Guidelines for Effective Vocabulary Instruction

Choose high utility words.  High utility words are words that appear frequently in a wide variety of texts and in the written and oral language of mature language users.  Benevolent, emerging, occurrence and admit are all examples.  Anvil and scythe, specialized words that students are not likely to use in talking, reading or writing, are not.  When teaching vocabulary, many teachers tend to choose “topic” words to teach.  For instance, if we are teaching about Civil Rights, we might want to teach “segregation.”  While topic words are useful, students also need to learn words that commonly occur in a variety of academic documents, such as “factor”, “significant”, “impact”, etc.  In addition to choosing high-utility words, teacher must think carefully about limiting the amount of words introduced at a time.  Introducing too many words will overload students and be ineffective.
Provide high quality explanations of word meanings.  Beck and McKeown, authors of Bringing Words to Life,  point out one of the problems with many dictionary definitions:  they use vague language.  For instance, one dictionary defined “typical” as “being a type”.  Another problem with some dictionary definitions is the use of synonyms that leave the student no wiser about a word meaning than before they looked the word up.  Advanced ESL dictionaries are one answer to this problem.  Dictionaries such as the Oxford Advanced Learners Dictionary, the Newbury House Dictionary of American English of the Longman Dictionary of Advanced American English provide thorough explanations in plain language, and include sentences that give examples of how the word may be used.  While these dictionaries are expensive, the purchase of a class set of 15 or so is a good investment for a program to make.  
When introducing words, it’s also helpful to spend some time discussing the meaning of words, what students know about them, and to give students practice pronouncing them.  A little time spent discussing situations in which the word may apply can help students get a firmer grasp of its meaning.
Recycle and reintroduce words regularly.  No one learns anything the first time…or the second…or the third.  Beck and McKeown point out that  “Multiple encounters over time are called for if words are to become permanently and flexibly represented in students’ vocabularies.”  To provide these “multiple encounters,” use words that have been introduced in class discussions and encourage students to do the same.  Celebrate students who bring new vocabulary words into their speech or writing.  Provide regular opportunities to review word meanings through quizzes, word card study, or vocabulary games.  

Introduce activities that encourage students to apply and personalize word meanings.   Research shows that students who make a personal connection to a word will be more likely to remember it.  Students can study and personalize word meanings in a number of ways:
· Sentences.  Students can write sentences in response to questions that require them to actively think about a word’s meaning or relate it to themselves.  For instance, students might be asked to respond to the following questions:  
· Describe a situation in which you felt mortified.
·  In what situations must a politician be adroit?
·  Name a famous person who you think is intriguing and explain why.
Such questions require students to apply their understanding rather than rely on
rote memorization of definitions.  

· Word cards are another way that students can study vocabulary.  On one side of the card, students can write a definition in their own words.  On the other side, students can write a personal sentence that will help them remember the word, for instance:  When I was young, it was futile to tell my mother that I was sick when I didn’t want to go to school.  Some students find it helpful to also include antonyms or small pictures that will help them remember the word’s meaning. 
· Journal entries or character sketches are another way that students can work with new words.  Azi Ellowitch, a teacher at Lehman College, asks her students to write descriptions of people they know in their journals.  She collects the journals and types up the students’ character sketches, then distributes them to the class.  That day, the class reviews the meanings of a number of adjectives commonly used to describe character, such as naive, benevolent or resentful. Students are then asked to match the adjectives with the character sketches and the class discusses why the adjectives and character sketches fit together or don’t.

