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Abstract 

The aim of this article is to analyze the students’ performance before and after a comic-based 

didactic sequence to learn English vocabulary among 11th and 12th graders from a public and a 

semi-public school in Chile. This research was conducted through intervention sessions in which 

students were exposed to comic-based instruction- the reading of a comic as first visual aid, 

classroom activities based on the comic strip and the production of comics based on the words 

learned in the lesson, using the Presentation, Practice and Production approach to language 

teaching. Research practitioners used pre and post-testing before and after the intervention 

respectively to collect the data required. The results showed a statistically significant difference 

between the pre and post tests conducted in both schools, therefore the comic-based instruction was 

effective as students proved to have learned the vocabulary taught 

 

Key words: vocabulary - comics - acquisition - pictures - reading 

 

Resumen 

El objetivo de este artículo es analizar el desempeño de estudiantes de secundaria antes y después 

de una secuencia didáctica basada en cómics para aprender vocabulario en inglés entre estudiantes 

de 11vo y 12vo grado de una escuela pública y semi pública en Chile. Este estudio fue llevado a 

cabo a través de sesiones de intervención en las cuales los estudiantes fueron expuestos a una 

instrucción basada en cómics, eso quiere decir, la lectura de un cómic como primer soporte visual, 

actividades basadas en el cómic y la producción de cómics basados en las palabras aprendidas 

durante la clase, usando el enfoque de Presentación, Práctica y Producción para la enseñanza del 
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idioma. Los investigadores usaron un pre-test y post-test antes y después de la intervención 

respectivamente para reunir la información requerida. Los resultados mostraron una diferencia 

estadísticamente significativa entre los pre y post tests llevados a cabo en ambas escuelas, 

consecuentemente, la instrucción basada en cómics fue efectiva ya que los estudiantes probaron 

haber aprendido el vocabulario enseñado. 

 
Palabras clave: vocabulario - comics - adquisición - imágenes - lectura 

 

Introduction and objectives 

English, despite not being the most spoken language in the world, is acknowledged as 

lingua franca, that is to say, it is used by several groups of people in order to communicate. Millions 

of people around the world are learning English, and Chile is not an exception. According to a study 

published in 2013 by EF EPI (Education First, English Proficiency Index), Chile is placed in the 

41st position, classified as a low level of English country. Different governments and educational 

establishments have put their efforts on the teaching of this language. However, teachers in Chile 

encounter plenty of issues at the moment of teaching such as: crammed classrooms, lack of 

students’ motivation, and lack of planning time. Moreover, English language itself has difficulties 

when being taught; grammar, pronunciation, vocabulary, all of them have their own learning 

challenges. Among all these different issues, learning vocabulary is no doubt one of the most 

important. Vocabulary is as important as the main language skills of reading, writing, listening and 

speaking, since without the ability to recognize or produce a word of any kind, these language skills 

are virtually useless (Schmitt, 2000; Mehring, 2005).  

In Chilean classrooms, vocabulary is not given the real importance that it should have, and 

this is shown by studies that revealed that 82% of Chilean students cannot understand English 

(Ramirez, 2013). Experts argue that Chile will never be bilingual if the 92% of students keep on 

attending public schools, which only offer 3 hours of English per week (De Améstica, 2013). 

Besides, EFL trainee teachers at universities start from a low level of English; consequently, to 

learn this language is a challenging task. Furthermore, most pre-service teachers tend to think that 

English has to mostly deal with Phonetics and Grammar; therefore, at the moment they start 

teaching English at schools, they end up focusing on grammar instead of teaching English as a 

means of communication (ChileGlobal, 2014). 

This intervention consisted of applying a teaching approach that considers the use of comics 

as an authentic first source of language for learning new words. In this study, students from two 

different types of schools (public and semi-public) participated in a series of comic-based sessions 

called Vocabulary Through Comics, where key vocabulary was taught to students, then they read a 

comic, and finally, practiced by creating a comic strip using the words seen in the lesson. The main 
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focus was that students, by using comics, could encounter new vocabulary in a communicative 

context. This paper is part of the research study FONDECYT 1150889 Las dimensiones cognitivas, 

afectivas y sociales del proceso de planificación de aula y su relación con los desempeños 

pedagógicos en estudiantes de práctica profesional y profesores nóveles de pedagogía en Inglés. 

Theoretical framework 

The concept of vocabulary  

When talking about vocabulary, what firstly comes to our minds is words. They are an 

important part of language as they are used to understand others' ideas and express our thoughts. 

However, there are different perceptions about what vocabulary really is. According to Cambridge 

Dictionaries (2014), vocabulary is all the words that exist in a particular language. According to 

Hatch & Brown (1995), the term vocabulary refers to a list or set of words for a particular language 

or a list of words that individual language speakers use. Consequently, for the purpose of this 

research we would define vocabulary as all the words that exist in language, which are used by 

individual speakers in order to communicate.  

Vocabulary acquisition 

 We already know the importance of vocabulary when learning a foreign language; however, 

how can we learn a word? Both students and teachers report that vocabulary acquisition is an 

essential part of first and second language learning (Duppenthaler, 2002); yet according to several 

authors (Folse, 2004; Walters, 2004; Hunt & Beglar, 2005), there has not been significant research 

conducted in this field. However, in the mid-1990s, there was a mini-explosion of research on this 

area, regarding second language vocabulary issues such as students’ needs, teaching techniques, 

learner strategies, and incidental learning (Folse, 2004). 

