
Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 19(1), 69-85, 2021	 Copyright @ by LDW 2021

*Please send correspondence to: Turid Knaak, Department of Special Education & Rehabilitation, University 
of Cologne, Klosterstr. 79b, Cologne, Northrhine-Westfalia, 50931, Germany Email: turid.knaak@uni-koeln.de.

Enhancing Vocabulary Recognition in English  
Foreign Language Learners With and Without 

Learning Disabilities: Effects of a Multi  
Component Storytelling Intervention Approach

Turid Knaak 
Matthias Grünke 
Anne Barwasser

University Cologne, Germany

The English language plays a major role around the world, making it 
important to learn English in order to participate and communicate in 
our globalized age. Adequate foreign language (L2) skills are important 
for everyday life and can even enhance performance in one’s first lan-
guage (L1). A growing number of very heterogeneous classrooms make it 
necessary to develop strategies that are beneficial for both high and low 
achievers. The purpose of this single-case study was to evaluate the effects 
of a multicomponent intervention consisting of storytelling, flashcards, 
and a reward procedure on 24 secondary-level students with and without 
learning disabilities. It appears that all participants benefited from the 
intervention and improved their sight word vocabulary knowledge. Stu-
dents diagnosed with a learning disability showed the greatest improve-
ments based on the results of visual analysis, effect size, and a piecewise 
regression analysis. In addition, follow-up data collected three weeks after 
the intervention showed that the effects maintained at a very high level.
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Introduction

Importance of English as a Foreign Language 
Foreign language (L2) learning is an important aspect of education today. 

Almost two thirds of the world’s population are able to speak two or more languages 
(Crystal, 2006). It is especially essential to acquire English, one of the most widely 
taught foreign languages worldwide (Crystal, 2003). Thus, English skills can enhance 
success in school and the chance of future employment (Reddy, 2016). In addition, it 
can increase social participation, since many aspects of society even in non-English 
speaking countries are influenced by English terms such as social media, internet, 
news, advertisement, fashion, and so on. In sum, to give everyone the opportunity to 
participate fully in a multilingual society, L2 learning is an important aspect of edu-
cation for every individual regardless of the degree of their academic abilities (United 
Nations, 2006). 

For students whose literacy performance in their mother tongue lags behind 
that of their peers, acquiring literacy in English as L2 is especially challenging (Fraser, 
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2007; Ganschow & Sparks, 2000; Kahn-Horwitz et al., 2006; Romonath et al., 2005). 
This is even more true for those that meet the criteria of a language-based learning 
disability, characterized by severe problems in understanding and using one’s home 
language in spoken and/or written form (Newhall, 2012). Despite the challenges that 
students with different literacy problems are faced with, numerous studies suggest 
that they can make great improvements in learning an L2 when provided with the 
right support (Sparks, 2006, 2016) while not being prevented from being successful 
in other subjects by learning a second language (Genesee, 2007; Kay-Raining Bird et 
al., 2012; Kohnert et al., 2005; Paradis, 2007). Further, L2 learning can increase moti-
vation, participation and performance in students’ first language (L1) due to positive 
cross-linguistic links between L1 and L2 (Erdos et al., 2014; Sparks, 2009; Sparks et 
al., 2008). Due to the increasingly heterogeneous nature of classrooms today, teachers 
need methods that meet the needs of both high and low achievers when it comes to 
acquiring L2 skills (Leons et al., 2009; McColl, 2005).

Vocabulary Acquisition
Overall performance in school depends heavily on the ability to retrieve 

specific information from long-term memory (Wolgemuth et al., 2008). Similarly, 
a main aspect of learning an L2 involves the ability to recall vocabulary from long-
term memory, the so-called mental lexicon. This area poses a particular challenge for 
many low achievers (Amiryousefi & Ketabi, 2011; Clark & Paivio, 1991; Simon, 2000). 
Therefore, sight word acquisition and repetitive practice are very important for re-
lieving the demands on working memory and helping struggling students to store 
vocabulary and, as a result, lay the foundation for communicating in an L2 (Coady 
& Huckin, 1997; Grabe, 2004; Morra & Camba, 2009; Schmitt, 2010). In particu-
lar, results of current research suggest that frequency of encounter (repetition) and 
additional support through, for example, visual or verbal mnemonics can facilitate 
vocabulary learning (Amiryousefi & Ketabi, 2011; Ramezanali et al., 2020; Uchihara 
et al., 2019).

In his Dual Coding Theory (DCT), Paivio (1991), gives advice about what 
effective instruction should focus on. This theory assumes that multiple modalities 
help students to memorize information more easily. For example, when information 
is presented in a verbal, visual, and gestural way, the likelihood of the information be-
ing remembered increases (Paivio & Lambert, 1981). In the case of vocabulary learn-
ing, the use of visual, verbal, and gestural connections could facilitate memorization, 
as the inclusion of multiple modalities seems to increase the chances of remembering 
new words (Paivio & Lambert, 1981). 

Storytelling
Storytelling offers one way of meeting the aforementioned requirements of 

effective learning (verbalization, gestural support) and, therefore, can activate and 
motivate learners as teachers tell a story in a very active and communicative way 
(Roney, 1996). The story is presented visually so that learners can read along while 
listening. In storytelling, new words can be conveyed while embedding them in a 
meaningful context, and can bring teacher and students into a communicative circle 
(Cameron, 2001; Ellis & Brewster, 2002; Roney, 1996). Through communicative in-
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teractions between teacher and students, motivation as well as language acquisition 
can be enhanced (Ellis & Brewster, 2002). 

