
Recommendation 1

Teach a Set of Academic Vocabulary Words Intensively Across 
Several Days Using a Variety of Instructional Activities

Many English learners lack opportunities to develop the sophisticated, abstract, academic 
vocabulary necessary to support reading, writing, and discussion of the academic topics 
covered in school.16 (See Exhibit 1.1 for an explanation of academic vocabulary.) This can, and 
frequently does, lead to struggles with complex texts that are loaded with abstract content and 
academic vocabulary.17 The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts require 
that students acquire grade-appropriate general academic and domain-specific vocabulary, 
and use these words accurately.18 This provides a window of opportunity for English learners 
and their teachers because building academic vocabulary is now a key part of the core 
curriculum in most states.

Summary of evidence: Strong

Six studies met WWC standards and found posi-
tive effects across a variety of outcomes from 
the vocabulary, English language, and reading 
domains.19 Three of these six studies directly 
tested the practice articulated in this recommen-
dation and found that it is beneficial to provide 
intensive instruction on a few select words 

across several days using a variety of instruc-
tional activities.20 The remaining three studies 
provide evidence for some of the instructional 
practices described in this recommendation.21 

 

 

As the panel has a high degree of confidence in 
the effectiveness of the practice described in this 
recommendation, and as there is no contradic-
tory negative evidence, the panel has assigned a 
strong evidence rating for this recommendation.22

16. E.g., August and Shanahan (2006).
17. E.g., August and Shanahan (2006); Nagy and Townsend (2012).
18. E.g., CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.3.6 and CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.7.6 (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & 

Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010). The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts defines 
academic vocabulary as only general academic words, while the panel considers both general academic words and 
discipline-specific vocabulary to be academic vocabulary. However, both the Common Core State Standards for English 
Language Arts and the panel emphasize the importance of students becoming proficient in both general academic and 
domain-specific vocabulary. See Exhibit 1.1 for further explanation of the panel’s definition of academic vocabulary.

19. All six studies include multi-component instructional interventions.
20. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux, Kieffer, Kelley, and Harris (in press).
21. August et al. (2009); Silverman and Hines (2009); Vaughn et al. (2009).
22. Although students in Grades 3, 4, and 8 were not included in any of the six studies used to support this 

recommendation, the panel believes results from the six studies apply to students in Grades K–8.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.1. Academic vocabulary defined

Academic vocabulary 

 

 

represents words that are used primarily in the academic disciplines (sci-
ence, history, geography, mathematics, literary analysis, etc.). These words are much more fre-
quently used in discussions, essays, and articles in these disciplines than in informal conversa-
tions and social settings.

Typically, academic vocabulary is broken into two categories: general academic vocabulary and 
domain-specific vocabulary. General academic vocabulary words such as environment, factor, ex-
hibit, investigate, transition, and tangential are used in writing across many academic disciplines. 
A word’s meaning may shift slightly in different contexts, although occasionally the shift is dra-
matic. For example, the word factor, in a mathematical context, refers to the multiplicative rela-
tionships between a set of numbers (e.g., 3 and 8 are factors of 24). In history, a factor is an issue 
or event that helps explain why something happened (e.g., the USSR’s chronic economic problems 
and its defeat in Afghanistan, both of which are considered factors that helped lead to the coun-
try’s breakup). Although there is a loose linkage between the two uses of the term (in a sense, 3 
and 8 can “create” 24), students clearly need to know that meanings of many academic vocabu-
lary words shift considerably across disciplines.

By contrast, domain-specific academic vocabulary words are unique to a particular academic dis-
cipline. Words such as pi and commutative are linked to mathematics; words like diode and atom
are linked to physics.

How to Carry Out the Recommendation

1. Choose a brief, engaging piece of informational text that includes academic vocabulary as a 
platform for intensive academic vocabulary instruction.