 Vocabulary acquisition depends on pedagogical actions in order for it to occur. By this we 

mean that teachers need to pay attention to different factors at the moment of teaching students new 

words. However, which aspects should teachers take into account when selecting strategies to teach 

vocabulary in the classroom? Coady (1997) proposes four main approaches to L2 vocabulary 

instruction: Context Alone, Strategy Instruction, Development plus Explicit Instruction, and 

Classroom Activities. 

o Context Alone "proposes that there is actually no need or even 

justification for direct vocabulary instruction" (Coady, 1997, p. 275). 

o Strategy Instruction "proposes the teaching of vocabulary learning 

strategies as an essential component of acquiring vocabulary" (Coady, 1997, p. 277). 

o Development plus Explicit Instruction "argues for explicit teaching 

of certain types of vocabulary using a large number of techniques and even direct 
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memorization of certain highly frequent items" (Coady, 1997, pp. 278-9).  

o Classroom Activities, "advocates the teaching of vocabulary words 

along very traditional lines, these are best exemplified by a number of practical handbooks 

for teachers which contain generic activities for vocabulary learning to teachers" (Coady, 

1997, pp.280-81). 

 These four approaches provide a useful tool for teachers who want students to learn 

vocabulary through direct acquisition. On the other hand, there are teachers who believe in indirect 

acquisition, which relies on the assumption that spelling and vocabulary are developed in second 

languages as they are in the first language (Krashen, 1989). This kind of vocabulary acquisition 

makes reading comprehension play the main role. However, in some languages in which the L1 is 

completely different from the L2 (Chinese, for example), it is a serious challenge for students to 

acquire vocabulary, and consequently, the target language (Haynes, 1990). Nonetheless, there is 

evidence in recent studies that affirm that a combined approach is superior to both direct and 

indirect alone (Zimmerman, 1994; Paribakth & Wesche, 1997). That is to say, vocabulary 

acquisition can happen in three ways: indirectly as a natural process when reading; directly, when 

students are taught the words they are going to learn; and combined, when students undergo both 

types of instructions, indirect and direct. 

 There are different strategies through which students are supposed to acquire vocabulary, 

for example, incidental and direct instruction; there are also certain characteristics that we cannot 

avoid when studying vocabulary and different situations that need to be undergone in order to 

acquire words. Many state that students need multiple high quality, contextualized and engaging 

examples of the words in use (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986, Beck, Mckeown & Kucan 2002; Graves & 

Watts-Taffe, 2002; Mckeown & Beck, 2004). That is to say, students need to read and listen as 

much as they can when trying to acquire words as in receptive knowledge. Others (Watts-Taffe, 

Blachowicz & Fisher, 2009; Padak, Newton, Rasinki & Newton, 2008), during 20 years of research, 

add the importance of the active engagement of students. By the active engagement of students they 

mean the importance of exposure and exercises that foster an understanding of words and ways to 

learn them. As every student is different, each learner needs a different way of acquiring 

vocabulary. The quality of these different sources of new words may also come from varied 

contexts such as formal and informal texts.  

 There is an issue in which many authors agree, that is, repetition of words. It is an important 

process that students need to undergo in order to acquire vocabulary (Nation, 1990; Rott, 1999, 

Ghadirian, 2002). It has been stated that in order to remember a word, a learner needs among 5 to 

16 repetitions and encounters for learning to occur (Salling, 1959; Saragi, Nation & Meister, 1978; 
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Nation, 1990). Sökmen (1997) also agrees on the importance of repetition when acquiring a word; 

however, he adds that this repetition or retrieval is important for a word to be active, that is to say, it 

is not only necessary to recognize a word when reading or listening to it over and over but even 

more important is when students use it in writing or speaking. 

Word knowledge 

 When talking about vocabulary we may refer to different aspects of word knowledge. 

However, what do we understand by word knowledge? We could simply define it as the knowledge 

of words. What does it mean to know a word? Here we approach different definitions or ideas 

proposed by important vocabulary researchers. According to Nation (2001) "in order to know a 

word, one needs to know the word's form (spoken form, written form, and word parts), meaning 

(meaning(s), concepts, associations), and use (grammatical function, collocations, constraints)" 

(p.27). That is to say, the learner needs to know everything about a word; however, this idea might 

refer to a language expert rather than a common person who wants to communicate through 

language. Some authors (Baumann, Kame'enui & Ash, 2003) define knowledge of words as depth 

of knowledge. Another definition we can talk about is vocabulary size, which refers to the number 

of words that a person knows (Read, 2000). An equivalent name suggested by a recent study for the 

previous definition is breadth of knowledge (Baumann, Kame'enui & Ash, 2003).  

 Other types of vocabulary knowledge classifications are the ones in which vocabulary is 

divided into receptive and productive (Nation, 2001). Receptive knowledge refers to words that 

learners recognize and understand when they occur in a context. It is a passive process because 

students receive ideas from others and make associations when reading or listening. As for, 

productive knowledge, it refers to words which learners understand, pronounce correctly and use 

constructively in speaking and writing. Therefore, productive vocabulary is an active process, 

because learners produce words to express their thoughts to others (Rodgers, 1987; Schmitt & 

McCharty, 1997; Nation, 2001).  

 Considering the criteria given above, a vocabulary knowledge scale (VKS) was developed 

by Paribakht & Wesche (1997). It describes five stages in which vocabulary acquisition may occur. 

Figure 1: Paribakht and Wesche's Vocabulary Knowledge Scale (VKS)  

Stage 1: The word is not familiar at all. 

Stage 2: The word is familiar but the meaning is not known. 

Stage 3: A correct synonym or translation is given. 

Stage 4: The word is used with semantic appropriateness in a sentence. 

Stage 5: The word is used with semantic appropriateness and grammatical accuracy in a 

sentence. 

Source: Paribakht & Wesche, 1997 
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 This vocabulary knowledge scale might combine the characteristics of receptive and 

productive knowledge as in some stages students might recognize words in context but might not 

know how to use them, or recognize a word and know how to use it appropriately showing that they 

know its meaning, form and use. Despite some authors do not support vocabulary knowledge as 

something developed in different stages because it requires deep knowledge of words (Schmitt, 

1998), there are others who tend to define vocabulary knowledge by using the developmental and 

dimensional approach (Read, 1997). Both approaches describe the acquisition and mastery of words 

through stages or levels associated with the word knowledge scale (Laufer, 1997; Nation, 2001). 

