	Vocabulary 


Read About
Vocabulary knowledge plays a central role in oral and written language development and our ability to communicate effectively. Comprehension of words emerges around a child's first birthday. Shortly thereafter, most children begin to produce words and expand their speech from one-word to two-word utterances. Their vocabularies explode with typically hundreds of new words a year, and they demonstrate use of language for different functions. By the time they begin school, most children are producing well-formed simple, compound, and complex sentences to communicate their ideas and to accomplish many different communicative functions. 

New words are learned through speaking, listening, reading, and writing. They provide labels for our ideas and emotions. We know from research and from our own experience that children's interactions with others in the early years impact their language growth. In particular, the word base children build up prior to school entry sets the stage for reading success (Hart & Risley, 1995). Readers need to understand what words mean and make connections between words and concepts in order to make sense of their reading. They also need to know a variety of word-learning strategies to apply in context. 

Research describes a strong connection between readers' vocabulary knowledge and their ability to understand what they read. Vocabulary is learned from repeated exposure to words in a variety of contexts. The largest gains in vocabulary and reading comprehension are made when a variety of word-learning experiences and strategies are available to students. 

How do we plan for vocabulary instruction?
A comprehensive vocabulary program includes opportunities that encourage wide reading and expose students to new words in a variety of contexts through direct, explicit instruction in the meaning of individual words and independent word-learning strategies. Setting reasonable goals and expectations for learners at various stages of reading development and appreciating the wide differences in students' vocabularies promotes an interest and value in building vocabulary. Active engagement in learning vocabulary should be part of daily vocabulary instruction. 

Principles to guide vocabulary instruction: 

· Provide multiple opportunities to expose students to rich oral and written vocabulary through conversations, content area discussions, read-aloud experiences, and independent reading time. 

· Teach children new words through direct instruction involving defining the word, using the word, and providing repeated exposure to the word over an extended period of time. Carefully select words that are important and useful for understanding the concepts and encourage students to make connections between new words and new concepts. 

· Teach students how to identify word meaning by listening or looking for context clues (definition, restatements, examples, or descriptions) embedded in oral or written language. 

· Teach students how to use dictionaries and other reference materials to learn new word meanings and deepen their understanding of vocabulary and concepts. Materials should be developmentally appropriate and easily accessible. 

· Teach students how to use structural analysis to learn the meaning of new words. Students can understand new words more quickly if they can identify how new and familiar words are related by examining the word parts, such as affixes and commonly used Greek and Latin roots. 

Some common vocabulary teaching strategies include semantic mapping, discussion webs, and structural analysis. Semantic mapping is a type of graphic organizer that resembles a spider web. Students use these visual cues to help learn new words as well as concepts. If the instructor is interested in the students' deep understanding of a set of central terms, then using a word map is useful. 

Discussion webs help students focus on many sides of an issue, using the web as a graphic guide to help them draw a conclusion. The students work in pairs or groups to debate their views and come to a consensus. 

Structural analysis is another extremely valuable word-learning strategy. Use word sorts or word games to provide practice with prefixes, suffixes, base words, and common Greek and Latin root words. 

How do we select words to teach? 

Isabel Beck (2002) presents three levels of vocabulary that are helpful to consider in selecting words for vocabulary teaching. Unknown vocabulary refers to a word that is unfamiliar to the reader; acquainted vocabulary refers to a word whose basic meaning is recognized after giving some attention to the word; and established vocabulary refers to a word that is recognized easily and automatically. 

The relationship between words and concepts is another consideration in selecting words. Students may be familiar with a concept but do not know the word to express it; they may be familiar with a term but their concept is vague; or they may be unfamiliar with the word and also the concept it represents. Defining a new concept is important when the goal is to teach new words that represent new concepts. Students must be able to distinguish the new concept from a known concept, so many of examples should be used to help students grasp the meaning. Providing opposite meanings for a new concept can help students learn by contrasting what something is by what it is not. 

Words that students will need to know in order to understand the text may be taught before the passage is read or during reading when they are engaged in context. Questions to consider in word selection for vocabulary instruction include: 

1. Is knowing the word definition important to understanding the selection in which it appears? 

2. Are students able to use context or structural analysis skills to discover the word's meaning? 

3. Can working with this word improve students' context, structural analysis, or dictionary skills? 

4. How useful is this word in other content areas the student may read? 

How do we assess vocabulary?

Assessment of students' vocabulary knowledge should be closely linked to instruction, and assessment tools should be selected according to the specific goal of instruction. To assess students' ability to recognize and use vocabulary appropriately, teachers analyze observational data from conversations, word journals, discussions, vocabulary games, teacher-designed tests, informal reading inventories, standardized tests (e.g., Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test), etc. Teachers also assess students' ability to use effective independent word-learning strategies. Monitoring metacognitive behaviors, such as self-evaluation and thinking-aloud, reveal information about students' use of strategies to determine word-meaning. Vocabulary assessments are limited because we can only select a small number of words compared to the students' much larger vocabulary. It is also difficult to pin down what is meant by knowing a word. 