Furthermore, storytelling provides a relevant and motivating context that 
also appears to be effective when teaching vocabulary (Joshi, 2005). Thus, when new 
vocabulary is embedded into a meaningful context, it is more likely to be stored 
(Amiryousefi & Ketabi, 2011; Dong, 2013; Leons et al., 2009; Nation, 2015). If mean-
ingful context is also highly connected to the learners’ interests, it is beneficial for 
remembering vocabulary, especially over time (Oxford & Scarcella, 1994; Van, 2009). 

To date, most studies that have examined storytelling in L2 learning have 
focused on improving reading comprehension and general language skills (Al-Man-
sour & Al-Shorman, 2011; Hemmati et al., 2015; Huang, 2006; Kim, 2010), with re-
sults suggesting great benefits in those areas. However, no study has evaluated the 
effects of storytelling on vocabulary recognition of English L2 learners, nor have any 
studies focused on students in inclusive settings. Barwasser et al. (2020) have previ-
ously evaluated the use of storytelling with students with language-based learning 
disabilities and found multicomponent storytelling as a beneficial method for this 
group of students. 

Flashcards
According to the DCT, unknown words can be stored in the mental lexicon 

more efficiently when introduced with visual support (Schmitt, 2010; Thompson, 
1987; Uchihara et al., 2019). By adding flashcards to a storytelling intervention, the 
requirement of the visual modality can be fulfilled. This method has proven to have 
a positive impact on sight word acquisition in different subjects (Crowley et al., 2013; 
Rich et al., 2016). Indeed, flashcards often present words to be trained supported by 
matching pictures (Oxford & Crookall, 1990) which let students activate the visual 
system first, as the picture is probably known and afterwards the verbal system for 
decoding is used. According to Paivio (1991), this type of dual coding is of great im-
portance for the retention of information. Pictorial information benefits from dual 
coding at this point, as it is represented in both the visual and the verbal system and 
can therefore generally be better secured than abstract words, since humans automat-
ically assign verbal information to the images they see. Using Flashcards including 
matching pictures especially facilitates learning in English as L2 (Abbasian & Ghor-
banpout, 2016; Thompson, 1987).

Motivational Components
To implement storytelling as well as flashcards in the vocabulary learning of 

English L2 learners with and without learning difficulties, it may be helpful to also 
include motivational components. Especially for struggling learners who most likely 
have experienced failure in their school career and therefore have developed foreign 
language learning anxiety (Horwitz, 2001), motivation is an essential component of 
learning (García & de Caso, 2004; Horwitz et al., 1986; Sparks, 1995). One way to 
motivate learners is to use a system of group rewards. Defined as a contingency in 
which receiving a reward is dependent on the behaviour of each member of the group 
(Cooper et al., 2007), this strategy can help to improve students’ on-task behavior, as 
every learner is responsible for the success of the whole group.
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Self-graphing as one component of self-monitoring has proven to be par-
ticularly practical in this context. As a method of visually recording students’ own 
learning process (Hirsch et al., 2013), self-graphing lets students see changes in their 
own abilities by recording daily results in a graph, for example. Monitoring one’s own 
learning curve has been found to have positive effects on-task behavior and academic 
success (Amato-Zech et al., 2006; Gunter et al., 2003; Legge et al., 2010). 

Research Question
The present study took place in Germany, a major non-English-speaking 

country. German teachers are predominantly faced with inclusive classrooms, as es-
pecially students with learning disabilities attend general education classes as part 
of the realization of the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (Eu-
ropean Agency, 2017). To adequately support every student in very heterogeneous 
classrooms, it is necessary to develop methods that teachers can implement rather 
easily and that are beneficial for students with different levels of ability.

The aforementioned components of storytelling, flashcards, as well as moti-
vational aspects, which all seem to have a positive impact on learning, and especially 
vocabulary learning, were combined in the study. The specific question underlying 
the study, therefore, was as follows: Can a multicomponent intervention consisting 
of storytelling, flashcards, group rewards, and self-graphing help students with and 
without learning disabilities acquire English vocabulary as sight words?

Methods

Participants and Setting
The study was carried out at a secondary school in a low socio-economic 

area in North Rhine-Westphalia (Germany). It was concentrated on two seven-grade 
classrooms, one of which was an inclusion class. All students of both classes were in-
cluded in the selection process for the study (N = 33). Final participants were chosen 
based on the following criteria: 

1) Low performance in English learning in general: the teachers gave infor-
mation about the children’s previous assessment performance in English, especially 
vocabulary knowledge and learning difficulties, on the basis of test scores in the class-
room setting.

2) Low performance on an English vocabulary test: A researcher-developed 
vocabulary pretest was additionally used, consisting of 120 common English words. 
The exact structure of the test is described below under instrument since it has the 
same structure as the measurement for collecting data during baseline and interven-
tion.

The words were selected from a list of the 1,000 most frequently used words 
in the English language (Education First, 2019). The vocabulary test was adminis-
tered over three days (40 words each session) in order not to overwhelm the children. 
Eligible to participate were students who translated 10 or less words expressively and 
correctly from English into German (German spelling was not considered) and were 
recommended by the teacher based on previous results. As an outcome of this pro-
cess, a total number of 24 students, meeting the criteria, participated in the study. Of 
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these, three students were German L2 learners from different language backgrounds. 
The literacy abilities of six of them were so low that they had been diagnosed with 
a learning disability (see above). Whereas in many countries, this condition is only 
ascribed to individuals with average general intellectual functioning, the German 
concept also includes students with a below average IQ (Grünke & Cavendish, 2016). 
Through the aforementioned vocabulary test, 30 words were identified that were an-
swered incorrectly across the 24 participants for the storytelling intervention.