However, the developmental approach attempts to measure how vocabulary develops over time, and 

the dimensional approach measures which word knowledge types are known. 

 

Visual influence 

It is known that a word conveys more than a simple definition, but represents also an image. 

Therefore, presenting words accompanied by images could help learners to better understand the 

meaning of that word. “As far as vocabulary learning is concerned, pictorial cues will help learners 

make associations between pictures and words, and learning will be facilitated accordingly. 

Information would be, therefore, better remembered when it is dually rather than singly coded, 

because when one memory trace is lost, the other is accessible” (Sadeghi & Farzizadef, 2013, p. 4). 

Pictures are easily remembered by people, in comparison to words, as they activate the image-to-

word referential connection. Hence, words are better remembered when associated with pictures 

(Milton, 2009). And, to make the visual influence on learning vocabulary clearer, Raimes (1983) 

states that pictures are not only helpful for learners, but also for teachers. Consequently, there will 

be a double benefit for teaching and learning vocabulary through the usage of images. 

 

Reading influence 

Reading is another important factor when acquiring vocabulary. There have been several 

investigations throughout past decades that support the belief about reading and indirect vocabulary 

learning (Saragi, Nation & Meister, 1978; Nagy, Anderson & Herman, 1987; Krashen, 2004). These 

studies found evidence that shows that children could learn vocabulary indirectly in context while 

reading. Krashen (1989) extends this claim to second language learning, explaining that reading 

will result in vocabulary acquisition. Krashen bases his claim on the input hypothesis. The input 

hypothesis affirms that second and foreign language is acquired by a focus on the message and not 

on the form of the message. Krashen (2004), in a recent study, explains that vocabulary is best 

developed through real encounters with the words in context, over time, and in small doses. That is 



InterSedes, N° 39. Vol 19 (2018). ISSN 2215-2458  

 

 84 

to say, students need contextualized examples, which can make them feel part of a story, and not 

being taught words in isolation (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2009). Research not only suggests that 

reading is good for improving vocabulary, but also that reading stimulates the desire and ability to 

do self-selected reading (Wang & Lee, 2007). 

 

Criteria for selecting vocabulary 

Choosing words to teach is not simply a matter of assigning words. Evidence suggests that 

students need explicit instruction in word meanings, repeated exposure to words, opportunities for 

wide reading, and experiences using the words in the presence of their peers (Graves, 2006; Fisher, 

Blachowicz & Watts-Taffe, 2011). There are defined categories for words, which have become part 

of the lexicon for vocabulary researchers and teachers. These categories have guided teachers in the 

selection of words and facilitated an understanding of the value in learning different kinds of words. 

They are presented below. 

 

Three tiers of words 

Beck, McKeown & Kucan (2002) outlined a useful model for conceptualizing categories of 

words that readers encounter in texts and for understanding the instructional and learning challenges 

that words in each category present. They describe three levels, or tiers, of words in terms of the 

words’ frequency and applicability. 

o Tier 1: Common, known words: words are basic, and do not 

necessarily need instruction. These words are part of most children's vocabulary instruction. 

Example: book, girl, dog, orange. 

o Tier 2: High-frequency words: words include frequently occurring 

words that appear in various contexts and topics and play an important role in a variety of 

different content areas. Example: masterpiece, fortunate, measure. 

o Tier 3: Low-frequency, domain-specific words: words are domain 

specific vocabulary. Words in this category are low frequency, specialized words that 

appear in specific fields or content areas. Example: isotope, asphalt, crepe. 

Considerations for selecting vocabulary words 

Fisher & Frey (2008) outlined different questions that need to be answered at the moment 

of selecting vocabulary so that teachers know if these words are worthy of being taught. This 

information is described in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2: Considerations for selecting vocabulary words 

Topic Questions to ask 

Representative ● Is the word representative of a family of words that students 

should know? 

● Is the concept represented by the word critical to 

understanding the text? 

● Is the word a label for an idea that students need to know? 

● Does the word represent an idea that is essential for 

understanding another concept? 

Repeatability ● Will the word be used again in this text?  

o If so, does the word occur often enough to be 

redundant? 

● Will the word be used again during the school year? 

Transportable ● Will the word be used in group discussions? 

● Will the word be used in writing tasks? 

● Will the word be used in other content or subject areas? 

Contextual 

analysis 

● Can students use context clues to determine the correct or 

intended meaning of the word without instruction? 

Structural analysis ● Can students use structural analysis to determine the correct or 

intended meaning of the word without instruction? 

Cognitive load ● Have I identified too many words for students to successfully 

integrate? 
Source: Fisher & Frey, 2008 

Comics 

Eisner (1985) put comic books under the concept of sequential art. Nevertheless, McCloud 

(1993) gave the most accurate definition for comics: they are juxtaposed pictorial and other images 

in deliberate sequence, intended to convey information and/or to produce an aesthetic response in 

the viewer. 

This sequential art has been present in mankind history. For example, the Rosetta Stone, a 

granodiorite stele which helped to understand Ancient Egyptian literature and civilization. The 

Codex Zouche-Nutall: a pre-Columbian picture manuscript 4, which told the story of the great 

military and political hero Ocelot’s Claw and the Bayeux Tapestry, an embroidered cloth that 

depicts with images and words the events of the Norman conquest of England 

From ancient cultures to the present, the use of images in a sequencing order to convey 

meaning and message has been present, evolving in a more sophisticated way including the use of 

words and graphic elements. 

 

 

                                                           
4 An accordion-folded pre-Columbian document of Mixtec pictography. 
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Comics in education 

Nonetheless, one question arises when talking about this topic: can comics be used in 

education? The answer can only be positive, and history proves us that they have been used before. 

