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Abstract

Research in the study of children’s productive oral and written vocabulary concludes that the key to
obtaining a rich language sample is the design of the elicitation prompt and protocol. This article
examines the utility of different types of prompts to elicit the full range of children’s productive
vocabulary in oral and written mode and illustrates the outcomes by way of lexical profiling using web
based tools. Suggestions are made for classroom applications of the prompts, protocols, and vocabulary
profiling tools to glean insights into children’s evolving vocabulary development. These are especially
salient in addressing the language learning needs of ELLs since they identify and target gaps in
vocabulary knowledge that teachers must include in their instructional planning.
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Introduction
Vocabulary knowledge is increasingly recognized in the research community as the key factor in
reading and writing achievement, and by extension, in longitudinal educational success. There is a
growing body of recent research concerned with gleaning insights into students’ productive oral and
written vocabulary from kindergarten to grade 12 and beyond (Uccelli & Paez, 2007; Roessingh &
Elgie, 2009, Flinspach, Scott & Vevea, 2010; Douglas, 2010). These studies have a variety of research
goals specifically related to vocabulary development. They include establishing baseline information on
vocabulary use among children, gaining longitudinal and developmental understandings for individuals,
establishing group norms, comparing outcomes between learner profile groups such as English
language learners to native speakers (NS), and designing and determining the impact of curricular
interventions intended to focus on vocabulary development.
Advances in computational linguistics and corpus methodologies, as well as technology and
web based tools for analyzing linguistic output have allowed for this emergent research field to evolve
among young learners (Roessingh, 2010). Key to the success of these studies, however, is the ability to
elicit samples of linguistic data that align with the stated research goals. Of crucial importance are the
prompt and the protocol used to obtain rich data reflective of the child’s best efforts to retrieve and
produce their optimal vocabulary knowledge, whether orally or in written mode. This topic has not been
adequately addressed in the design of many research endeavors with the result that language samples
obtained may not provide the nuanced insights needed to fully understand children’s unfolding
language development.

Purposes
In the response to the lack of studies that specifically address issues of the use of appropriate
prompts that elicit the full repertoire of skills possessed by the student, this article seeks to address the
following questions:

"

·

What are the characteristics of prompts that have the potential to elicit samples of students’ best
efforts in oral and/or written discourse?