Materials 
The stories told by three graduate university students who served as inter-

ventionists (prior to the study, the second author had briefed them on how to imple-
ment the treatment in three 45-minute sessions) were printed in big letters and pre-
sented in a ring binder that could be positioned so that participants were able follow 
the story auditory and visually. The 12 stories for the intervention were composed 
by the interventionists (available from the first author upon request) who also con-
ducted the training after being instructed by the authors of this study. They tried to 
keep the stories equal with regard to sentence structure and word difficulty. Every 
story consisted of 150 words and contained the same characters and was part of an 
overall framework plot. The stories dealt with topics related to the everyday reality 
of teenagers to arouse the participants’ interest. Furthermore, each story contained 
10 randomly assigned words out of the 30 words to be trained. To draw attention to 
these words, they were highlighted on the printed version. All stories were written in 
English. In addition, 30 flashcards, each presenting one of the 30 words and related 
pictures on a 8.3 x 11.7-inch sheet, were used. Finally, for the self-graphing procedure 
as well as the group reward, self-created graphs and tokens were used. The diagrams 
consisted of 12 consecutive lines (maximum number of intervention sessions), each 
with empty boxes to be filled in by the students according to the number of correct 
answers at the measurement points. 

Design
To estimate the effects of the intervention both process-wise and individu-

ally, a multiple baseline design across participants (AB) was applied (Ledford & Gast, 
2018). The study took place over a period of six weeks. Participants were randomly 
distributed over six groups of four students each, who received intervention together. 
Only the six students with learning disabilities were evenly assigned to the groups. 
The groups were randomly allocated to three intervention starting times. Data was 
collected after baseline and intervention sessions, totaling 16 measurements. The 
groups started the intervention with a time delay as they had a minimum of four 
and a maximum of six sessions, whereby two groups always started the intervention 
at the same time. Consequently, the intervention took place 10-12 times. A follow-
up measurement was conducted three weeks after the intervention with a two-week 
Easter break in between to determine how well students maintained the vocabulary 
over time.
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Measurement and Dependent Variable 
The measurement consisted of a vocabulary test of the 30 words that were 

taught in the intervention step-by-step through storytelling. The measurement was 
conducted over a period of six weeks directly after the intervention sessions. Students 
had to complete the vocabulary test within 5 minutes. The measurement instrument 
was constructed the same way as the vocabulary pretest. The children received two 
sheets (8.5 x 11 inches) each with two columns. In the left-hand column the 30 Eng-
lish words were placed one below the other, and in the blank right-hand column the 
students were to write the correct German translation. As in the pretest, the German 
orthography was not evaluated. As long as it was clear that the students knew the Ger-
man translation for the English word, the word counted as correct. This way of cap-
turing expressive vocabulary was chosen to find out if the English word in its entire 
word form is already stored in the students’ memory and if they are able to recognize 
and understand it in their L1.

In terms of inter-observer agreement, all three interventionists counted the 
correct words on the tests with 100% agreement for each measurement time. This 
was due to the fact that words that were counted as correct, for example synonyms, 
were determined by the authors beforehand. The order in which the 30 words were 
presented was randomized in each measurement. At the end of the intervention, par-
ticipants were asked to complete a questionnaire for social validity. Specifically, stu-
dents were asked to report whether they liked the storytelling method and would like 
to continue working with it, whether remembering new words through storytelling 
was easy, and whether they liked to work in a group. Finally, they were also asked to 
fill in their personal graph at the end of the sessions. 

Procedures
During the baseline phase, students worked within their groups of four. For 

a period of 35 minutes, they worked on math and German worksheets that were ran-
domly chosen for each session. These were simple puzzles with the intention under 
no circumstances to train English words in order to get an adequate baseline of the 
students. The vocabulary test, which served as the measurement, was completed di-
rectly after the working phase in each baseline session.

Within Phase B (intervention) storytelling as a multicomponent interven-
tion was also implemented for a period of 35 minutes in each session. Groups were 
led by three master students who each were responsible for two storytelling groups. 
These were the same students who did the treatment fidelity checks and the data col-
lection after each baseline and storytelling session. Implementation of the interven-
tion was carried out as part of a two-step model, which included repetition of the 10 
words from the previous session and introduction of 10 new words at the beginning 
as a pre-listening phase. This was realized with the help of flashcards and matching 
pictures to train meaning and pronunciation for 10 minutes. 

The storytelling component followed as the second step of the intervention 
for 25 minutes. Each narrative contained 10 of the 30 unknown words, randomly 
chosen. Each word was used in at least three stories and appeared twice in the same 
story. As soon as one of the highlighted vocabulary was mentioned by the interven-



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 19(1), 69-85, 2021

75

tionist while telling the story, the corresponding flashcard with the word and the pic-
ture was brought out and discussed and repeated with the students. Every session was 
conducted according to this two-stage model. The first three intervention sessions 
were dedicated to mentioning all 30 words, 10 words at each meeting. Sessions 4–14 
were focused on automation and repetition, with all words recurring randomly after 
being introduced the first time. Just as in the baseline condition, the participants were 
evaluated again with the 30-word vocabulary test after each session.