Comics are: 

o Adaptable: they can be used to teach literature, as in classic comics 

and its adaption of Robinson Crusoe (Sones, 1994). 

o Exciting and motivating: comics can excite and motivate reluctant 

readers, ESL students, and gifted students (Smiths & Wilhelm, 2002; Krashen 2004; Cary, 

2004; Carter, 2007) 

o Beneficial: texts using visual scaffolds are beneficial for ESL 

students and struggling readers. 

Comics can only bring us positive aspects when talking about vocabulary acquisition and as 

Cary (2004, p. 101) states "comics are an ideal vehicle for word study". Studies of the brain suggest 

that when verbal and visual information are presented together, more of the brain is activated than 

when it shows information only in one mode or another (Fisher & Frey, 2008). Comics cover a 

different range of topics, from humour to history, they also cover different kinds of vocabulary. 

Consequently, the present research on vocabulary acquisition proposes an intervention in which 

students learn vocabulary through intervention sessions based on comics so that they can acquire 

words in context and with the help of pictures. 

 

Empirical studies on comics and vocabulary 

         According to a research study conducted by Wijaksana (2008) in Indonesia in order to 

encourage a group of students' motivation in improving their ability to speak English, it was shown 

that using comics through peer work as a teaching strategy, students increased their average scores 

and consequently, they improved their vocabulary ability significantly.   

         A research project conducted by Khoiriyah (2010) in Indonesia to two groups 

(Experimental and Control group) to learn English vocabulary, showed that there was a difference 

in the vocabulary score of students using comic stories and those who were taught using non-comic 

stories, being the experimental group the one with the highest average score. Besides, according to a 

research study conducted by Aziza (2012) in Indonesia to 65 students of a seventh grade divided 

into two groups (Experimental group and Control group), it was found that teaching vocabulary by 

using comics as media for increasing vocabulary mastery was significantly more effective than the 

one used in the Control group. 

         Sri Wilujeng (2014) in Indonesia to three groups used three different kinds of instructions 
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(Collaborative learning, Comics, and Direct instruction) to learn Mandarin Chinese, the means 

between pre and post-tests were higher in the Collaborative learning group, followed by the Comic 

group, and at the end the Direct instruction group. Kurniyanti (2008) in Indonesia used Oliver Twist 

Comic Book as alternative material in teaching extensive reading, it was found that comic books as 

alternative material can bring some positive results, such as enriching vocabulary and grammar, 

developing new language and information about different cultures and stimulating creativity. 

         Furthermore, according to a research project conducted by Jones (2010) in Japan, the use of 

comic books and the participants' response to them support that contextual illustrations and context 

help to enable participants’ schema formation and general comprehension of text. This results in 

less reliance on distracting dictionary use and hence less split attention effect. Besides, the 

participants indicated that they enjoyed the experience of reading the comic books and were more 

motivated to read more comic books in English. 

 

Research methodology 

Type of study 

 This study follows action research, a type of methodology in which knowledge is built 

through practice (Sandín, 2003). Creswell (2005, p. 552) highlights the importance of this type of 

methodology as “it allows researchers to study local practices (community or group), it is centered 

on the participants' development and learning, and it implements an action plan in order to solve a 

problem, introduce an improvement, or make changes”.  

The action research model we follow is the one proposed by Sandin (2003) who explains it 

through cycles. These are: 

o Detecting the problem of the research, clarify and diagnose it (it can 

be a social problem, a need for a change, an improvement). 

o Planning the action in order to solve the problem or introduce the 

change. 

o Implementing the plan and evaluate results. 

o Reflect in order to give a new diagnosis. 

This model can be illustrated in Figure 3: 
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Figure 3: The Action Research model 

First immersion in the problem or need and its environment 

Problem 

Proposal 

First cycle: Identifying the 

problem 

Collect data about problem 

and needs 

Categories, topics and hypothesis generation 

 

Plan development: Objectives, 

strategies, actions, resources 

and time schedule 

Second cycle: Planning 
Collect additional data for the 

plan 

Implement the plan 

 

Adjust the plan and implement 
Third cycle: Implement and 

evaluate the plan 

Collect data for the evaluation 

of the plan 

 

Take decisions, redefine the 

problem, and generate new 

hypotheses 

 
Check the implementation and 

its effects 

 

New adjustments, decisions 

and redefinitions, new 

diagnosis 

Fourth cycle: Reflection 

Collect data and evaluate the 

implemented plan with 

adjustments 

 

Source: Sandín, 2003 

 

Research objective 

o To determine 11th and 12th school students’ vocabulary 

performance before and after a didactic sequence based on comics. 

 

Research hypothesis 

o There is statistically significant progress between the pre-test and 

post-test.  

 

Research settings and participants 

 This research was carried out in two educational establishments, a semi-public school 

(Research group 1) in Talcahuano, Chile and a public school (Research group 2) in Concepción, 

Chile. The participants were eleventh and twelfth graders in both schools. Students attended as 

volunteers to an after-class workshop in which they were informed they were going to learn 
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vocabulary through comics. 

 In the semi-public school, the class group consisted of seventeen students, four boys and 

thirteen girls. These students have had English lessons from pre-kindergarten, and have 

approximately had 1008 hours of English so far. In the public school, the class group consisted of 

ten students, all of them were girls. These students have had English lessons from fifth grade, and 

have approximately had 624 hours of English so far. Since this is a qualitative intervention-based 

study, the number of participants and their corresponding background knowledge in English do not 

affect the reliability of the findings. They are just characteristics of the context where this study was 

conducted. This is clearly not an quantitative experimental study. 