After selecting the instructional objectives for 
the lesson, identify content -rich informational 
material—such as magazine or newspaper arti-
cles, letters to the editor, Op-Ed columns, infor-
mative or provocative website entries, or brief 
excerpts from texts or trade books used in the 
school—for anchoring in-depth instruction in 
academic vocabulary.23 The panel believes that 
choosing accessible, yet content-rich material 
is fundamental to providing deep instruction 
in academic vocabulary. This position is also 
consistent with the Common Core State Stan-
dards for English Language Arts, which call for 
rich informational text to serve as a platform 
for anchoring instruction about words and 
structured conversations involving the abstract 
language of academic disciplines.24

Choose a text that25

•	 Is brief, interesting, and engaging for the 
students;

•	 Contains a variety of target academic words 
to focus on;

•	 Connects to a given unit of study and builds 
the students’ knowledge of a topic;

•	 Provides sufficient detail and examples for 
students to be able to comprehend the pas-
sage; and

•	 Contains ideas that can be discussed from a 
variety of perspectives.

The panel recommends using text at grade level 
even though some of the students in the class 

23. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
24. National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers (2010).
25. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman and Hines (2009).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

may not be able to comprehend such reading 
material if asked to read independently. Scaffold 
instruction so that English learners are able to 
access the language of the text and understand 
challenging new words. Provide instructional 
support by reading the text aloud at the start of 
the lesson, and then facilitate discussion about 
the words in the text.

See Exhibit 1.2 for sample text that meets the 
criteria above. Note that the particular text that 
appears could be used at upper-elementary or 
middle grades with students who possess a 
moderate-to-strong level of English language 
proficiency and varying reading abilities. This 
short piece on zoos and animal care is both 

comprehensible and likely to engage many of 
the students in the class. It contains words that 
are important for understanding the content. It 
also builds students’ knowledge of an important 
and timely topic: the ethical treatment of ani-
mals. This short piece of text provides concrete 
examples of the key points and issues, and 
presents several big ideas worthy of discussion, 
such as the significant quality-of-life cost to 
animals living in unhealthy confined spaces, and 
the financial cost of establishing healthy environ-
ments for animals. With this underlying dilemma 
in mind, this piece can serve as a platform for 
classroom discussion, debate, and/or persuasive 
writing. Common Core State Standards feature 
these types of learning tasks at each grade level.

Exhibit 1.2. Example of an appropriate text for academic vocabulary instruction26

When you walk into a zoo today, the exhibits look different than they used to look years 
ago. Before the 1960s, zoos had cages with tile walls and floors. Now, animals in zoos live 
in more natural environments. For example, instead of enormous gorillas pacing back and 
forth in cramped cement areas, they play on soft grass and nap in trees. Before, large birds 
lived in small cages. Now, zoos have large exhibits where birds can stretch their wings and 
soar from tree to tree. According to zoo design expert Jon C. Coe, these changes often have 
a positive impact on animals’ health and happiness.

Still, creating better living spaces is just one step toward improving the lives of animals that 
live in zoos. Even in exhibits that look like their natural environments, animals can become 
bored. According to Coe, boredom can have harmful effects.

“An exhibit may look great, but it isn't doing much for the animal unless it also involves a 
choice of things to do all day,” said Coe. Animals need to be challenged with activities such 
as looking for food and exploring their surroundings. In fact, some research has shown that 
giving zoo animals more options and activities promotes good health and lowers the incidence 
of violent behavior. Today, several zoos have created living environments for their animals that 
involve the kinds of pursuits that Coe described. For instance, the orangutans at the National 
Zoo in Washington, DC can travel across the zoo on overhead ropes to visit friends.

Coe recommends more investigation into these types of zoo exhibits and their impact on 
animal health. With this new pursuit of creating more natural environments in zoo exhibits, 
he sees a happier and healthier future for many zoo animals.

26. Sample text adapted from material posted on the American Veterinary Medical Association website (see 
https://www.avma.org/News/JAVMANews/Pages/021201k.aspx).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

2. Choose a small set of academic vocabulary for in-depth instruction.

Select a small set of words to use for intensive 
instruction over the course of several lessons.27 

 

 

 

When students are taught a large number of 
words in a day, they often develop only a shal-
low understanding of a word’s meaning that 
is rarely retained later.28 By teaching in depth a 
smaller set of words useful to a student through-
out school, teachers will have time to help 
students learn concepts and nuances associated 
with a given word, and students will have time to 
practice using words through writing, speaking, 
and listening activities in the classroom.29

The panel suggests choosing a small set of 
words—perhaps five to eight words from the 
selected text—for instruction over the course 
of several lessons. The exact number of words 
will depend on your students’ age/grade, the 
length of the text, and the amount of time you 
will devote to this selection. However, selecting 
more than 10 words for intensive instruction 
is likely to be counterproductive, as sufficient 
time will not be available to teach the selected 
academic vocabulary deeply and meaningfully. 
(Please note that in the view of many research-
ers, students should also be exposed to large 
numbers of words through wide reading and 
language-rich environments; however, such wide 
exposure by itself is not sufficient to address 
English learners’ vocabulary needs.)30

Attend to the following six criteria when choos-
ing words to teach. Not all of the criteria need to 
apply to each word you choose for instruction.