After each measurement of the B Phase, students completed the self-graph-
ing sheet to see their own progress. They received one point for maintaining the level 
of known vocabulary and two points for improving their score. Additionally, the 
points of each member of the group was summed up to count the overall score of the 
whole group. The goal was to reach a previously defined number of known words to 
receive a group reward. 

Treatment Fidelity 
A manual was available for every interventionist with step-by-step explana-

tions of how to implement the training in order to ensure identical treatment for each 
group. Additionally, the interventionists were asked to complete a treatment fidelity 
checklist after each session to make sure the standards of the study were constantly 
fulfilled. Furthermore, graduate students who were not involved in the treatment 
observed at least one third of all sessions and filled out the same treatment fidelity 
checklist to make sure the intervention was implemented as planned. It included 15 
questions regarding the following general topics: environment (e.g., “Did the session 
take place without interruptions?”), material (e.g., “Was the material ready before the 
session started: stories, flashcards, ring binders, laptop?”), procedure (e.g., “Was the 
content of the previous lesson repeated before the new session started?”), diagnostic/
feedback (e.g., “Did the participants record their scores on the graph?”), and how the 
interventionists dealt with the students (e.g., “Was the attention of the participants 
drawn to the task?”). Most of the questions demanded a “yes/no” answer, but some 
had to be answered on a 5-point scale from “entirely true” to “does not apply at all.” 
Review of the self-assessment scores and observation scores indicated that interven-
tionists followed the criteria of the study at all times.

Results 

Visual Analysis
Figure 1 shows an overall stable baseline with no trend. Directly after the 

intervention was implemented, all participants showed improvements. Each student 
improved recognition of correct training words, visible in a stable slope. 
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Figure 1. Number of correctly recognized words for phases A and B of groups 1 and 2 
with baseline measurement times = 4

As the intervention times increased, the variance in the results decreased, 
but there were some outliers below and above, indicating that children reacted dif-
ferently to the intervention. However, groups 1 and 2 (see Figure 1) displayed less 
variance than the other four groups.

Figure 2. Number of correctly recognized words for phases A and B of groups 3 and 4 
with baseline measurement times = 5
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Figure 2 also displays an overall stable baseline with no trend tendency. 
Again, immediately after the intervention, all participants improved. Specifically, all 
participants from groups 3 and 4 improved their recognition of vocabulary, as seen 
by a stable slope effect. In contrast, for groups 1 and 2, the variance of the results was 
greater per measurement time. However, there were fewer outliers. The greatest vari-
ance of outcomes was seen for measurements 12, 13, and 14.

Figure 3. Number of correctly recognized words for phases A and B of groups 5 and 6 
with baseline measurement times = 6

Figure 3 shows minimal differences when comparing all three figures. The 
participants showed slower improvement but still a stable slope. Additionally, an 
enormous variance of results was recorded for groups 5 and 6, particularly for mea-
surements 11, 12, and 14. Nevertheless, the members of these two groups also pre-
sented an improvement in their trained vocabulary.

In terms of the overall follow-up measurement, almost all participants in 
each of the groups remembered the same number of correctly recognized words as 
before the Easter break. Data was more stable for groups 1 and 2, along with groups 
3 and 4. Groups 5 and 6 are characterized by rather varying results with outliers, but 
also a mean value that shows groups were able to maintain a good overall score.

Statistical Analysis
Descriptive statistics for the number of correctly recognized words for each 

group are depicted in Table 1. As illustrated, all groups showed great improvement 
when comparing Phase A and Phase B. Groups 3 and 4 showed the most significant 
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improvement, with an average increase of 17.76 words, closely followed by groups 5 
and 6, with an average increase to a total of 16.25 words in Phase B. However, groups 
1 and 2 were not far behind and also displayed a strong improvement, with 14.73 
words in the intervention phase. 

Table 1. Descriptive Data

n (A) n (B) M (A)
SD

M(B)
SD

Md (A)
Min/Max

Md (B)
Min/Max

Group 1 & 2 6 10 1.15
(1.19)

15.88
(8.80)

1 (0/3) 17.00 
(10/24)

Group 3 & 4 5 11 0.71
(0.91)

18.47
(8.53)

0 (0/3) 20.00 
(13.5/25)

Group 5 & 6 4 12 0.64
(1.09)

16.89
(10.12)

0 (0/3) 18 
(5.5/29.00)

Note. M = Mean; Md = Median; SD = Standard deviation.

For further data analysis, overlap indices were calculated to estimate the ef-
fectiveness of the intervention. Specifically, Tau-U, which is a combination of the 
Mann-Whitney U-test and Kendall’s rank correlation (Parker et al., 2011), non-over-
lap of all pairs (NAP), and improved rate difference (IRD) were calculated. Tau-U 
values ranged from .96 to 1.00 (p = <.001) across all groups, and there was no need 
for any baseline correction. These results cannot be attributed to chance with a prob-
ability of less than 0.10%. Regarding NAP, all participants reached the maximal pos-
sible score of 1.00 (p <.001). Finally, IRD scores ranged from 0.96 to 1.00, indicating 
a high treatment effect.