Instrument 

In order to gather the information needed for this study, we adapted the vocabulary knowledge scale 

proposed by Paribakht and Wesche (1993) as pre-test and post-test to identify students' knowledge 

of the words taught. Each word/question considers five scales as possible answers. Each answer has 

its own score, as shown in Figure 4: 

Figure 4: The VKS scoring categories 

 
Source: Paribakht & Wesche (1997, p. 181) 

 

Throughout the intervention, forty words were taught; all of them were content words 

(nouns, verbs and adjectives). For the selection of words, we used different criteria, which were 

based on the three tiers previously explained (Beck, McKeown & Kucan, 2002), and the 

considerations for selecting vocabulary words proposed by Fisher & Frey (2008). Nevertheless, the 
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●○○○○ = Used rarely, it’s in the lower 50% of commonly used words in the Collins Dictionary 

●●○○○ = Used occasionally, it’s one of the 30.000 most commonly used words in the CD 

●●●○○ = In Common Usage, it’s one of the 10.000 most commonly used words in the CD 

●●●●○ = Very Common, it’s one of the 4.000 most commonly used words in the CD 

●●●●● = Extremely Common, it’s one of the 1.000 most commonly used words in the CD 

 

pre-test and post-test considered twenty words for being evaluated. All of the words in both tests 

belonged to the tier 2, as they were high frequency words. In order to check the frequency of these 

words, the researchers looked the words up in Collins Dictionaries (2014), which base their data on 

the Collins Corpus and the Bank of English™. Regarding these sources, the frequency of words in 

Collins Dictionary is divided in five categories. This can be seen in Figure 5. 

Figure 5: Description of frequency of words in Collins Dictionary 

Own source 

The list of words evaluated in pre-test and post-test can be seen in Figure 6, with their 

frequency respectively.  

Figure 6: List of words present in pre-test and post-test and their frequency 

Word Frequency 

To sample (Verb) ●●●●○ 

Steady (Adj) ●●●●○ 

Meal (Noun) ●●●●○ 

To handle (Verb) ●●●●○ 

To hold (Verb) ●●●●● 

Condemned (Adj) ●●●○○ 

Unlikely (Adj) ●●●●○ 

Doubt (Noun) ●●●●○ 

Wretched (Adj) ●●●○○ 

To spot (Verb) ●●●●○ 

Rare (Adj) ●●●●○ 

To fear (Verb) ●●●●○ 

Wound (Noun) ●●●●○ 

Attempt (Noun) ●●●●● 

Execution (Noun) ●●●●○ 

Beginning (Noun) ●●●●● 

Risk (Noun) ●●●●● 

To manage (Verb) ●●●●○ 

Rough (Adj) ●●●●○ 

To allow (Verb) ●●●●● 
Own source 

Intervention procedure 

In this study, the research practitioners conducted five intervention sessions, in which 

students were taught vocabulary using comic-based instruction following the Presentation, Practice 



InterSedes, N° 39. Vol 19 (2018). ISSN 2215-2458  

 

 91 

and Production approach to language teaching. In the first stage, words were introduced by 

showing students slideshow presentations which contained the word, a picture that portrayed the 

word, and a sentence related to the word so that students could see it in context. Afterwards, the 

comic was read out loud and students listened and paid attention to its written form and the pictures 

that showed the comic. Then, students read the comic in silence and asked teachers in case of any 

question regarding the vocabulary. In the second stage, students were given worksheets to work 

individually on the words presented and do commonly used classroom exercises such as multiple 

choice questions, matching, fill in the gaps, and sequencing. Besides, students collaboratively 

practiced the words in context through different games such as mimics and charades so as to see the 

words learned during the lesson more than six times. Finally, in the last stage, students in groups 

had to produce a short comic strip retelling the comic story or creating a new one using the words 

learned during each lesson through dialogues, conversation or descriptions of the different scenes 

 

Data analysis techniques 

To analyze the effectiveness of the teaching and learning process, the researchers conducted 

tests at the beginning and end of the research cycle. After conducting the tests, the researchers 

compared the student's vocabulary achievement in the pre-test and post-test in each school in order 

to identify whether there was or not improvement of students' vocabulary. Once the results were 

obtained, the researchers used the Wilcoxon test, which measured the students’ achievements 

between the pre and post-tests. The Wilcoxon test is a non-parametric statistical hypothesis test 

used to compare two related samples on a single sample to assess if their population mean ranks 

differ. 

 

Results 

Research group 1 (semi-public school) 

In the pre-test in the research group I, answers were mainly found in Stage I or II, with a 

few exceptions in Stages III and V. These stages are the ones already mentioned in the vocabulary 

knowledge scale proposed by Paribakht and Wesche (1993). The results in the pre-test were 

according to what was expected, since students had not yet been exposed to the comic-based 

instruction, therefore, their body of knowledge of certain words was not sufficient to pass Stage II 

or higher. In the pre-test, researchers expected that students’ answers would be mainly found in 

Stages I and II, considering that a high percentage of words, if not all of them, are not included in 

the English national curriculum and, therefore, they are not taught at schools during the lessons. 

Some of the answers obtained in the pre-test in each stage can be seen in Figure 7. 
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Figure 7: Examples of answers per stage in the pre-test 

Stages Examples of answers 

Stage I No synonym or translation is given in this stage 

Stage II No synonym or translation is given in this stage 

Stage III 
Rare: Raro 

Beginning: Comienzo 

Stage IV 
To manage: Manejar, Dirigir 

Risk: Riesgo 

Stage V 
To hold: I want to hold your hand 

Beginning: It was the beginning of the year 
Own source 

The results in the post-test in research group 1 were very dissimilar in comparison to the 

ones in the pre-test. Many of the taught words showed a remarkable improvement as most of them 

were placed in stages III and V. Consequently, the average scores showed also an improvement 

individually as well as in the group average. Individual scores can be seen in Figure 8: 

 

Figure 8: Comparative chart of pre and post-tests in research group 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Own source 

 

 As can be seen, students achieved better scores during the post-test. Nonetheless, to prove if 

there was a statistically significant progress, we had to use the Wilcoxon test, which measures two 

related samples and aims to prove if there is progress in a vocabulary test given to a group of 

students from a semi-public school before and after a comic-based intervention. The progress was 

measured on a scale from 20 to 160 points. The research hypothesis for this specific objective is that 

students’ test scores improved after the comic-based intervention in comparison to the scores 

achieved in the pre-test. 

