
Teaching Vocabulary
Instructional steps

1) Pronounce Classroom observations indicate that, far too frequently, the teacher is the only person who pronounces 
and uses the academic language of the disciplines. Thus, the first step in teaching a new term is guiding students in 
correctly pronouncing the word. This will support learners in decoding the word confidently, while also supporting 
both auditory and muscle memory (Shaywitz, 2003). Engage all students in saying the word together two or three 
times. If it is a long and/or unusual term, it is often helpful to emphasizing each syllable. For example:

“One of our lesson terms is accurate. It is an adjective or describing word. Please
say the word with me everyone: ‘Accurate.’ Good, let’s pronounce it by syllables:
‘Ac cu rate.’ Say it again please: ‘Accurate.’ Excellent!”

2) Explain Understanding the meaning of a new term requires a clear explanation of the meaning, using language 
familiar to the students (Beck et al., 2002; Stahl, 1999). If possible, provide a synonym or known phrase to solidify the 
connection between the new vocabulary term and the student’s prior knowledge. Simply presenting unintelligible 
dictionary or textual definitions is of little value until students can grasp the gist of what a word means, within the 
context of the language that is already present in their lexicon.

“The word ‘accurate’ means true, correct, or precise. I might say the report in the
newspaper about our successful canned food drive was completely true; it was
absolutely (students chorally say ‘accurate’).”

3) Provide Examples Students will usually need at least two or three examples of a new term to firmly grasp the 
meaning. Moreover, these examples should be drawn from a variety of contexts, not only the one used in the reading or 
lesson (Baker et al.,M1995; Beck et al., 2002). Multiple examples serve to build students’ semantic network, allowing 
them to incorporate the term into their lexicon beyond mere surface understanding. It is helpful to phrase the examples 
such that the students repeat the target word in completing the example. This allows students to become more 
comfortable using the word orally, a key step in building expressive vocabulary.

“Test scores alone do not always provide a true picture of the quality of a school.
Test scores present an image that is not always (students say
‘accurate’).”
“When I check my bank account each month, I want to be sure the numbers are
correct or …”

4) Elaborate Research in cognitive psychology consistently indicates that learners understand and remember 
information better when they elaborate on it themselves (Marzano et al., 2001). Thus, students’ understanding of new 
vocabulary terms is strengthened when they are given opportunities to elaborate word meanings by generating their 
own additional examples and visual representations.

“Imagine you are a reporter writing an article about our school. Come up with
one accurate and one inaccurate statement about the school.”
“Visualize a tabloid newspaper headline saying, ‘Elvis Lives!’ ”

5) Assess Researchers such as Baker et al., (1995) and Marzano (2004) have documented the importance of 
incorporating regular informal vocabulary assessment into the instructional process, especially with academically 
diverse learners. Assessment of vocabulary involves both formative, quick informal checking for understanding during 
the lesson, and summative evaluation as students subsequently take a formal quiz or test. In all forms of assessment, it 
is helpful to go beyond simple memorization or matching tasks and require students to demonstrate some deeper level 
of thinking and understanding. Checks on understanding tend to fall into two
basic categories: discrimination tasks, such as answering focused questions, and generative tasks, such as developing 
additional examples.
Discrimination: Focused Questions:

“Is it accurate to say our school is the largest in town?”
Generative Tasks:
Completion Activity:

“Complete the following sentences so that the second part further explains the first
part and clearly demonstrates your understanding of the underlined words.
I could tell the newspaper article about our new gym was not accurate;”

Yes-No-Why Activity:
“Decide whether the following sentences make sense, paying attention to the
underlined words in each sentence. If the sentence makes sense, write YES in the
space to the left, then explain why it is logical. If the sentence does not make
sense, write NO and explain why.
School report cards always provide an accurate and reliable
description of a student’s work.”
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