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Abstract 

 This study explores the impact teaching higher-order words, through research-based 

vocabulary instruction, has on children’s ability to engage in meaningful conversation. It was 

influenced by both international and national literature which reports that children from low 

SES backgrounds, and also EAL learners, have lower literacy attainment than other children. 

The participants of this study were a senior-class, 75% of whom were EAL; two-thirds of the 

class achieved below the national average in their English standardised test. Utilising a wide 

range of research, this study sought to devise a framework, within the Irish context, that would 

support children on their journey to speaking proficient English. High-quality discussions were 

identified as a method of achieving this outcome. From the outset, it was evident that academic 

vocabulary was one aspect of engaging in meaningful conversation which the children found 

challenging.  

Oral language, specifically meaningful dialogue, was at the heart of this process, in which the 

children were encouraged to become agentic and develop their voice. This was realised through 

the researcher-devised framework, Time to Talk, each lesson of which had three sections: the 

first a stimulus to harness the children’s interest, the second a mini-lesson to explicitly teach 

higher-order vocabulary and the last, a structured small-group conversation to enable critical 

thinking. A sub-sample’s progression was measured and evaluated throughout the intervention. 

The findings revealed a positive correlation between the frequency of higher-order vocabulary 

spoken and the quality of the conversation. Exploratory talk, fluency of expression and high-

level thinking were three features of meaningful conversation that showed statistically 

significant correlations. The intervention was most effective with the children who were 

emergent bilinguals.  

The implications of these findings are that a dialogic thematic-based approach with explicit 

and intense higher-order vocabulary instruction proved as a powerful intervention in aiding all 

children in the class, particularly the EAL children, in engaging in higher-level thinking and 

deepening their meaningful conversation. In addition, EAL children require intensive support 

past the basic conversational fluency point, of which educators should be mindful. 
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