 In order to know if the students' progress was statistically significant, we have to observe 
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the test statistics (Figure 8) and see if the Asymptotic significance (Asymp. Sig.) is lower than 0.05.  

Figure 9: Test statistics of Wilcoxon test for research group 1 

Test statisticsa 

 Results post-test - Results pre-test 

 -3,622b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) ,000 

a.  The Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

b. Based on negative ranks 
Own source 

As Figure 9 shows, the Asymptotic Significance is equal to 0,000 (p < 0,05), therefore, we 

reject the null hypothesis; that is to say, there are differences between before and after the 

intervention. Then the students’ scores in the pre post tests are different and statistically significant.  

 

Research group 2 (public school) 

For the pre test in the research group 2, answers were mainly found in Stage I or II, with one 

exception in Stage III. Pre-testing results were the expected ones, considering that the pre-test was 

somehow a diagnostic test and students had not been exposed to the words before. The results in the 

post-test in research group 2 again showed an improvement, and most words were found in stages 

II, III and V, which proves that students were familiar with the words taught, and that they also 

knew their translations or how to use them in a sentence appropriately. 

Figure 10: Comparative chart of pre and post test in research group 2 

 
Own source 

 

 Although students from research group 2 did not get high scores as the other research group 

did, numerical evidence shows that at least there is progress. There is a slight progress if we 

compare the highest score from the pre-test and the lowest one from the post-test. However, to 

prove if there was a statistically significant progress, we had to use the Wilcoxon test, as was done 
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with research group 1’s results, which tests two related samples. The research hypothesis for this 

research group is that the students' scores improve after the comic-based intervention in comparison 

to the scores achieved in the pre-test. In other words, there is a significant progress between the pre 

and post-test. In order to know if the students' progress was statistically significant, we have to 

observe if the Asymptotic significance (Asymp. Sig.) is lower than 0.05.  

Figure 11 Test statistics of Wilcoxon test for research group 2 

Test statisticsa 

 Results post-test - Results pre-test 

Z -2,807b 

Asymp. Sig. (2-tailed) ,005 

a.  The Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

b. Based on negative ranks 
Own source 

 As Figure 11 shows, the Asymptotic Significance is equal to 0,005 (p < 0,05), therefore, the 

null hypothesis is rejected; that is to say, there are differences between before and after the comic-

based intervention. It must be concluded that students’ scores in the pre and post tests are different 

and statistically significant.  

 

Conclusions 

The aim of this research was to establish students’ performance before and after a didactic 

sequence based on comics to learn vocabulary. According to the results of the pre and post tests, 

both research groups, 1 and 2, show a statistically significant progress on the knowledge of the 

words taught. Research group 1 (semi-public school) show the most remarkable improvement as 

they doubled their score (39,1*2= 78,2; 78,2 < 79,8) between the pre and post tests, but research 

group 2 (public school) was also close to double their scores. Nonetheless, the difference between 

the two groups and their final performance in the post tests may be due to the exposure to English 

they have had throughout the years (1008 in comparison to 685 hours). Although a comparison 

between the groups was not one of the objectives of the study, it is indeed an element to have it in 

mind for further research.  

Therefore, we can conclude that our comic-based intervention was successful in teaching 

new vocabulary in two different contexts. The students’ progress, and the scores achieved maybe be 

due to various reasons. First of all, their exposure to the comic-based instruction was an appealing 

way to learn vocabulary. The intervention sessions based on the Presentation, Practice and 

Production approach to language teaching had multiple high quality, contextualized and engaging 

examples of the words in use, which helped students learn the vocabulary and, consequently, as 
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shown, results were successful. This approach supported all the theory and strategies explained to 

acquire vocabulary. Students started seeing the words in isolation, with a visual cue, in a sentence, 

and, afterwards, they would read it in the comics, and later on during the individual and group 

activities. The visual influence played an important role in the results and learning. It was easier for 

students to remember words when they were associated with images or pictures (Milton, 2008). The 

sessions started with students looking at the visual representation of a word that was going to be 

learned. This helped students predict what was going to happen in the reading, and therefore, they 

were more engaged to participate as they already knew some vocabulary before reading. Another 

factor to be explained as an important tool for learning was the use of comics. If used as a reading 

resource, comics are a helpful and appealing tool to put the words in a real communicative context, 

when vocabulary is best developed (Krashen, 2004). Students not only knew some words before 

reading the comic, but also when reading it, they immediately had the opportunity to associate the 

word with another picture in an authentic context, in which they felt excited and motivated. As 

theory says, this is beneficial for ESL students and struggling readers. However, and talking about 

our contexts, this could also apply for EFL students in Chile thanks to comics’ adaptability. 

Another important part of the lesson that played an important role was the activities done 

during the practice stage of the lesson. According to theory, students also need an active 

engagement during activities. Students were exposed to different kinds of input during the lessons, 

they not only worked with worksheets, but also played mimics, charades, and created their own 

comics so as to acquire the words during each lesson. These activities encouraged participation 

among students and, also, different ways to learn the vocabulary. This, according to theory, is very 

important to foster an understanding of the words. 

Finally, the sequence of these lessons leads to another important factor for learning words: 

Repetition. Theory states that in order to remember a word people have to encounter it from five to 

sixteen times (Salling, 1959; Saragi, Nation & Meister, 1978; Nation, 1990). Consequently, as the 

Presentation, Practice and Production approach to language teaching supports this repetition 

because of the clear sequence of activities, students could see the words in different contexts, in 

isolation, with a visual cue, in sentences, in worksheets, during speaking activities (mimics, 

charades) and, finally, when creating the comics. Students did see the words more than five times, 

and, therefore, this helped them recall all the vocabulary, and consequently the results showed how 

students doubled their scores in general.  