Table 2. Effect Sizes for Number of Correctly Recognized Words

TauU p NAP p IRD
Group 1 and 2 0.98 .00* 1.00 .00* 0.99
Group 3 and 4 1.00 .00* 1.00 .00* 1.00
Group 5 and 6 0.96 .00* 1.00 .00* 0.96

Note.*significant at the .001 level.

In addition, a piecewise regression analysis was conducted across the three 
group constellations (level 1 analysis) and across all participants (level 2 analysis). All 
groups revealed a statistically significant slope effect, meaning that their performance 
increased gradually in the ability to recall the meaning of the English words presented 
to them. In addition, a significant level effect was found for groups 3 and 4. Concern-
ing overall effects across all groups, a highly significant slope effect and a significant 
level effect emerged. 
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Table 3. Piecewise Regression Model for Number of Correctly Recognized Words  
(level 1 and 2)

B SE t p
group 1 & group 2

Intercept 0.716 1.652 0.434 .66
Trend 0.175 0.315 0.557 .60
Level 1.159 1.381 0.839 .40
Slope 2.186 0.350 6.251 .00**

group 3 & group 4
Intercept 0.894 1.425 0.627 .53
Trend -0.009 0.340 -0.026 .99
Level 4.114 1.106 3.718 .00**
Slope 2.240 0.356 6.297 .00**

group 5 & group 6
Intercept 0.429 1.934 0.222 .83
Trend 0.086 0.508 -0.169 .87
Level 1.457 1.198 1.216 .23
Slope 2.291 0.519 4.417 .00**

overall 
Intercept 0.751 0.939 0.800 .42
Trend 0.065 0.207 0.316 .75
Level 2.271 0.721 3.149 .002*
Slope 2.256 0.217 10.392 .00**

Note. *significant at the .01 level. **significant at the .001 level.

Discussion 

Main Findings 
The purpose of this study was to examine the effects of a multicomponent 

intervention consisting of storytelling, flashcards, and motivational components on 
the vocabulary acquisition of 24 struggling secondary school students. Findings in-
dicate that all participants benefited from the intervention and improved their sight 
word knowledge. In addition, follow-up data shows that almost all participants main-
tained their last score after three weeks, two weeks of which were Easter break. All ef-
fect sizes underline a high potency of this intervention. All participants who had been 
diagnosed with a learning disability were able to enhance their sight word knowledge 
as well. Moreover, they showed one of the greatest improvements during the inter-
vention phase. This fact might not be too surprising, however, as low achievers tend 
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to show greater gains than higher achievers, as phenomenon known as the “Robin 
Hood Effect” (Häfner et al., 2017). 

Since the new words were introduced gradually, an immediate level effect 
was not expected. As shown in the visual analysis, improvement was visible after a 
couple of intervention sessions. Introducing the words in the stories step-by-step was 
intended to counteract an excessive cognitive demand, especially for struggling learn-
ers who face problems in mental retention and working memory processes. Groups 5 
and 6 demonstrated slower improvement. This may be explained, on the one hand, as 
a result of having two students in these groups who performed lower than the others 
but still had great individual improvement, and, on the other hand, by only having 10 
interventions while the other groups had 11 and 12. This finding leads to the assump-
tion that 10 interventions might be insufficient to automatize all words as trained, or 
individual motivational problems might have played a role.

Limitations
The following limitations must be considered when interpreting the results 

of this study. By implementing a multicomponent intervention, we do not know the 
extent to which each component contributed to the results. Thus, a specific compo-
nent may have a greater impact on the dependent variable than others. Not being able 
to say which component was effective and which was not is the gratest limitation of 
the current study.

 Additionally the study was conducted with only 24 participants, making it 
difficult to generalize the findings. 

Moreover, we cannot make general statements about a deeper understand-
ing of meaning of the target words, or usage in comminucation as we only measured 
sight word acquisition. As our focus was English as an L2 we also cannot make any 
statements with regard to other languages.

The Follow-up measurement was conducted only three weeks after the in-
tervention but due to the fact that there were two weeks of vacation within the break 
and the learners struggled with remembering new words in the past, a bias of the 
results seems to be unlikely.

Furthermore, some of our participants were German L2 learners, for whom 
it might have been more difficult to remember and automatize the chosen trained 
sight words. Taking a look at the standard deviations and result variances in Phase 
B across all groups, it is obvious that some students demonstrated greater gain than 
others. One reason might be the fact that not all students were German L1 learners. 
Even though all students showed improvement, it is important to determine the rea-
sons for their different reactions to the intervention.

This study was about the enhanced performance of sight words with regard 
to remembering the form and meaning of each word. We did not examine whether 
the chosen words could be read or written as well.

With regard to the measurement, it should be noted that it was carried out 
by the same persons who carried out the intervention. However, each survey was 
reviewed by all three master students with 100% agreement; thus, any interference by 
the master students with the results of the groups she supervised is highly unlikely. 
In terms of measurement there would have also been other ways to measure English 
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sight words. The decision to let the students translate the target words into German 
rather than for example giving English explanations of the words was made due to 
two reasons. On the one hand this task might have been too difficult regarding the 
learners’ English skills and on the other hand the authors wanted to make sure that 
the words were also known and recognized in the L1.

Finally, as this was a pilot study to assess the effects of a self-developed inter-
vention for the first time, the intervention was not compared to other interventions. 
Therefore, it is unknown whether it is better than other interventions that also focus 
on vocabulary learning.

