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The following article first appeared in the WORD newsletter and was written by Dixie Massey.

_________

Vocabulary Instruction
“The size of a person’s vocabulary is one of the strongest predictors of how well that person can understand what he or she reads” (Stahl & Nagy, 2006, p. 9). In Stahl and Nagy’s new text, Teaching Word Meanings, they make a strong case for why teaching vocabulary is important and how we might go about teaching vocabulary effectively. In this column, I will review Stahl and Nagy’s work.

The number of words in the English language is immense—more than in most other languages. Rough estimates comparing the number of common-use words in English (200,000) to German (184,000) and French (100,000) (Bryson, 1990) do not account for the number of content-specific words, novelty words, slang, and popular culture phrases that students are likely to encounter in everyday language and texts. English has long been a language that borrows words from other languages. For example, “shampoo” comes from India, “caucus” comes from the Algonquin Indians, “ketchup” comes from China, and “potato” comes from Haiti. English also honors words that are created. For example, “Shakespeare used 17, 677 words in his writings, of which at least one tenth had never been used before” (Bryson, 1990, p. 76). From his writings alone, we gained monumental, castigate, majestic, obscene, excellent, lonely, gust, and hint. Today’s technology explosion has created countless words that become more than proper names. For example, you can google a website and download songs to your i-tunes. This makes the task of learning—and teaching—vocabulary a continued challenge. 


Stahl and Nagy estimated that average students add between 2,000-3,000 words a year to their reading vocabularies. In addition to the daunting number of words to be learned, another barrier to learning reading vocabulary is the difference between the written language that students will encounter in reading and the language that they hear spoken. This is certainly true for ELL students. “A student who comes to school with no knowledge of English may achieve proficiency in conversational English in a year or two. However, it may take 5 to 7 years for those children to be academically proficient in English” (Stahl & Nagy, p. 40). This is also true for English-speakers. English speakers may experience a deficit based in the academic words they have encountered, often connected to socio-economic status. “The language of conversation, and of television, simply is not adequate preparation for the language that students will encounter in their texts” (p. 41). 
Thus, attention given to increasing students academic vocabulary is crucial. However, not all vocabulary instructional approaches are equal. Approaches that promote memorization of definitions are not effective ways to improve students’ comprehension of reading. Stahl and Nagy proposed an instructional approach to teach vocabulary that they compare to the nutritional food pyramid. On the bottom level are the things that we can do most frequently in vocabulary instruction. The top of the pyramid represents very focused instruction that requires extensive time, thus meaning that teachers will not be able to provide this type of instruction as frequently as the lower levels of instruction. In other words, the higher on the pyramid, the fewer words the teacher is able to teach. 
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At Level I, we promote word consciousness through reading aloud to students, and talking about text. We must also take into account allowing students to talk. Words do not become assimilated until students are able to use them. This can mean promoting a sense of play with language and encouraging students to try new words. Also at Level I, we can build a sense of interest in words—perhaps collecting interesting words on a classroom word wall, encouraging students to keep word notebooks, or even discussing the history of specific words.

At Level II, we offer more direction for word learning. This is the level where we help students understand how to gain meanings for themselves. Mere exposure to words does not guarantee that children learn what those words mean. Stahl and Nagy suggested picture walks and/or talking about the text before students actually read can be one way of discussing words that students will encounter and providing crucial background knowledge.

Level III is the most intensive level of instruction and involves explicit instruction with words. Often, teachers have tried to promote this through having students write dictionary definitions of giving vocabulary quizzes. Stahl and Nagy pointed out that straight memorization of terms is not effective in impacting long-term vocabulary knowledge. In fact, research suggests it takes 12 encounters with a word to improve comprehension. This means that teachers must choose only the most critical words that students are likely to encounter repeatedly for Level III instruction. Teachers must also plan on providing multiple opportunities and experiences using the words if they hope to make a difference in students’ recognition of word meaning. 

Teaching Word Meanings offers numerous teaching ideas for each of the three levels, as well as sorting out much of the research on vocabulary instruction. It brings to the forefront how critical vocabulary attention and instruction is for all of our students.
Bryson, B. (1990). The mother tongue. New York: William Morrow and Company, Inc.
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Level III


Achieving precision of meaning of high-utility and key content area terms by teaching specific words





Level II


Generative vocabulary knowledge: Increasing knowledge of specific words through word study and independent word learning strategies such as word parts





Level I


Increasing breadth and depth of vocabulary knowledge through rich oral and written language experiences, including read alouds, classroom talk, and increasing students’ reading time. 