Words central to understanding the text.31

Choose words that are important for under-
standing the text. Excerpts from curricular 
material are likely to include some words that 

have been bolded by the publisher because they 
are important for understanding the text. While 
selecting words to teach, attend to these bolded 
words as well as un-bolded words, since the 
latter may also be important for understanding 
the text.

Words frequently used in the text.32 Aca-
demic words that appear frequently in a text are 
particularly important to target, as these provide 
the student multiple opportunities to encounter 
the word in use within the given text.

Words that might appear in other content 
areas.33 Choose words that students may 
encounter in multiple content areas. Under-
standing these words will help them access the 
content of texts from other content areas.

Words with multiple meanings.34 Words that 
have multiple related meanings across a variety 
of domains are useful for instruction. For exam-
ple, in science and mathematics, volume refers 
to the amount of space an object occupies, while 
in English language arts, volume refers to a book 
or to a book in a series of books. Instruction 
targeting words with multiple meanings is useful 
because it provides important definitions and 
helps students understand how words function 
in different contexts.

Words with affixes.35 Words that can be 
altered by adding prefixes and/or suffixes 
allow teachers and students to attend to how 
word parts change a root word’s meaning or 
grammatical form (i.e., how word parts cause 
morphological change). For example, adding 
the prefix un- to the word fortunate changes 
the word’s meaning, whereas adding the suf-
fix -ed to meander changes it from present to 
past tense.

27. Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2002); Carlo et al. 
(2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in 
press).

28. Lesaux et al. (2010).
29. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux 

et al. (in press).
30. Biemiller (2005); Graves (2000, 2006); Stahl and Nagy 

(2006). 
31. August et al. (2009); Lesaux et al. (in press); 

Silverman and Hines (2009).

32. August et al. (2009); Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux 
et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).

33. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux 
et al. (in press).

34. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux 
et al. (in press).

35. Carlo et al. (2004).

( 16 )



Recommendation 1 (continued)

Cross-language potential.36 Words that have cognate relationships across languages (e.g., investigación 

  

and investigation) are often a good way for students to learn new words while improving their confidence 
in doing so. Not all languages lend themselves to cross-language connections. Spanish, Portuguese, and 
other Romance languages will be easier than others for students to connect to English.

See Exhibit 1.3 for an example of how Ms. Gomez used these criteria to select academic vocabulary for 
the text presented in Exhibit 1.2. Note that all the words selected by Ms. Gomez meet at least two of the 
selection criteria listed above.

Exhibit 1.3. Ms. Gomez’s selection of academic vocabulary for in-depth instruction37

Ms. Gomez, a third-grade teacher, read the zoo text to determine what academic vocabulary 
words she should consider for in-depth vocabulary instruction. As she read the text, she 
noticed that two of the words were familiar to her students: natural and design. She planned 
to remind her students of their meaning prior to reading the text. She looked at the word 
incidence and decided not to teach it in-depth but instead to let the students determine its 
meaning using context clues. She decided to provide brief student-friendly definitions (or 
synonyms) and demonstrations for the words cramped, boredom, and violent during the 
reading discussion. She then proceeded to select six words from the passage for in-depth 
instruction using the criteria. Below is the list of words she selected along with her rationale 
for selecting them.

Environment. This word can be used in multiple ways (the environment as the sum of eco-
logical influences, such as climate, soil, and other life forms, versus an environment as one’s 
surroundings or conditions), has morphological derivations (e.g., environmental), and also 
appears more than once.

Exhibit. This word is crucial to text comprehension and has related morphological variants 
(e.g., exhibition). In addition, it has morphological derivations that change the word’s part 
of speech (e.g., exhibit as a noun or a verb, and the derivation exhibition as a noun), and 
appears multiple times.