Implications for Future Research 
Research on vocabulary acquisition has grown steadily in recent years 

(Schmitt, 2019). Nevertheless, there has so far been little research in the area of het-
erogeneous learning groups in the German-speaking area. The promising method 
of storytelling has also hardly been researched in connection with L2 vocabulary 
learning (Al-Mansour & Al-Shorman. 2011; Hemmati et al., 2015; Huang, 2006; Kim, 
2010; Barwasser et al., 2020). This work thus offers a first basis of evidence in this 
area. Suggestions as to what must be done in future research in order to further sub-
stantiate these first promising but limitated results follow. By reviewing the individual 
components of the intervention in future studies, it could be evaluated which of them 
are nesseacary for the effectiveness of the intervention and which could be left out. 

To generalize the results, future studies should also include a larger sample 
size and examine whether storytelling can be used successfully with a whole class. 
In addition, the study should be repeated with students with different backgrounds, 
ages, and challenges, such as external behavioral problems. In future research, the 
impact on reading and writing skills could be studied to identify what areas storytell-
ing can impact. Given that many students learn German as L2 and the fact that many 
students learn English as a third language, the L1s of the subjects should be recorded 
in future research.

The intervention is both economical easy to implement. Design of the ma-
terials and implementation itself is simple and can be carried out by teachers without 
any difficulty. Furthermore, it can be adapted to different age groups by adjusting 
the themes of the stories and the respective training words to participants’ everyday 
lives. Further, individual components can be exchanged and adapted to students with 
specific learning challenges.

The results show that students with learning disabilities, even if only a hand-
ful in the current study, benefited from the intervention. This is of note given a re-
curring discussions about whether it is advisable to teach students with a learning 
disability a foreign language. Thus, there is an indication that students with learning 
difficulties also benefited from the intervention in terms of long-term effects. In a 
future study, a larger number of children with learning disabilities could be compared 
with students without learning disabilities in their response to the intervention. 

An additional important area of further research would be to compare the 
storytelling intervention with another common English L2 intervention that also fo-
cuses on vocabulary training in an experimental group design. 
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Despite its limitations and need for further research, the present study pro-
vides important information about the effectiveness of this multicomponent inter-
vention in expanding the vocabulary in English as a foreign language of struggling 
learners with and without learning disabilities in an inclusive environment. Above all, 
the simplicity of the intervention should lead to it being used to help children and 
young people learn English by creating a positive context and making students enjoy 
learning English through adaptation to the children’s world and a high level of active 
foreign language learning.

References 
Abbasian, G.-R., & Ghorbanpour, E. (2016). The effect of flash card-based instruction on vo-

cabulary learning by EFL learners. International Journal of Humanities and Cultural 
Studies, 1929–1938. https://www.ijhcs.com/index.php/ijhcs/article/view/2571/2398

Al-Mansour S., & Al-Shorman, R. A. (2011). The effect of teachers’ storytelling aloud on the 
reading comprehension of Saudi elementary stage students. Journal of King Saud 
University. Language and Translation, 23(2), 69–76. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jk-
sult.2011.04.001

Amato-Zech, N. A., Hoff, K. E., & Doepke, K. J. (2006). Increasing on-task behavior in the 
classroom: Extension of self-monitoring strategies. Psychology in the Schools, 43(2), 
211–221. https://doi.org/10.1002/pits.20137

Amiryousefi, M., & Ketabi, S. (2011). Mnemonic instruction: A way to boost vocabulary learn-
ing and recall. Journal of Language Teaching and Research, 2(1), 178–182. https://doi.
org/10.4304/jltr.2.1.178–182

Barwasser, A., Knaak, T., & Grünke, M. (2020). The effects of a multicomponent storytelling in-
tervention on the vocabulary recognition of struggling English as a foreign language 
learners with learning disabilities. Insights into Learning Disabilities, 17(1), 35–53.

Cameron, L. (2001). Teaching languages to young learners. Cambridge University Press. https://
doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511733109

Clark, J. M., & Paivio, A. (1991). Dual coding theory and education. Educational Psychology 
Review, 3(3), 149–210. https://doi.org/10.1007/BF01320076

Coady, J., & Huckin, T. (1997). Second language vocabulary acquisition. Cambridge University 
Press. https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9781139524643

Cooper, J. O., Heron, T. E., & Heward, W. L. (2007). Applied behavior analysis (2nd ed.). Pearson 
Prentice.

Crowley, K., McLaughlin, T. F., & Kahn, R. (2013). Using direct instruction flashcards, read-
ing racetracks on sight word skills for two elementary students with autism. Jour-
nal of Developmental and Physical Disabilities, 26, 297–316. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10882-012-9307-z

Crystal, D. (2003). English as a global language (2nd ed.). Cambridge University Press.
Crystal, D. (2006). Into the twenty-first century. In L. Mugglestone (Ed.), The Oxford history of 

English (pp. 394–415). Oxford University Press.
Dong, Y. R. (2013). Powerful learning tools for ELLS: Using native language, familiar examples, 

and concept mapping to teach English language learners. The Science Teacher, 80(4), 
51–57. 

Education First. (2019). 1000 most common words in English. https://www.ef.com/wwen/eng-
lish-resources/english-vocabulary/top-1000-words/

Ellis, G., & Brewster, J. (2002). Tell it again. The new storytelling handbook for primary teachers. 
Penguin English. 