·

What are some related considerations to take into account in gathering language samples for
analysis, especially among younger learners?
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Following a review of the relevant literature on language sample analysis (LSA), the article
describes features of prompts, whether written or visual, that must be taken into consideration in the
design phase of research work. Prompts that have been successful with various learner profiles,
including English language learners (ELLs), in differing teaching, learning, and research contexts are
presented, along with outcomes data illustrating the usefulness of these prompts for their intended
purposes of focusing on vocabulary. Further considerations are then highlighted in undertaking a
holistic evaluation of the language sample.
This work is of interest and practical use to those in the research community, including practitioners
who are undertaking embedded design based research in the context of their K – 12 classrooms or who
seek to implement informal classroom teaching strategies for enhancing vocabulary learning. Several of
the prompts presented have been field tested for the span of the K-12 student population. They are
useful for comparing data for different ages in cross-sectional studies, as well as for longitudinal
tracking of growth over time among individual students or cohort groups. Other prompts are suggested
for informal implementation with children, together with ideas for pre-writing tasks that can enhance
the language sample by lowering the cognitive load of the writing task itself.
Literature Review
Language sample analysis has grown in acceptance as a research strategy for gleaning insights
into children’s productive vocabulary as measured by various indices of lexical diversity (Hadley, 1998;
Hewitt, Hammer, Yont, & Tomblin, 2005). These include the total number of words in the sample
(TNW), the number of different words in the sample (NDW) and vocabulary richness or the
distribution of words from high frequency to low. Public domain web-based tools for vocabulary
profiling (such as www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids) generate reports that include the indices of lexical diversity
noted here (Roessingh, 2010). In contrast to administering a standard vocabulary test, language
sampling allows for an ecological, naturalistic approach to eliciting data for analysis. Despite the
promise of this approach, however, there are distinct limitations that will arise in the data if the research
design does not account for various factors known to influence the quality and quantity of the sample.
Everyday conversation can be realized using only a few hundred high frequency words of the
estimated 5,000 words (or 2500 word families: run, runs, running, ran counts as one word family)
known to youngsters at age five (Murphy, 1957; Hopkins, 1979; Moe, Hopkins, & Rush, 1982).
Research evidence suggests there is a common sequence within and across languages relating to the
acquisition of this early vocabulary as children learn to name, organize, control, and understand their
immediate surroundings and daily needs (Biemiller & Slonim, 2001). There is research consensus that
just 500 word families provide 85% coverage of children’s spontaneous talk in contexts such as the
"
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playground, school, and home. The remaining 15% coverage represents knowledge of the 2000 lower
frequency word families that are central to future vocabulary growth, especially as these represent the
foundations for unfolding academic literacy in the upper elementary grades.
Grade four is a pivotal year in transitioning from conversational modes of discourse to academic
modes in an accelerating pattern. Biemiller and Slonim (2001) suggest that after age five, children
acquire approximately 1,000 additional word families each year, meaning that by grade four, the gap
between oral (conversational) vocabulary knowledge and the reading demands of curriculum reflects
significant growth to perhaps 9,000 word families. Increasingly, the new vocabulary is encountered in
books and acquired through wide, extensive reading.
Hadley (1998) notes that the vast majority of research on LSA uses only conversational prompts
and, thus, falls short of really gaining the insights into the full range of vocabulary children can
muster. Hadley (1998) and Biemiller (2003) both underscore the importance of reaching beyond a
child’s conversational discourse, while noting that as much as 82% of the research involving language
sampling is limited to tapping only conversational language. As children age and develop, their growing
vocabulary for academic purposes may remain hidden and undetected if prompts used for language
sampling target only their conversational level of vocabulary. A study undertaken by Smith and
Ungersoll (1984) allowed for children aged 6–14 to write on a topic of their choice. However,
In both quantitative and qualitative analyses, the compositions were disappointing.
Quantitatively, most written output was made up of a very small subset of types. Qualitatively,
the compositions lacked spontaneity or originality. By and large, they were boring and banal in
the judgment of the raters. (Smith & Ungersoll, 1984, p. 26)
A type is the number of different words, not a total word count. Thus, run, runs, running, runs
would be 4 tokens or words, 3 types or different words, and one word family (headword: run). Smith
and Ungersoll's (1984) article laments the poverty of types (or different words) while also noting that
the length of their samples, at just around 100 words (or tokens), was also short. The vp profiler tool
used in this study generates a report that gives figures for tokens, types and word families, as well as the
ratio of different words to total words (the type-token ratio). This study found that the average length
was around 150 words, with better writing being longer, at least 200-250 words.
	

