
What are the KEY ELEMENTS to effective vocabulary instruction?

Vocabulary instruction must be explicit. Explicit vocabulary instruction includes an

easy-to-understand definition presented directly to students along with multiple

examples and non-examples of the target word, brief discussion opportunities, and

checks for understanding.

Vocabulary instruction must include multiple practice opportunities for using words

within and across subjects. That is, instruction must be extended over time with

opportunities for students to hear, speak, read, and write words in various contexts. This

builds students’ breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge.

Vocabulary should be taught schoolwide and across all subject areas. Each subject

has a unique set of vocabulary terms, and students need to know their meanings and how

to use them in various contexts.
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https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/adlit_pg_082608.pdf#page=17
https://www.guilford.com/books/Bringing-Words-to-Life/Beck-McKeown-Kucan/9781462508167
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/english_learners_pg_040114.pdf#page=20


Selecting Vocabulary Words Playbook*

1. Before instruction, preview the text, even when using text that has pre-selected vocabulary words.

2. Read the passage and identify vocabulary words you think students will find unfamiliar. Ask

yourself: “How difficult is this passage to understand?”

3. Select words that are important to understanding the text.

4. List words you predict will be challenging for your students. You may not be able to teach all of

these words. Research supports teaching only a few words before reading.

5. Determine which words are adequately defined in the text. Some may be defined by direct

definition and others through context. Expand on these words after reading, rather than directly

teaching them before reading.

6. Identify words students may know based on their prefixes, suffixes, and base or root words. If

structural elements help students determine words’ meanings, don’t teach them directly.

7. Consider students’ prior knowledge. Words can be discussed as you activate and build prior

knowledge. Words can also be extended.

8. Determine the importance of the word. Ask yourself: “Does the word appear again and again? Is

the word important to comprehending the passage? Will knowledge of the word help in other

content areas?”

9. Remember, words taught before students read include:

a. Words that will be frequently encountered in other texts and content areas.

b. Words that are important to understanding the main ideas.

c. Words that are not a part of your student’s prior knowledge.

d. Words unlikely to be learned independently through the use of context and/or structural

analysis.

*Cooper, J.D. (1997). Literacy: Helping children construct meaning (3rd ed.). Boston: Houghton Mifflin.
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