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 19(1), 69-85, 2021

83

Erdos, C., Genesee, F., Savage, R., & Haigh, C. (2014). Predicting risk for oral and written lan-
guage learning difficulties in students educated in a second language. Applied Psycho-
linguistics, 35(2), 371–398. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0142716412000422

European Agency. (2017). Germany Data. https://www.european-agency.org/data/germany/
datatable-overview

Fraser, C. A. (2007). Reading rate in L1 Mandarin and L2 English across five reading tasks. 
The Modern Language Journal, 91(3), 372–394. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-
4781.2007.00587.x

Ganschow, L., & Sparks, R. L. (2000). Reflections on foreign language study for students 
with language learning problems: Research, issues and challenges. Dyslexia, 6(2), 
pp. 87–100. https://doi.org/10.1002/(SICI)1099-0909(200004/06)6:2<87::AID-
DYS153>3.0.CO;2-H

García, J. N., & de Caso, A. M. (2004). Effects of a motivational intervention towards writing 
of children with learning disabilities. Learning Disabilities Quarterly, 27(3), 141–159. 
https://doi.org/10.2307/1593665

Genesee, F. (2007). French immersion and at-risk students: A review of research evidence. 
The Canadian Modern Language Review, 63(5), 654–687. https://doi.org/10.3138/
cmlr.63.5.655

Grabe, W. (2004). Research on teaching reading. ARAL, 24, 44–69. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0267190504000030

Grünke, M., & Cavendish, W. (2016). Learning disabilities around the globe. Learning Disabili-
ties: A Contemporary Journal, 14(1), 1–8.

Gunter, P. L., Miller, K. A., & Venn, M. L. (2003). A case study of the effects of self-graph-
ing reading performance data for a girl identified with emotional/behavioral dis-
orders. Preventing School Failure, 48(1), 28–31. https://doi.org/10.1080/104598
8X.2003.10871076

Häfner, I., Flunger, B., Dicke, A.-L., Gaspard, H., Brisson, B. M., Nagengast, B., & Trautwein, U. 
(2017). Robin Hood effects on motivation in math. Developmental Psychology, 53(8), 
1522–1539. https://doi.org/10.1037/dev0000337

Hemmati, F., Gholamrezapour, Z., & Hessamy, G. (2015). The effects of teachers’ storytelling 
and reading story aloud on the listening comprehension of Iranian EFL learners. 
Theory and Practice in Language Studies, 5(7), 1482–1488. https://doi.org/10.17507/
tpls.0507.22

Hirsch, S. E., Ennis, R. P., & McDaniel, S. C. (2013). Student self-graphing as a strategy to in-
crease teacher effectiveness and student motivation. Beyond Behavior, 22(3), 31–39. 
https://doi.org/10.1177/107429561302200305

Horwitz, E. K. (2001). Language anxiety and achievement. Annual Review of Applied Linguis-
tics, 21(1), 112–126. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0267190501000071

Horwitz, E. K., Horwitz, M. B., & Cope, J. A. (1986). Foreign language classroom anxiety. The 
Modern Language Journal, 70(2), 125–132. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-4781.1986.

tb05256.x
Huang, H. (2006). The effects of storytelling on EFL young learners’ reading comprehension 

and word recall. English Teaching & Learning, 30(3), 51–74. 
Joshi, R. M. (2005). Vocabulary: A critical component of comprehension. Reading & Writing 

Quarterly, 21(3), 209–219. https://doi.org/10.1080/10573560590949278
Kahn-Horwitz, J., Shimron J., & Sparks, R. L. (2006). Weak and strong novice readers of Eng-

lish as a foreign language: Effects of first language and socioeconomic status. Annals 
of Dyslexia, 56(1), 161–185. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-006-0007-1

Kay-Raining Bird, E., Lamond, E., & Holden, J. (2012). Survey of bilingualism in autism spec-
trum disorders. International Journal of Language & Communication Disorders, 
47(1), 52–64. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1460-6984.2011.00071.x



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 19(1), 69-85, 2021

84

Kim, M. (2010). The effects of storytelling on adult English language learners. Linguistic Re-
search, 27(3), 447–473. https://doi.org/10.17250/khisli.27.3.201012.004

Kohnert, K., Yim, D. S., Nett, K., Kann, P. F., & Duran, L. (2005). Intervention with linguisti-
cally diverse preschool children: A focus on developing home language(s). Language, 
Speech and Hearing Services in Schools, 36(3), 251–263. https://doi.org/10.1044/0161-
1461(2005/025)

Ledford, J. R., & Gast, D. L. (2018). Single case research methodology: Applications in special edu-
cation and behavioral sciences. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781315150666 

Legge, D. B., DeBar, R., & Alber-Morgan, S. R. (2010). The effects of self-monitoring with a 
MotivAider(R) on the on-task behavior of fifth and sixth graders with autism and 
other disabilities. Journal of Behavior Assessment and Intervention in Children, 1(1), 
43–52. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0100359

Leons, E., Herbert, C., & Gobbo, K. (2009). Students with learning disabilities and AD/HD in 
the foreign language classroom: Supporting students and instructors. Foreign Lan-
guage Annals, 42(1), 42–54. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-9720.2009.01007.x

McColl, H. (2005). Foreign language learning and inclusion: Who? Why? What? and How? Sup-
port for Learning, 20(3), 103–108. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.0268-2141.2005.00372.x

Morra, S., & Camba, R. (2009). Vocabulary learning in primary school children: Working 
memory and long-term memory components. Journal of Experimental Child Psy-
chology, 104(2), 156–178. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jecp.2009.03.007

Nation, I. S. P. (2015). Principles guiding vocabulary learning through extensive reading. Read-
ing in a Foreign Language, 27, 136–145.