It becomes clear that if the research goal is to glean insights into children’s range of vocabulary
knowledge and use, the elicitation task must challenge the youngster to marshal and mobilize his
optimal linguistic resources. Corson (1984, 1997) refers to the relationship between vocabulary
knowledge and use as the lexical bar. ‘Knowing a word’ is a gradual process that requires multiple
exposures and opportunities to actively engage with, manipulate, and practice a word with the goal of
retrieving the word from memory rapidly and using it correctly in an uninstructed context (Hirsch,
"
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2003; Stahl, 2003). For example, narrative discourse rendered by way of story-telling, and
expository discourse involving descriptions, recounts, explanations, and persuasion are more
cognitively demanding than conversational discourse and require the language associated with making
predictions, hypothesis, and inferences. Conversations tend to be concerned with the ‘here and now’ or
the ‘lived experiences’ that can be achieved by all children with just a few hundred word families,
whether orally or in written mode.
Raising the lexical bar involves the thoughtful design of an elicitation task that will invite the
learner to produce her best by taxing the full range of lexical resources available.
Designing a Good Prompt
The foregoing review of the literature highlights the importance of cognitive challenge to set the
lexical bar at its optimal height for the child in order to obtain insights into the full range of lexical
knowledge brought to bear on the task. In addition to providing cognitive challenge, however, the
prompt and the protocol must produce enough language output for meaningful analysis. Hewitt,
Hammer, Yont, and Tomblin (2005) and Chipere, Malvern, Richards and Duran (n. d.) note the
limitations of analysis as a consequence of insufficient data generated by the prompt.
Quality and quantity of output can be facilitated by designing tasks that engage children in
authentic-like uses of language that are motivating and that tap experiences and topics with which they
are familiar. In today’s culturally and linguistically diverse classrooms, a wordless picture book such as
Mercer Mayer’s (1969) A boy, a dog and a frog has universal appeal and recognition, and it is available
in many different languages.
A boy, a dog and a frog has been used in many research studies as an elicitation task, yielding
both quantity and quality of language suited to the intended purposes of the research including studies
with bilingually developing children. The book has 29 delicately sketched images of a boy in pursuit of
a frog. The story encourages children to make predictions, recognize problems and solutions, and see
the humor. Children may simply be prompted to tell/make-up the story as they see it unfold page by
page. However, the task reaches a ceiling effect at around age seven, when it appears that the story no
longer requires further sophisticated language use (Roessingh & Elgie, 2009). Samples of NS and ELL
children’s language samples can be found at the following site: www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids
Obtaining tape-recorded language samples and then transcribing them can be onerous work.
Few classroom practitioners are able to undertake this type of endeavor. However, by age eight,
children are generally able to produce written discourse that reflects automaticity and flow (Alston,
1983, 1985) as well as accuracy in spelling (Gentry, 1982). Consequently, by this age, it becomes far
easier to collect and assess language samples. Indeed, many school systems conduct large scale
"

PAGE 41

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

writing assessments; however, the challenge of designing the elicitation task remains. The following
prompt was field tested before being chosen for research purposes, with the goal of gleaning insights
into vocabulary use among students K-12 (Roessingh, Elgie, & Kover, 2012).
Imagine that there is a large undeveloped space in your schoolyard. Every student
in the school has been asked for ideas about what to put there. A committee of teachers
and parents will choose the best suggestion.
Write a proposal for the committee to read. Describe what you would put in the
space. Then, convince the committee that your idea is the best way to use the space.
A planning page should be provided that encourages younger children to sketch out their ideas
for the empty space in the school yard, followed by further space for making notes and recording key
vocabulary. In assessing the children’s written work, these pages provide insights into the need for and
the strength of the sketching and note taking phase of the work in scaffolding the written efforts,
especially among younger children in grades three and four who have reached the stage of concrete
thinking and are able to transform visual information into written mode with good results.
Another prompt that Roessingh, Elgie, and Kover (2012) field-tested for their research is as
follows:
We know that many young people today are not as physically active as they
need to be. Every student in the school has been asked for ideas about what to do to
get students to become more active. A committee of teachers and parents will choose
the best suggestions.
Write a proposal for the committee to read. Describe what you would do to
promote physical activity and a healthy lifestyle. Then, convince the committee that
your idea is the best way to make it happen.

These prompts have been shared with classroom teachers who may use the prompt and the
online profiling tools mentioned earlier for a variety of instructional purposes. It is important that
children’s writing efforts be given sufficient time. The author found that a period of 45-60 minutes
seemed to generate a written response that was useful for research purposes. The aim was to obtain
samples of at least 150 running (total) words; better writing was even longer, generally over 200
words. Classroom practitioners often report that they need to allow children more time for the writing
of the language sample.
"
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Another prompt that has proved successful in terms of elicitation of language follows. As is the
case throughout the United States, many provincial jurisdictions in Canada, including Alberta, have
instituted standardized reading and writing testing programs across various grade levels. In Alberta, the
Provincial Achievement Tests (PATS) are administered in grades 3, 6, and 9 every spring. In 2011, the
grade 3 writing prompt consisted of a picture of a young boy dressed in a bird costume, staring intently
at a bird’s egg he is holding. One egg in the bird’s nest has cracked, and there remains one more egg yet
to hatch. The prompt simply asks children to look at the picture and write a story about the picture
(Alberta Education, 2011).
Figure 1: Prompt for 2011 Alberta Provincial Achievement Test, grade 3

