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Abstract

Much vocabulary is learned without formal teaching. We gain words from
conversation, observation, television/media, and reading. However, research shows
that explicitly teaching vocabulary can measurably improve reading comprehension

— if we teach the right words well enough. Here are five key principles to effective

vocabulary instruction.

Keywords: Language learning, English, Grammar, Students’ Writing

INTRODUCTION
Effective vocabulary teaching has five key principles.
1. Focus on rich meanings, not just dictionary definitions.

Too often vocabulary instruction is no more than kids copying definitions from
the dictionary. But researchers have identified a number of instructional approaches

that outdo any learning that may accrue from copying definitions.
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One of those key principles is that students work with more extensive or
complex definitions or explanations of word meanings. Encourage the encyclopedia

explanation over the dictionary meanings.

When [ teach vocabulary, I often have the kids engage in trying to provide

several different versions of a word’s definition.

1. Dictionary definition
2. Synonyms for the word
3. Antonyms (if there are any)

4. Part of speech

5. Classification (what semantic group does it belong to, like tools

or ways of talking)
6. Comparison (it is like , but different because )

By the time you’ve come up with nine different explanations of a word you are
more likely to remember it (and, of course, we can do more than just these nine if

we want to get into analogies, part-whole relationships, and the like).
2. Emphasize the connections among words.

Many vocabulary programs introduce words by category, such as focusing on
words from health and medicine or about transportation, including some that have
research showing that they can be effective. However, direct research specifically
on this aspect of teaching, suggest that word learning goes slower and without
evident later advantage from the extra work that mastering these words entails
needed to master these sets of words.And, yet, evidence reveals that the lexicons in

our heads are organized in various networks, not like dictionaries. When you
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remember a word, you draw from memory a plethora of related ideas—attributes,

functions, and synonyms related to that word.

Start thinking diesel trucks and words like wheel, tire, dump truck, gasoline,

and highway will not be far behind.

There are circumstances in which it is necessary to simultaneously introduce
collections of closely related words that may require fine or subtle distinctions, such
as when kids are learning about the structure of cells or atoms. I’1l give that a pass,
since such introductions are likely to be accompanied by a much deeper dive into

the underlying concepts in such cases.

I also think it is quite reasonable when teaching words to get kids thinking about
words about that concept that they may already have mastered. Linking a new word
to a concept, is very different than trying to learn and link a whole collection of

words.

I would avoid introducing together plethora, dearth, scarcity, cornucopia,
shortage, plenty, sufficient, abundant, and liberal as some programs do. Collect
such words over time as they are learned and then later you can have kids comparing

the ideas or fitting them into continuum or network.

One teacher I know has her students classifying the vocabulary each week in
bulletin board folders, and when a folder accumulates several related words, they

revisit them as a set.
3. Promote usage of the words.

It is not enough that kids study word meanings, but they have to learn to use
these words in their reading, writing, speaking, and listening. Instruction should

create opportunities for kids to use words in all of these ways.
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For instance, that rich vocabulary assignment that was described earlier can be
done by groups of kids working together to come up with those multiple definitions.
That kind of cooperation requires that kids talk with each other about the words.
Additionally, I often assign small numbers of words to each group and then have
them get together to teach each other the words that their groups studied... more

speaking and listening.

One might reward kids for using the studied vocabulary in their writing — or

that can be required in various ways.

Isabel Beck and Moddy McKeown came up with the idea of “word wizards,”
which gave kids extra points in vocabulary if they could bring in evidence that they
had confronted or used the words of interest. Kids get very turned on if they run
across some of the vocabulary when watching television or playing their favorite

computer game.
METHODOLOGY
4. Review is important.

It can be hard to retain vocabulary if you don’t get a lot of opportunity to use
it. We may teach vocabulary because certain words were prominent in the texts, we

were reading this week, but then kids might not see them for a long time.

There are many ways to deal with vocabulary, such as having one day a week
when you only work with words that have been taught (and supposedly learned) in

the past — or perhaps entire weeks might be devoted to this throughout the year.

I’m a fan of including words from past weeks on vocabulary quizzes and for

the use of vocabulary notebooks to help punch up kids’ writing during revision.
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Another way of ensuring the words stick, is to see how many additional words
students can construct morphologically, adding prefixes or suffixes or altering parts
of speech and so on. I’ve written about some of the important work being done on
morphology by Peter and Jeffrey Bowers before (and you can search for that on my

site or on Google).
5. Involve students in identifying some of the words to be studied.

I noted earlier that much vocabulary learning is incidental and, therefore,
largely out of the province of schools. However, not all kids are equally good at such
learning and even for those who it is easier, it can still be a tough slog requiring

many experiences with a word to get it to stick.

SUGGESTION

One thing that we can do to help develop a “word consciousness” among our
students is to involve them in identifying unknown words from their own reading —
and to include these in your classroom curriculum. When readers get used to noticing
their lack of knowledge of particular words, they will be more likely to try to resolve
those gaps when reading. Kids will also be more motivated if they have some say so

over the curriculum as well.
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