Investigation. While this word only appears once in the text, it offers potential for multiple 
uses across the content areas (e.g., investigation as in conducting a systematic scientific 
experiment or as in conducting a criminal inquiry). The morphological variants (e.g., investi-
gate, investigator) and the cross-linguistic dimensions (e.g., investigación) make the word a 
strong candidate for instruction.

Impact. This word is central to understanding the selection, appears twice in the text, has 
cross-linguistic dimensions (e.g., impacto), and has the potential to appear in other content 
areas (e.g., science: the impact of the moon on tides).

Pursuit. This word appears twice in the text and is important for comprehending the con-
clusion. Additionally, idiomatic expressions (e.g., in hot pursuit) extend the word’s usage 
beyond its applicability in this particular context.

Options. This word has morphological (e.g., optional) and cross-linguistic associations (e.g., 
option = opción in Spanish, opção in Portuguese, and opsyon in Haitian Creole).

36. Carlo et al. (2004).
37. Based in part on intervention materials used in Lesaux et al. (2010).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Students’ lack of familiarity with words is not always a sufficient reason for selecting words for in-depth 
instruction. The goal is to choose unfamiliar words that are central to understanding the passage and/
or meet the other criteria for selecting words. For instance, Ms. Gomez did not select some words for 
in-depth instruction from the zoo text even though some of her students may have been unfamiliar with 
them. Instead, she chose to focus on giving her students a thorough understanding of the words listed in 
Exhibit 1.3 and to clarify the meanings of other words quickly and as needed.

3. Teach academic vocabulary in depth using multiple modalities (writing, speaking, listening).

Providing students with opportunities to experi-
ence the new academic vocabulary in multiple 
ways is likely to make these new words an 
integral part of students’ listening, speaking, 
reading, and writing. The goal of instruction is 
for students to understand the connotation of 
the words (i.e., how a word is typically used), an 
understanding that goes well beyond memoriz-
ing definitions or learning about word meanings 
in a very shallow way.38 For example, in a stan-
dard dictionary, the word vociferous is defined as 
crying out noisily. Conversely, a student-friendly 
definition describes vociferous as follows: People 
who are vociferous speak with determination 
because they want their views and beliefs to be 
heard. When we use the word vociferous, the 
connotation is of a person or people who are 
passionately expressing their views and beliefs. 
Because the first definition is vague and general, 
it does not convey the word’s connotation.

The list below includes several instructional 
activities that will promote students’ deep knowl-
edge of the target academic words. The sug-
gested activities range from providing explicit 
teacher instruction to planning practice activities 
in an environment in which students can talk 
and write about the words they learn.39

Activities for Explicit Instruction

To help students gain a deeper understanding of 
the target words, explicitly teach using student-
friendly definitions, examples, non-examples, 

and concrete representations of the target 
words.40 Student-friendly definitions are writ-
ten to be more accessible than most dictionary 
or textbook definitions. Examples and non-
examples help to clarify and pinpoint the word’s 
meaning, while concrete representations (e.g., 
pictures, diagrams, video clips)41 help to bridge 
the gap and make the connection between 
language that represents abstract concepts and 
examples that are more tangible or concrete.

Provide student-friendly definitions of the 
target academic words and apply these 
definitions to the context of the text.42, 43 For 
example, for the word pursuit from the sample 
text on zoos (Exhibit 1.2), provide a student-
friendly definition such as working toward 
something important. Then anchor this word in 
the zoo text material by explaining how the zoo 
administrators were working toward something 
important, using the phrase like the zoo admin-
istrators in their pursuit of creating more natural 
animal habitats.

Explicitly clarify and reinforce the defini-
tions using examples, non-examples, and 
concrete representations.44 Clarify the mean-
ing of target academic words by having students 
complete graphic organizers such as the word 
map presented in Exhibit 1.4. Word maps are 
very useful in supporting students as they begin 

38. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux 
et al. (in press). 

39. August et al. (2009); Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux 
et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman 
and Hines (2009); Vaughn et al. (2009).

40. Beck et al. (2002).

41. August et al. (2009); Lesaux et al. (2010); 
Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman and Hines 
(2009); Vaughn et al. (2009).

42. August et al. (2009); Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux 
et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman 
and Hines (2009); Vaughn et al. (2009).