©Vincent Nguyen (by permission of the artist and publisher)
Analysis of the downloaded exemplars of the standards of writing on this prompt reveals a
distinct differentiation in the vocabulary profiles at the three standards: excellent, proficient, and
satisfactory: 92% of the grade three writing in the province met the satisfactory benchmark in 2011.
This finding suggests that this prompt might be useful for further classroom writing practice.
"

PAGE 43

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

Protocol for Administering a Designed Prompt
In the classroom, teachers are concerned with engaging children in much more writing activity
in efforts to raise writing standards. In the pre-writing phase, it is worth providing an array of tasks that
will help children access prior knowledge on the topic and organize their thinking about the prompt.
What follows next is a narrative of the author’s personal research experience that illustrates
strategies that proved successful in tutoring a nine-year old Urdu-speaking ELL student. Emphasis was
on vocabulary development. In the sections that follow, prewriting activities and results determined
from analysis of the closing writing sample are discussed in detail.
The tutoring context
Recently I worked one-on-one with Isha for two hours each Tuesday evening for six months. At
the start of our work together, Isha was about one year behind on her vocabulary measure, Gates
MacGinitie. Additionally, my purpose was to promote Isha’s academic skills and strategies and to guide
her shift to tier 2 words. While tier 1 words are basic vocabulary, tier 2 words include more descriptive
language and may include words with multiple meanings, although they are less context-sensitive than
tier 3 words. They include the basic academic vocabulary that is needed in schoolwork. The success of
this work was measured via the vocabulary profile results of her writing sample shown in Figure 4.
Key to my work was the selection of an appropriate prompt. I chose a sketch of a fawn resting
peacefully behind some trees in a woodland scene that I found among classroom materials collected
from diverse sources over many years of teaching. Currently, I do not know the source of this particular
coloring book page. In the distance is a bear taking a stroll. I introduced the sketch as a story-telling
task a week before the actual writing sample was to be taken, so it provided a concrete starting point for
the writing. It served as a scaffold, engaging Isha in pre-writing activity that included planning,
organizing, and thinking about key words.
Pre-writing vocabulary enrichment activities
As I began my work with Isha, I focused on subject and vocabulary content that would lead to
the woodland scene in the prompt drawing. The topic of wild animals provided an interesting context
for introducing vocabulary, making predictions, seeing cause and effect in predator-prey relationships,
problem solving, and academic discourse. There was an abundance of current media coverage on this
topic as a result of an early spring in Alberta, the pre-mature arousal of the grizzly bear population, and
their search for food with scarce resources available so soon. We talked and read about abandoned
young animals, including Pippin, an abandoned fawn in a magazine story (McKinnel, 2012) and in the
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book entitled Kate & Pippin: An unlikely love story (Springett & Springett, 2012) that was published
soon after the article appeared. We discussed what to do if you find a fawn. We used the Internet to
research information about abandoned baby animals.
I drew upon materials from a variety of sources. I adapted or rewrote magazine and newspaper
articles. I used traditional types of written materials like crossword puzzles, flash cards, and sentence
frames. In addition, I located Internet resources, including YouTube clips, and Isha and I read for
information from various websites. The diversity of these resources worked together to ensure
exposure to and recycling of the key concepts and vocabulary that Isha would need for robust learning
and the raising of her lexical bar.
Pre-writing coloring task
A week before administering the writing sample, I gave Isha this sketch to color for homework.
The following week I wanted to obtain a writing sample, using the colored sketch as a scaffold. With no
preliminary discussion, Isha was simply prompted to think and write about ‘what happened before this
picture was taken, what’s happening now, and what will happen next?’
Figure 2: Isha’s pre-writing task.