Further research 

In this research, it was acknowledged the improvement of acquiring vocabulary through 

comics in two schools: a public and a semi-public. There is plenty of practical applications of this 
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study. Future works can include the teaching of grammatical structures through this methodology. 

We already know that acquiring vocabulary through this method may be useful, but comics as a 

source of colorful heroes and heroines have a tremendous capacity to engage and motivate students, 

fire the imagination and bring additional fun elements to lessons. As this sequential art provides 

visual cues for readers, they can foster bringing stories alive and guiding them through narrative 

using different grammatical structures. We discovered that one of the most enjoyable and rewarding 

comic-related activities is for students to create their own comics, so making them create a comic 

strip using the grammatical structures learnt can be beneficial for them. Besides, making students 

write the comic strips of a story, and role-play them could foster their speaking skills. In a socio 

educational context such as the Chilean one, in which comics have barely been used inside the 

classroom, the inclusion of them as an educational resource allows teachers for an enriching 

innovation not only for English classes, but also for Literature and History lessons. When thinking 

about an inter-curriculum plan, the use of comic books brings the opportunity of connecting English 

with other subjects, making the language more realistic and real-life connected to the students’ 

environment. 

 

References 

● Beck, I., McKeown, M., & Kucan, L. (2002). Bringing words to life: Robust 

vocabulary instruction. New York: Guilford. 

● Blachowicz, C. & Fisher, P. (2008). Attentional vocabulary instruction: Read-

Alouds, word play, and other motivating strategies for fostering informal word learning. In 

A. Farstrup & S. J. Samuels (Eds.), What the research has to say about vocabulary 

instruction (pp. 34-54).   

● Carter, J. (2007). Building literacy connections with graphic novels: Page by page, 

panel by panel. National Council of Teachers of English.  

● Cary, S. (2004). Going graphic: Comics at work in the multilingual classroom. 

Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann. 

● ChileGlobal. (2014). Enseñanza del inglés en Chile: a long way ahead of us. 

ChileGlobal. Retrieved from http://www.chileglobal.net 

● Creswell, J. (2005). Educational research: Planning, conducting, and evaluating 

quantitative and qualitative research. Upper Saddle River: Pearson Education. 

● De Améstica, C. (2013). ¡Oh my God! El fracaso de los planes para enseñar Inglés 

en los colegios y convertir a Chile en un país bilingüe. La Segunda. Retrieved from 

http://www.lasegunda.com 



InterSedes, N° 39. Vol 19 (2018). ISSN 2215-2458  

 

 97 

● Duppenthaler, P. (2002). Feedback and Japanese high school English language 

journal writing. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Temple University, Philadelphia, PA. 

● Eisner, W. (1985). Comics and sequential art. Florida: Poorhouse Press. 

● Fisher, D., & Frey, D. (2008). Word wise and content rich. Portsmouth, NH: 

Heinemann.  

● Folse, K. (2004). Vocabulary myths. Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press.  

● Graves, M. (2006). The vocabulary book: Learning and instruction. New York: 

Teachers College Press. 

● Hatch, E. & Brown, C. (1995). Vocabulary, Semantics and Language Education. 

New York: Cambridge University Press. 

● Hunt, A. & Beglar, D. (2005). A framework for developing EFL reading 

vocabulary. Reading in a Foreign Language, 17(1).  

● Krashen S. (1989). We acquire vocabulary and spelling by reading: Additional 

evidence for the input hypothesis. The Modern Language Journal, 73, 440-464.  

● Krashen, S. (2004). The power of reading. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

● McCloud, S. (1993). Understanding comics: The invisible art. New York: Kitchen 

Sink Press. 

● Mehring, J., (2005). Developing vocabulary in second language acquisition: From 

theories to the classroom. Retrieved January 7, 2015 from https://www.hpu.edu/research-

publications/tesol-working-papers/2006/03Mehring_Vocab.pdf   

● Milton, J. (2009). Measuring second language vocabulary acquisition. Bristol: 

Multilingual Matters.  

● Nagy, W., Anderson, R. & Herman, P. (1987). Learning word meanings from 

context during normal reading. American Educational Research Journal, 24, 237-270.  

● Nation, P. (1990). Teaching and learning vocabulary. New York: Newbury House. 

● Paribakht, T. & Wesche, M. (1997). Vocabulary enhancement activities and reading 

for meaning in second language vocabulary development. In J. Coady & T. Huckin (Eds.), 

Second language vocabulary acquisition: A rationale for pedagogy (pp.174–200). New 

York: Cambridge University Press. 

● Ramírez, N. (2013). Simce de Inglés: Mejoran resultados, pero 82% de estudiantes 

chilenos no sabe el idioma. Emol. Retrieved from http://www.emol.com 

● Sadeghi, K. & Farzizadeh, B. (2013). The effect of visually supported vocabulary 

instruction on beginner EFL learners. Mextesol Journal, 37, 12, 1-12.  

● Salling, A. (1959). What can frequency counts teach the language teacher? Contact 

https://www.hpu.edu/research-publications/tesol-working-papers/2006/03Mehring_Vocab.pdf
https://www.hpu.edu/research-publications/tesol-working-papers/2006/03Mehring_Vocab.pdf


InterSedes, N° 39. Vol 19 (2018). ISSN 2215-2458  

 

 98 

3: 24-29. 

● Saragi, T., Nation, P. & Meister, A. (1978). Vocabulary learning and reading. 

System, 6, 70-78. 

● Schmitt, N. (2000). Vocabulary in language teaching. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

● Smith, M., & Wilhelm, J. (2002). Reading, don’t fix no Chevy’s: Literacy in the 

lives of young men. Portsmouth, N.H.: Heinemann. 

● Sones, W. (1994). The comics and instructional method. Journal of Educational 

Sociology, 18(4), 232-240. 

● Vocabulary [Def. 2]. (n.d.). Cambridge Dictionaries Online. Retrieved January 7, 

2015, from http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/vocabulary  

● Walters, J. (2004). Teaching the use of context to infer meaning: A longitudinal 

survey of L1 and L2 vocabulary research. Language Teaching, 37(4), 243-252. 

