult because they are still acquiring proficiency with English 
structure and, therefore, cannot anticipate the flow of language or 
predict what words will come next in sequence.  
 
In addition, ESOL readers often donÕt have the cultural and 
linguistic background knowledge required for fully understanding 
a text. In other words, they have no or few experiences or language 
on which to base their understanding of new concepts. This is why 
pre-reading activities that bridge the gap between what a students 
knows and has experienced and the concepts and language to be 
presented in a text is so important for ESOL readers.   
 
Finally, ESOL readers are often inexperienced in their knowledge 
and use of vocabulary. Without the frequency of contact with 
words and their meanings in various contexts, ESOL readers may 
have difficulty comprehending what they read. This can lead to 



frustration in learning content, which is tends to be taught through 
textbooks at later grades. Along with continued exposure to 
language, developing a greater range of vocabulary is critical if 
ESOL readers are to achieve academic progress.  
 
Ways to improve content reading through vocabulary 
development 
 
There are many native English-speaking students who would 
probably qualify for ESOL services if they were given the 
placement test. Most of the strategies listed below can also benefit 
these learners who also struggle in reading. In other words, many 
students, not just ESOL students, can benefit from increased 
vocabulary development in the content areas.  
 
o Graphic organizers, etc. Ð help organize studentsÕ thinking by 
invoking their background knowledge through brainstorming, 
mapping, visuals and graphic organizers.  
o Word categories Ð Periodically place content-specific words 
in categories to demonstrate their relationship to one another 
and/or have students try to figure out the connections among 
words. 
o Guessing words from context Ð If students do not recognize a 
word, have them read sentences before and after, read the entire 
paragraph for context, or look for meaning relationships to 
determine the part of speech and guess its meaning. 
o State it, say it, erase it Ð Write words on the board that are 
similar in categories. Start erasing them one by one in the middle 
of choral practice.  
o Missing words Ð Select a paragraph or short text and delete 
selected words. Number the blanks and ask students, in small 
groups, to fill in the correct words.  
o Word sorting Ð Dictate words to be reviewed and ask 
students, individually or in groups, to place them in appropriate 



categories.  
o Word families Ð When introducing a new word, write it on 
the board, along with its part of speech. Ask students to provide 
other related words.  
o Word samples Ð Provide several sample sentences containing 
unknown words and have students guess the meaning from 
context. 
o Vocabulary squares Ð Assign each student a new word. 
Students divide a piece of paper into fourths. They each write their 
assigned word, its definition, a picture or example, and a sentence 
in which the word is used correctly. Share squares orally and post 
in the classroom for reference and review.  
o Vocabulary notebook Ð Have students write down unfamiliar 
words from a content unit. Encourage them to write the meaning, 
part of speech and sentence context.  
o If you have other ideas for teaching vocabulary, please post 
them. We can all benefit from each otherÕs ideas.  
 
ESOL readers must have numerous encounters with words, both 
orally and in print, to acquire content vocabulary. The more we 
place special emphasis on a variety of vocabulary development 
activities, such as those listed above, the more we help to embed 
this knowledge and support the academic success of our ESOL 
readers.  
 
Thank you for all you do to increase our studentsÕ vocabulary 
development.  
 
Upcoming Workshops 
 
ÒAspects of delivering vocabularyÓ Wednesday, April 2 from 3:30-
5:00 p.m. at the Multilingual and Multicultural Center in Portland. 
Cost is $25. 
 



If you are interested in going, please contact Jen Rawlings 
(jrawlings@saco.org) to register. We have money in our budget to 
pay for some people to goÉ 
 