(Permission to reproduce granted by parent, 2012.)
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Obtaining the writing sample
Upon arrival at her home for our weekly tutoring session, Isha proudly produced her colored
drawing of the forest scene. With no preliminary talk, other than to acknowledge her fine attempt in
completing the sketch, I set her to work. When Isha was ready to start her writing sample, I gave her the
sketch she had colored previously, a pencil, notepaper, and lined paper for the writing itself.
I allowed for an open-ended amount of time for Isha to complete her work. Within 45 minutes
she had accomplished her task and we spent time looking at her strengths, especially her use of the
target vocabulary from the last few weeks of work, the overall length and development of the writing
sample. She then asked to type the sample for me on her computer and email me a copy for lexical
profiling, a procedure she was familiar with from previous work we had done. She was thrilled with
this piece of work! [To reproduce the writing sample full size it appears on pages 47-48.]
Analyzing the writing sample
Once Isha had completed her language sample, the next step was evaluation of her performance,
and the author/researcher’s tool of choice was the online lexical profiler at www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids .
The screen below shows Isha’s vocabulary profile, and the discussion of her results follows.
Figure 4 shows the vocabulary profile generated from submitting Isha’s writing to the online
tool available at www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids (Permission to reproduce granted by parent, 2012.)
[To permit full size reproduction Figure 4 appears on page 49.]

"
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Figure 3: Isha’s writing sample (Permission to reproduce granted by parent, 2012.)

Figure 3: Isha’s writing sample (Permission to reproduce granted by parent, 2012.)

"