● Wang, F. & Lee, S. (2007). From listeners to readers with storytelling to bridge the 

gap. Selected Papers from the Sixteenth International Symposium on English Teaching, 

Taiwan: The Crane Publishing Co. Ltd. 545-555. 

● Watts-Taffe, S., Blachowicz, C. & Fisher, P. (2011). Vocabulary instruction for 

diverse students. In Morrow, L. M., Rueda, R., & Lapp, D. (Eds.), Handbook of Research 

on Literacy Instruction: Issues of Diversity, Policy, and Equity (pp. 320-336). New York: 

Guilford Press. 

  

http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/vocabulary


InterSedes, N° 39. Vol 19 (2018). ISSN 2215-2458  

 

 99 

 

Test 

Nombre:                                        Establecimiento:               Edad: 

INSTRUCCIONES: Dispondrá de 60 minutos para responder este test. Lea cuidadosamente 

cada categoría que refleja tu nivel de conocimiento de una palabra, que previamente serán 

explicadas por los profesores. En caso de existir alguna duda, por favor levante su mano y un 

profesor se acercará a su puesto para ayudarle. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ejemplo de cómo responder 

Bee I II III IV V 

 

IV+V, Abeja, I like to see bees 

Encierre la categoría que estime conveniente en cada palabra mencionada abajo. En caso de 

escoger III, IV y/ó V, por favor conteste en la línea que aparece debajo de cada ítem. 

Ejemplo: 

Bee I II III IV V 

Abeja      

Categoría 

I No recuerdo haber visto esta palabra antes 

II He visto esta palabra antes, pero no sé que significa 

III He visto esta palabra antes, y creo que significa ___________ (Sinónimo o 

traducción) 

APPENDIX A 
 

Categoría 

I  No recuerdo haber visto esta palabra antes 

II  He visto esta palabra antes, pero no sé qué significa 

III  He visto esta palabra antes, y creo que significa __________  

(Sinónimo o traducción) 
 
IV Conozco esta palabra. Significa _________________ (Sinónimo o 

traducción) 
 
V Puedo usar esta palabra en una oración: 

_____________________________________ 
 (Escriba una oración) (Si responde esta sección, por favor complete 

también la Categoría IV) 
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IV  Conozco esta palabra. Significa ___________ (Sinónimo o traducción) 

V Puedo usar esta palabra en una oración: 

_______________________________________ 

(Escriba una oración) (Si responde esta sección, por favor complete también Categoría 

IV) 

 

To sample I II III IV V 

 

 

Steady I II III IV V 

 

 

Meal I II III IV V 

 

 

To handle I II III IV V 

 

 

To hold I II III IV V 

 

 

Condemned I II III IV V 

 

 

To allow I II III IV V 

 

 

Unlikely I II III IV V 
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Doubt I II III IV V 

 

 

Wretched I II III IV V 

 

 

To spot I II III IV V 

 

 

Rare I II III IV V 

 

 

To fear I II III IV V 

 

 

Wound I II III IV V 

 

 

Attempt I II III IV V 

 

 

Execution I II III IV V 

 

 

Beginning I II III IV V 

 

 

Risk I II III IV V 
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APPENDIX B 
Lesson Plan 

 

To manage I II III IV V 

 

 

Rough I II III IV V 

 

 

 

 

 

Unidad: The Arts and Their Influence 

SESSION 2  

 

Profesor: Sebastián Calisto – Gemalli Ulloa 

 

Nivel: Beginners 

 

Sector de Aprendizaje: Inglés 

 

Departamento: Inglés 

 

Curso: 3º a 4º 

 

Date / Number of 

hours 

 

 

90 minutes 

Materials ● Power Point Presentation  

● Digital Comic 

● Projector 

● Markers 

● Whiteboard 

● Laptop 

● Worksheets 

Class Objective By the end of the lesson, students will be able to master eight key words 

associated with the topic from Unit 2. 

Contents Vocabulary from I Am Legion such as Pity, Meal, Wretched, etc. 

Presentation The teachers will set up the situation by remembering the content and story 

seen in the last class.  Checking vocabulary and what they can recall from 

the comic. 
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Once the checking is done, the teachers will show a set of words (key 

words) to the students through a PowerPoint Presentation: 

 

- Pity (Noun) 

- Meal (Noun) 

- Wretched (Adj)  

- To Spot (Verb) 

- To Aim (Verb) 

- Pathetic (Adj) 

- Trapped (Adj) 

- Beginning (Noun) 

 

Once the words are presented, the comic strips will be shown (I Am Legion) 

and a teacher will read it aloud. 

After the reading, students will have some minutes to read it in silence.  

 

Time: 20-25 minutes 

 

 

Practice Activity 1: 

 

Students will start to work on a worksheet (Worksheet II) with three types 

of exercises: Translation, Matching and Translation. The teachers will 

explain the instructions from the worksheet. CCQs will be asked in order to 

assure if students understand instructions. 

 

Time: 20 minutes 

 

Activity 2: 

 

Students will be given a set of flashcards (Six in total); They will work on 

pairs in order to play Charades. One student will give hints, clues or mimic 

the concept and the student with the flashcard in the forehead will have to 

guess the word. CCQs will me made once the instructions are given. 

 

Time: 10 minutes 

Production  

Students will be divided into groups of four people and each student will be 

given a responsibility. 

Student 1: Drawings 

Students 2: Coloring 

Student 3: Writer  

Student 4: Director 

Once the roles are given, the teachers will explain what work each student 

must perform. CCQs will be made to check understanding. 

Instructions for the activity: 
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Each group will create a comic-page of six or 7 strips approximately. In 

their page they will have to use at least 6 words from the ones seen in class. 

Once time’s up, students will hand their work to the teachers. 

 

Time: 40 minutes 

 