43. Student-friendly definitions are available on some 
public websites. 

44. August et al. (2009); Beck et al. (2002); Lesaux 
et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman 
and Hines (2009); Vaughn et al. (2009).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

to solidify their word knowledge. Remember 
to model how to complete the graphic orga-
nizer, and provide guided practice before ask-
ing students to complete them independently 
in pairs or small groups.

See Exhibit 1.4 for an example of a completed 
word map developed in a first-grade class for 
the word enormous. Synonyms, antonyms, 
examples, and non-examples help pinpoint 
and reinforce the definition of the word enor-
mous. It is important to use both examples 
and non-examples to clarify student under-
standing of words. For instance, a dinosaur, a 
skyscraper, a cruise ship, and an airplane are 
all examples of the word enormous as they 
help illustrate something that is very large 
in size. Providing students with examples of 
things that are not very large in size, such as 
an ant, a baby, or a fly, helps reinforce student 
understanding of the word enormous. These 
examples (ant, baby, fly) that illustrate what 
the word does not mean are referred to as 

non-examples. In essence, non-examples do 
not exemplify the qualities, characteristics, or 
features of a given word’s meaning. To help 
students generate non-examples, choose 
an antonym for the target word—in this 
case, tiny—then, choose an example for that 
antonym (e.g., an ant is an example of some-
thing tiny). Explicitly explaining this process 
to students—and supporting them to actively 
engage with it—can be helpful.

When possible, reinforce the word’s meaning 
using concrete representations such as pic-
tures, gestures, and actions. For example, for 
the word enormous, teachers can use pictures 
of skyscrapers, dinosaurs, and airplanes and 
contrast them with an object students are 
familiar with in order to help them see the 
difference in scale. Teachers may also be able 
to explain that enormous need not apply only 
to the size of objects. A catastrophe such as 
a tsunami, or an outpouring of grief over the 
loss of a loved one, can also be enormous.

Exhibit 1.4. Word map
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Additional Activities to Promote Word Learning

After explicitly teaching the target academic words, choose activities similar to those explained below to 
give students an opportunity to interact with and promote their deep processing of the words’ meanings. 
It is important to vary the activities to give students different types of experiences with the words and to 
keep them interested.

Provide opportunities for students to respond to questions where they have to show 
their understanding of subtle differences in usage and meaning.45 For instance, in Exhibit 
1.5, the instructional example depicts an activity for students in which the teacher presents two 
sentences that highlight two different meanings of the same word, exhibit. Students match the 
word’s correct definition to each sentence. Specifically, in sentence 1, exhibit is a noun, indicating a 
display, presentation, or demonstration, while in sentence 2 exhibit is a verb, indicating when a per-
son shows a particular behavior. Instances such as these provide an opportunity to draw students’ 
attention not only to different meanings carried by the same word but also to how the syntax 
provides context for a word’s meaning.

Exhibit 1.5. Sample activity for clarifying words with multiple meanings46

Definitions for the word exhibit

1. The exhibit we saw at the zoo really helped us understand how animals play together.

2. After coming back from our trip to the zoo, some of us exhibited anger and sadness at 
the way that animals were being treated.

Question: Which definition goes with each sentence? Explain why.

Exhibit: to show or express feelings

Exhibit: a show or display that is meant for a lot of people to see

Generating open-ended questions that tap critical thinking is also useful in determining student 
understanding of the multiple ways in which the word exhibit can be used. For example, “If you 
saw an exhibit, would you have been at a museum or at the movies? Explain your answer.”

Facilitate structured discussions to increase opportunities for students to talk about 
academic words.47 Always anchor these discussions around the topics that are present in the text 
and that do not have a clear-cut right or wrong answer. The goal is for students to learn to articulate 
a position or point of view and learn to defend their perspective or analysis. When students develop 
support for their position or perspective, always encourage them to find evidence in the text. This 
point is heavily emphasized in the Common Core State Standards.48 For example, with the zoo text, 
the teacher can hold a structured discussion about the pros and cons of zoos, in which students are 
encouraged to use the target academic words they have just learned. Students could discuss the pros 
and cons of different options that could make zoos more or less restrictive for animals. Another way 

45. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Silverman and Hines (2009).
46. Based on the intervention materials used in Lesaux et al. (2010).
47. Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press); Vaughn et al. (2009).
48. E.g., CCSS.ELA-Literacy.R1.5.1 and CCSS.ELA-Literacy.R1.7.1 (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices & 

Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

to facilitate students’ use of the target aca-
demic words is by having them share relevant 
personal experiences related to these words 
(e.g., describe the type of exhibit that you think 
will make the animals happier; describe a time 
when you were given an option to do some-
thing; describe other environments in which 
animals live).