PAGE 48

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

Figure 4 shows the vocabulary profile generated from submitting Isha’s writing to the online tool
available at www.lextutor.ca/vp/kids (Permission to reproduce granted by parent, 2012.)
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In language sample analysis, as discussed earlier in Literature Review, researchers draw on
various indices of lexical diversity. Key indicators of note in this profile include the total number of
words in the text (TNT) of 273 and the number of different words (NDW) of 106. In terms of
vocabulary richness, Isha’s profile showed coverage at Band 1, the first 250 words of English, at 67.8%
and coverage at Band 4, the first 1,000 words of English, at 87.6%. The Off-list number of known and
unknown words was 8.
Isha’s Off-list words stretched beyond the corpus of the children’s vocabulary, indicating their
reach into the adult corpus of the British National Corpus (BNC) and a shift to more mature vocabulary
choices. Her spontaneous writing included the following key words from thematic work on wild
animals and the story of Kate and Pippin: abandoned, perfectly, adorable, fawn, camouflaged, moose,
dangerous, grizzly. It is notable also that Isha chose the word ‘searched’ rather than ‘looked for,’ and
‘adorable’ rather than simply ‘cute,’ ‘nice,’ or ‘pretty,’ words she would have used when her tutoring
began.
These are indicators that Isha is shifting into mid-frequency vocabulary (Schmitt & Schmitt,
2012), also known as tier 2 words (August, Carlo, Dressler & Snow, 2005) as well as moving toward
more academic word choices.
This overall profile, though generating a good quantity of discourse and some very good word
choices that reflect independent retrieval of key vocabulary Isha had been working on, nevertheless also
indicates an overdependence on the high frequency bands (Band 1 – 4) of vocabulary that constitute the
first 1,000 words of spoken English (Roessingh, Elgie, & Kover, 2012). Thresholds to look for that are
indicative of a shift to more advanced vocabulary include 60 – 64% coverage at Band 1, 80% at Band
4, and a good distribution to the Off-list known words (to 95%) with no visible holes in the profile.
Using this profile, the author/researcher was able to determine that Isha made very strong growth in the
six months of her tutoring sessions. Her profile reflected good writing that, with a small upward shift in
the profile and with further vocabulary work, showed promise that she could reach the standard of
excellence she appeared to be capable of.
Considerations in Evaluating Students’ Writing
Language sample analysis via vocabulary profiles cannot tell the entire story of a child’s
language development. One problem is that most trait-based assessment rubrics place far more
emphasis on organization and content than on vocabulary. In addition, within the dimension of
vocabulary choices, the teacher must read the child’s writing to ascertain the appropriateness and
correctness of the vocabulary used in terms of the context that the prompt or task required. As noted
earlier, the journey to accuracy and nuanced uses of language is a long, protracted one.
"
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Along the way there are markers of children taking risks with vocabulary that tell the teacher of
the need for instructed support: mixed metaphors, inaccurate use of idioms, orthographic irregularities,
to name a few. In reviewing vocabulary profiles, teachers must understand the role of vocabulary
mistakes generated by the risk-taking associated with the process of language growth. Biemiller (2004)
further underscores the importance of ongoing direct and explicit instruction in vocabulary to support
the development of tier 2 words: the mid-range words that play a key role in precision of meaning
making.
A final and very important consideration is the use of handwriting in obtaining language
samples. Young children under the age of eight (grade three) may not yet have achieved executionary
control over the kinesthetic demands of writing. In short, they may not have achieved the skills for
putting pencil to paper with sufficient automaticity, fluency, and flow to free the working memory
resources required to attend to the writing task. Medwell, Strand, and Wray (2007) write that
“handwriting is indeed a language act and that orthographic-motor integration, that is automatic letter
production, is . . . significantly related to composition” (pp. 12-13). Christensen (2009) explains writing
in terms of cognitive load and indicates that working memory places constraints on the act of
composition. If writing is slow and belabored and if children are not confident about their spelling, the
quality as well as the quantity of the writing is compromised. Alston’s (1983) framework for assessing
handwriting gives important guidelines to the quality of writing to look for at age eight.
Conclusions
The assessment of vocabulary knowledge through written output is only in embryonic stages;
the insights, tools, and frameworks needed to make progress in this domain are in the early evolutionary
stages. Researchers are using language sample analysis and lexical profiling as a strategy to obtain
quantitative insights into vocabulary learning trajectories of different learner profile groups, including
ELLs. Classroom practitioners, too, can begin to use these tools for assessment and instructional
planning purposes.
The prompts used to elicit the language samples are central to realizing the goals of the research
agenda. Teachers can develop prompts for their own use and share them in professional development
activities with their colleagues. Creating good prompts that will work across age groups and learner
profiles requires careful thought and design. The criteria discussed in this article provide useful
guidance.

"

PAGE 51

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

In sum, the lexical bar must be set high enough to generate sufficient quality and quantity of
discourse. Also, thought must be given to the protocol used to elicit the sample. Time allocation, prewriting activity by way of encouraging planning, identification of key words, and even sketching are
ways to enhance the writing sample. To select topics for prompts, teachers can search Google images
for young, orphaned wild life, for example, that provoke an emotional response from K-12 with visible
differentiation of vocabulary use in the profiles. As children mature, related vocabulary choices from
the mid-range of vocabulary might include: environment, natural, habitat, starvation, formula, nutrition,
hibernation, refuge, rehabilitation, protection, reintroduction, and release.
Teachers and researchers must also look holistically at the writing produced by students, using a
trait-based rubric that can place vocabulary use into the larger context of quality writing standards.
Often missing from these rubrics is the important consideration of handwriting, perhaps the first and
easiest dimension to look at. Researchers link automaticity, fluency, and accuracy in transcription to
quality of writing at all ages.
This article provides suggestions for prompts that have been field tested, and can fulfill the
needs of researchers and practitioners alike. Informal classroom-based research using the profiling tools
demonstrated here can help teachers track growth by noting changes in the shape of the vocabulary
footprint or profile over time.

This work has been partially supported through a SSHRC Insight Development Grant #159720.
Roessingh, H. (2012). The importance of the prompt for eliciting language samples: Insights from
research and considerations for practice. TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching, 1(1), 37-56.