Raise students’ consciousness about what it means to “know” a word.  A researcher named Dale (1965) has outlined four stages of word knowledge, which include (1) never saw the word before, (2) heard it, but don’t know what it means; (3) recognizes it in context; (4) knows it well.  Some teachers ask students to rate their word knowledge before reading an article.  Do they know the word so well that they could teach it to another student?  Do they know the word but not use it?  Have they seen the word before?  Students can rate their word knowledge, working as a whole class or in pairs, then decide on their best guess of the word’s meaning.  This helps students expand their understanding of what it means to “know” a word, but also begin to recognize which words in a text they must know to understand a text, and which are less important.
Pay attention to word forms and collocation.  Knowing the general meaning of a word well enough to read it is not the same as being able to use the word correctly in speech or written form.  As many of our students are not native language speakers, we find that work on word forms and collocations—words that go with others words (and those that do not) is a necessary component of vocabulary instruction.  When introducing words, teachers can provide sentences that make it clear which prepositions may “go with” a target word and which may not.  Word Form charts can also be helpful.  A word form chart developed by Kate Kinsella, a vocabulary expert, is attached. 
Choosing Words to Teach
The following excerpt from Bringing Words to Life: Robust Vocabulary Instruction by Beck and McKeown offer guidelines for choosing words to teach to students.  
As a way to begin thinking about which words to teach, consider that words in the language have different levels of utility.  In this regard, we have found our notion of tiers to be a helpful lens through which to consider words for instructional attention.  Tier One words consist of the most basic words—clock, baby, happy—rarely requiring instruction at school.  Tier Three includes words whose frequency of use is low, often limited to specific domains—isotope, lathe, peninsula—and probably best learned when needed in a content area.  Tier Two words are high-frequency words for mature language users—coincidence, absurd, industrious—and thus instruction in these words can add productively to an individual’s language ability.

Some Criteria for Identifying Tier Two Words  

Importance and utility:  Words that are characteristic of mature language users and appear frequently in text across a variety of domains.

Instructional potential:  Words that can be worked with in a variety of ways so that students can build rich representations of them and of their connections to other words and concepts.

Conceptual understanding:  Words for which students understand the general concept but provide precision and specificity in describing the concept

Examples of High Quality Word Explanations

From the book Bringing Words to Life: Robust Vocabulary Instruction by Beck and McKeown.

The following examples show how teachers moved from dictionary definitions of words to students-friendly explanations of word meanings.  
Covert: kept from sight; secret; hidden

What are students likely to make of this definition?  The clearest part, for students, would seem to be the word secret.  So, students might well interpret the word as a synonym for secret without even stopping to realize that the word is an adjective rather than a noun  Beyond this possible misinterpretation, the definition sounds as if it applies to something or someone that you want to hide.  This is at odds with the way covert is most often used—to describe an action done in a secretive way.  To define covert as “describes something that is done in a hidden or secret way” makes it much clearer to students how the word is applied. 
Disrupt: break up; split

This could easily be interpreted as physical breaking, as in “We disrupted the candy bar so we could all share it.”  What’s the nature of disrupt that needs to be captured?  It would seem to be that disrupting is like rudely stopping something that’s going on, or causing a problem that makes some activity cease.  Using these ideas might lead to the student-friendly explanation: “to cause difficulties that stop something from continuing easily or peacefully. “ 
Illusion:  appearance or feeling that misleads because it is not real.

This is a good example of a vague definition.  An “appearance that misleads” is hard to make sense of.  Might it be something that looks good but isn’t—like a stale piece of cake?  Or considering “feeling”—how does a feeling mislead?  How is a feeling not real?  The core of illusion is something that looks real but isn’t, or appears to be something but isn’t there at all.  Those ideas could be put together in a definition such as “something that looks like one thing but is really something else or is not there at all.”  
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 Introducing Words

Kate Kinsella is a vocabulary expert who consults in the creation of dictionaries for young and second language learners.  She is also a faculty member at the College of Education at San Francisco State University who is active in classrooms across the grade levels teaching academic literacy skills.  At a recent workshop in New York City, she demonstrated the following approach to introducing new words to students.  The word introduced was “factor.”

· Write the word on the board.  “Factor.”  Write the word on the board.  Point to it.

· Have students repeat the word orally after you. “Factor.”  Repeat it orally twice and have students repeat after you.

· Explain briefly the part of speech.  “Factor is a noun—it’s a thing.”
· Have students write the word.  Ask students to write the word, then repeat it after her orally once again.