Newhall, P. W. (2012). Language-based learning disabilities. In P. W. Newhall (Ed.), Language-
based teaching series. Landmark School Outreach Program.

Oxford, R. L., & Crookall, D. (1990). Vocabulary learning: A critical analysis of techniques. 
TESL Canada Journal, 7(2), 9–30. https://doi.org/10.18806/tesl.v7i2.566

Oxford, R. L., & Scarcella, R. C. (1994). Second language vocabulary learning among adults: 
State of the art in vocabulary instruction. System, 22(2), 231–43. https://doi.
org/10.1016/0346-251X(94)90059-0

Paivio, A. (1991). Dual coding theory: Retrospect and current status. Canadian Journal of Psy-
chology, 45(3), 255–287. https://doi.org/10.1037/h0084295

Paivio, A., & Lambert, W. (1981). Dual coding and bilingual memory. Journal of Verbal Learning 
and Verbal Behavior, 20(5), 532–539. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0022-5371(81)90156-
0

Paradis, J. (2007). Bilingual children with specific language impairment: Theoretical and ap-
plied issues. Applied Psycholinguistics, 28(3), 551–564. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0142716407070300

Parker, R. I., Vannest, K. J., Davis, J. L., & Sauber, S. B. (2011). Combining non-overlap and 
trend for single-case research: Tau-U. Behavior Therapy, 42(2), 284–299. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.beth.2010.08.006

Ramezanali, N., Uchihara, T., & Faez, F. (2020). Efficacy of multimodal glossing on second 
language vocabulary learning: A meta-analysis. TESOL Quarterly, 54(2). https://doi.
org/10.1002/tesq.579

Reddy, M. S. (2016). Importance of English language in today’s world. International Journal of 
Academic Research, 4, 179–184.

Rich, T., Weber, K. P., McLaughlin, T. F., & Sells-Love, D. (2016). The effects of direct instruc-
tion flashcards to increase sight-word reading ability and cover, copy, and compare 
for spelling for a fifth-grade student with specific learning disabilities. International 
Journal of Advanced Scientific Research, 1, 1–6.



Learning Disabilities: A Contemporary Journal 19(1), 69-85, 2021

85

Romonath, R., Wahn, C., & Gregg, N. (2005). Phonological and orthographic processes of 
reading and spelling in young adolescents and adults with and without dyslexia in 
German and English: Impact on foreign language learning. Folia Phonia Trica Et 
Logopaedica, 57(2), 96–110. https://doi.org/10.1159/000083571

Roney, R. C. (1996). Storytelling in the classroom: Some theoretical thoughts. Storytelling 
World, 9, 7–9. 

Schmitt, N. (2010). Vocabulary in language teaching. Cambridge University Press.
Schmitt, N. (2019). Understanding vocabulary acquisition, instruction, and assessment: 

A research agenda. Language Teaching, 52(2), 261–274. https://doi.org/10.1017/
S0261444819000053

Simon, C. (2000). Dyslexia and learning a foreign language: A personal experience. Annals of 
Dyslexia, 50, 155–187. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11881-000-0021-7

Sparks, R. (1995). Examining the linguistic coding differences hypothesis to explain individual 
differences in foreign language learning. Annals of Dyslexia, 45, 187–214. https://doi.
org/10.1007/BF02648218

Sparks, R. (2006). Is there a ‘disability’ for learning a foreign language? Journal of Learning Dis-
abilities, 39(6), 544–557. https://doi.org/10.1177/00222194060390060601

Sparks, R. L. (2009). If you don’t know where you’re going, you’ll wind up somewhere else: The 
case of foreign language learning disability. Foreign Language Annals, 42(1), 7–26. 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-9720.2009.01005.x

Sparks, R. L. (2016). Myths about foreign language learning and disabilities. Foreign Language 
Annals, 49(2), 252–270. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1944-9720.2009.01005.x

Sparks, R. L., Ganschow, L., & Patton, J. (2008). L1 and L2 literacy, L1 and L2 aptitude, and 
L2 affective variables as discriminators among high- and low-achieving, LD, and 
ADHD L2 learners. In J. Kormos & E. H. Kontra (Eds.), Language learners with spe-
cial needs: An international perspective (pp. 11–35). Multilingual Matters. https://doi.
org/10.21832/9781847690913-003

Thompson. I. (1987). Memory in language learning. In A. Wenden & J. Rubin (Eds.), Learner 
strategies in language learning (pp. 15–30). Prentice-Hall.

Uchihara, T., Webb, S., & Yanagisawa, A. (2019). The effects of repetition on incidental vo-
cabulary learning: A meta-analysis or correlation studies. Language Learning, 69(3), 
559–599. https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12343

United Nations. (2006). Convention on the rights of persons with disabilities. https://treaties.un.org/
Pages/ViewDetails.aspx?src=TREATY&mtdsg_no=IV-15&chapter=4&clang=_en

Van, T. (2009). The relevance of literary analysis to teaching literature in the EFL classroom. 
English Teaching Forum, 2-9, 23–39.

Wolgemuth, J. R., Cobb, R. B., & Alwell, M. (2008). The effects of mnemonic interventions 
on academic outcomes for youth with disabilities: A systematic review. Learn-
ing Disabilities Research & Practice, 23(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1540-

5826.2007.00258.x