"

PAGE 52

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

References
Alberta Education (2011). Examples of the standards for students’ writing 2011. English Language Arts
Grade 3. Retrieved July 5, 2012. http://education.alberta.ca/admin/testing/achievement/
examples_stand.aspx
Alston, J. (1983). A legibility index: Can handwriting be measured? Educational Review, 35(3), 237242.
Alston, J. (1985). The handwriting of seven to nine year olds. British Journal of Special Education,
12(2), 68-72.
August, D., Carlo, M., Dressler, C. & Snow, C. (2005). The critical role of vocabulary development for
English language learners. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 20(1), 50-57.
Biemiller, A. (2004). Teaching vocabulary in the primary grades. In J. Baumann & E. Kame’enui
(Eds.), Vocabulary instruction: Research to practice, pp. 28 – 40. NY, NY: Guildford Press.
Biemiller, A. (2003, Spring). Oral comprehension sets the ceiling for reading comprehension. American
Educator, 27(1). Retrieved from http://www.aft.org/pubs-reports/american_educator/
spring2003/biemiller.html
Biemiller, A. & Slonim, N. (2001). Estimating root word vocabulary growth in normative and
advantaged populations: Evidence for a common sequence of vocabulary acquisition. Journal of
Educational Psychology, 93(3), 498-520.
Chipere, N., Malvern, D., Richards, B. & Duran, P. (n.d.). Using a corpus of school children’s writing to
investigate the development of vocabulary diversity [Conference paper]. University Centre for
Computer Corpus Research on Language, Lancaster University, UK. Retrieved from http://
ucrel.lancs.ac.uk/publications/CL2003/CL2001%20conference/papers/chipere.pdf
Christensen, C. (2009). The critical role handwriting plays in the ability to produce high-quality text. In
R. Beard, D. Myhill, J. Riley, & M. Nystrand (Eds.), The Sage handbook of writing development
(pp. 284-299). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.
Corson, D. (1984). The lexical bar: Lexical change from 12 to 15 years measured by social class, region
and ethnicity. British Educational Research Journal, 10(2), 115-133.
Corson, D. (1997). The learning and use of academic English words. Language Learning, 47(4),
671-718.

"

PAGE 53

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

Douglas, S. (2010). Non-Native English speaking students at university: Lexical richness and academic
success. Unpublished Ph. D. dissertation. Retrieved July 3, 2012. http://dspace.ucalgary.ca/
bitstream/1880/48195/1/2010_Douglas.pdf
Flinspach, S., Scott, J., & Vevea, J. (2010). Rare words in students’ writing as a measure of vocabulary.
In R. Jimenez, M. Hundley, & D. Rowe (Eds.), 59th Annual Yearbook of the National Reading
Conference (pp. 187 – 200). Oak Creek, WI: National Reading Conference.
Gentry, J. R. (1982). An analysis of developmental spelling in “GNYS AT WRK”. The Reading
Teacher, 36(2), 192 – 200.
Hadley, P. (1998). Language sampling protocols for eliciting text-level discourse. Language, Speech
and Hearing Services in Schools, 29(3), 132-147.
Hewitt, L., Hammer, C., Yont, K., & Tomblin, J. (2005). Language sampling for kindergarten children
with and without SLI: Mean length utterance, IPSYN, and NDW. Journal of Communication
Disorders, 38(3), 197 – 213.
Hirsch, E. (2003). Reading comprehension requires knowledge—of words and the world: Scientific
insights into the fourth-grade slump and the nation’s stagnant comprehension scores. American
Educator, 27(1), 10 – 28. Retrieved July 5, 2012. http://www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/
spring2003/AE_SPRNG.pdf#page=6
Mayer, M. (1967). A boy, a dog and a frog. NY: Penguin Putnam.
Medwell, J., Strand, S. & Wray, D. (2007). The role of handwriting in composing for Y2 children.
Journal of Reading, Writing and Literacy, 2(1), 11-21. Retrieved July 4, 2102. http://
www2.warwick.ac.uk/fac/soc/cedar/staff/stevestrand/medwellstrand__wray_2007_jrwl.pdf
McKinnell, J. (2012). Dog befriends fawn, inspiring a book and fuelling controversy. The true story has
made international news but wildlife officials warn of fawn-napping. Maclean’s Magazine, April
2, 2012. Retrieved July 5, 2012. http://www2.macleans.ca/2012/03/26/dog-befriends-fawn/
Roessingh, H. & Elgie, S. (2009). Early language and literacy development among young ELL:
Preliminary insights from a longitudinal study. TESL Canada Journal 26(2), 24-45.
Roessingh, H. (2010). Vocabulary profiling of oral and written discourse: An assessment tool for
working with ELLs K-12. In P. Dam & M. Cowart (Eds.) Teaching English language learners:
An international perspective (pp. 417-441). Denton, TX: The Federation of North Texas
Universities.
"