· Explain the meaning in plain language.  If the word has two meanings, point this out and start with the most familiar meaning first.  “Factor has two meanings.  One meaning is one that you probably know from math.  When I can divide one number evenly into another number, it’s a factor. 
· With the second meaning, if it is relevant, connect the word’s meaning to the reading the students will be doing.  “But factor has another meaning too.  In this class, we’re going to be reading about bullying, and the factors that make kids bullies—in other words, that things that contribute to them being bullies.”
· Present a personal example.  “Now, I’m going to give you an example of factors in my own life.  We hall have friends that we buy gifts for.  When I think about buying a gift for a friend, I think about many factors.  One of the factors I think about is cost.

· Ask students to think of an example.  “Turn to your partner and tell them about one factor that you consider when buying a gift for a friend.

· Have partners exchange examples, then report back on their partner’s idea, sometimes using a sentence starter.  “So what is one factor that your partner considers when buying a gift for someone?  

New Words: Use Them or Lose Them
To help students retain the meanings of new words they are learning, we need to provide them with multiple opportunities to use words in meaningful contexts.  There are a number of ways to do this:
· Students can be encouraged to use new words in class discussions.  

· Students can also answer questions in writing.  These questions should require students to think about how words might be used.  We all know the pitfalls of asking a student to use a new word like ingratiating in a sentence and getting the following:  He was very ingratiating.

Included below are examples of questions that Gayle Cooper Shpirt has used in college transition classes to teach vocabulary:

· What did you yearn for ten years ago?  What do you yearn for now?

· Describe a situation in which you observed someone ingratiating himself/herself with someone

· Describe a situation that made you cringe with fear. 

· What would you advise a parent not to do to appease a child?

Notice how these questions encourage students to apply new meanings in a personalized way.

· Quizzes and review activities give students additional chances to practice words.  Quiz questions should not be confined to defining words but should require students to think about a word’s meaning and the situations in which it might be used.  Included below are examples from Bringing Words to Life by Beck and McKeown:
Have you ever….?

This activity helps students associate newly learned words with context and activities from their own experiences.  Thus it helps students understand that they have a place for the word in their vocabularies.  In the activity, students are asked to “Describe a time when you might urge someone, commend someone, banter with someone….

Idea Completions

In contrast to the traditional “write a sentence using a new word, we provided students with sentences stems that required them to integrate a word’s meaning into a context to explain a situation.  For example:

The audience asked the virtuoso to play another piece of music because….

The skiing teacher said Maria was a novice on the ski slopes because…..

Word Forms and Collocations
Word Family Charts

Kate Kinsella, a teacher educator at San Francisco State University, points out the usefulness of the concept of “word families” when helping students build academic vocabulary.  Knowing that emphasis and emphasize are related in meaning can help students—when they learn one meaning, they are, essentially, getting “two for one.”  

But students also need to understand how different forms of a word are used differently.  Charts such as the one below can be helpful.  Students can be given the chart as a reference then use it to practice writing sentences in which different forms of a word are used correctly.  Another way the chart can be used is to leave some blanks for certain forms of a word, such as the adverb or the verb form, and have students fill it in.

	   VERB
	   NOUN
	   ADJECTIVE

	mortify
	mortification
	  mortified

	
	
	  mortifying

	intrigue
	
	  intrigued

	
	
	  intriguing

	
	adroitness
	  adroit

	
	indolence
	  indolent

	allude
	allusion
	

	
	metaphor
	  metaphorical

	engage
	engagement
	  engaged

	
	
	  engaging

	precede
	precedent
	  preceding

	
	
	  preceded

	synthesize
	synthesis
	  synthesizing  

	
	
	  synthesized


Collocation Dictionaries

“Collocation” means words that go together.  In English, for example, we say “pertains to” rather than “pertains of.”  Many students, especially students for whom English is a second language, do not know “which words go with which.”  One helpful tool may be a collocation dictionary.  Oxford Collocations Dictionary for Students of English is a good reference tool.  
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