PAGE 54

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

Roessingh, H., Elgie, S. & Kover, P. (2012). See how they write: Using lexical profiling tools to
nvestigate children’s written vocabulary development in Grade 3. Language Assessment
Quarterly. In review.
Schmitt, N. & Schmitt, D. (2012). A reassessment of frequency and vocabulary size in L2 vocabulary
teaching. Language Teaching. doi: 10.1017/S0261444812000018.
Smith, C. & Ungersoll, G. (1984). Written vocabulary of elementary school pupils aged 6-14. Indiana
University School of Education. Monographs on Language and Reading Studies. No. 6.
Retrieved July 5, 2012. http://www.eric.ed.gov/PDFS/ED323564.pdf
Springett, M. & Springett, I. (2012). Kate & Pippin: An unlikely love story. Toronto, Canada: Puffin.
Stahl, S. (2003). How words are learned incrementally over multiple exposures. American Educator,
27(1), 18-19. Retrieved July 5, 2012. http://www.aft.org/pdfs/americaneducator/spring2003/
AE_SPRNG.pdf#page=6
Uccelli, P. & Paez, M. (2007). Narrative and vocabulary development of bilingual children from
kindergarten to first grade: Developmental changes and associations among English and Spanish
skills. Language, Speech and Hearing Services in Schools, 38(3), 225-236.
Wray, D. & Medwell, J. (2006). Progression in writing and the Northern Ireland Levels for Writing.
Retrieved July 3, 2012. homepages.warwick.ac.uk/staff/D.J.Wray/CCEA.doc

Acknowledgements
The author is grateful for the opportunity to use student work in this article to illustrate the
importance of the prompt, the protocol, and process for producing her best writing. Thank you, Isha (via
her mum), for letting us include this for teachers to learn from. Vincent Nguyen, children's illustrator,
has generously permitted the use of the Bird Boy image for purposes of this article. Appreciation is also
extended to the publications coordinator, the primary content reviewer, and the copy editor of TexELT
and the two reviewers who provided initial feedback on this manuscript. Their encouragement and
support has been invaluable in preparing this work for publication. This work has been partially
supported through a SSHRC Insight Development Grant #159720.

Citation
Roessingh, H. (2012). The importance of the prompt for eliciting language samples: Insights from
research and considerations for practice. TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching, 1(1), 37-56.

"

PAGE 55

TexELT: Texas English Language Teaching
A Peer-Reviewed Online Journal

Volume One, Issue One

September 2012"

Author’s Biography
Dr. Hetty Roessingh was born in Indonesia but
immigrated to Canada with her family at a young
age. She completed her B. Ed., M. A. and Ph. D. at
the University of Calgary between 1968 and 1996,
and taught English as a second language at the high
school level until 2000, when she joined the Faculty
of Education at the University of Calgary. Her
recent research focuses on the role of vocabulary
and reading in the longitudinal academic outcomes
of English language learners from K-12 and as
university students. Curriculum, materials design,
and the development and use of online vocabulary
profiling tools are among her current funded
research projects.

"

PAGE 56