Require students to use the target aca-
demic words in their writing activities.49 

 

 
 

Writing activities can and should be of differ-
ent lengths and levels of specificity. They can 
range from a one-sentence response to a brief 
paragraph summarizing what students read, 
or even to an essay comparing zoo environ-
ments with environments where pets live. 
For example, when teaching the zoo text to 
younger students, give short writing tasks that 
require students to respond in one to two sen-
tences to a given prompt, such as “Which type 

of zoo would you rather visit and why?” For 
older and/or more sophisticated students, an 
example of an appropriate prompt might be as 
follows: “If you were visiting a zoo, would you 
rather see animals exhibited in a natural envi-
ronment or in a caged environment?” In this 
way, the target academic words will become a 
part of the students’ writing vocabulary.

Engage students in activities that will 
increase exposure to and experiences 
with the word.50 Activities such as cross-
words, charades, sketching, and drawing to 
represent word meanings can help increase 
exposure to and experience with target 
academic words. These vocabulary activities 
are also useful for cumulative review of words 
that were previously taught. If not overused, 
these activities can be interesting and engag-
ing for students.

4. Teach word-learning strategies to help students independently figure out the meaning of 
words.

In addition to providing direct instruction 
on academic vocabulary words (see above 
for methods to do so), teach students to 
independently figure out the meaning of 
unknown words by using context clues,51

word parts (morphology),52 and cognates.53

This is likely to increase students’ understand-
ing of how words work and also provide 
them with a means by which they can figure 
out the meaning of unfamiliar words (such as 
cramped and boredom), especially while read-
ing independently. Students will encounter a 
large number of new words as they progress 
through school, and it is just not possible to 
provide in-depth instruction for all academic 
vocabulary words that students do not know.

Context clues help students derive personal, 
yet workable definitions of words using the 

surrounding text that they understand. In the 
text on zoos (Exhibit 1.2), the word environ-
ment is used several times and is surrounded 
by context clues in the form of examples (e.g., 
a natural environment for a gorilla has grass 
and trees, while an unnatural environment is 
a cramped cement area). A general strategy 
for teaching students how to determine a 
word’s meaning from the context in which it is 
used is for students to read the sentence that 
contains the unknown word and determine 
whether the sentence includes any informa-
tion that will help them define the word. If not, 
students can then read the sentences before 
and after the sentence with the unknown 
word, looking for information that will help 
them figure out the word’s meaning. As with 
any new strategy, model each step using a 
think-aloud that makes the thinking process 

49. Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
50. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
51. Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
52. August et al. (2009); Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
53. August et al. (2009); Carlo et al. (2004); Lesaux et al. (2010); Lesaux et al. (in press).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

public. For example, when teaching the word 
environment, think aloud by explaining how 
the sentences around the word environment 

 

 
 

 

help determine the word’s meaning. Provide 
guided practice before asking students to 
implement the strategy independently. During 
guided practice, ask students to think aloud 
by explaining how the context helped them to 
figure out the word’s meaning.

Word parts represent another way in which 
students can determine an unknown word’s 
meaning, by focusing on prefixes, suffixes, 
and root words to find familiar patterns in 
unfamiliar words. Teach students how to use 
word parts to ascertain a word’s meaning 
by having them look for the root word and 
determine whether they know its meaning. 
Using word parts can also be combined with 
using context clues, in that good readers first 
use word parts to make a prediction about 
a word’s meaning and then use context to 
confirm that prediction. See Exhibit 1.6 for a 
sample lesson by Ms. Ambrosi, who is teach-
ing her students to determine the meaning of 
the word unreachable using word parts. Note 
how Ms. Ambrosi thinks aloud as she models 
the task to her students.

The panel recommends planning learning tasks 
that provide students with opportunities to 
apply and review what they are learning. For 
instance, to provide more practice in using 
a word’s various morphological forms, have 
students revise sentences from the original 
text by including a different form of the root 
word. See Exhibit 1.7 for an example of how 
students rewrote sentences from the zoo pas-
sage (Exhibit 1.2) using another form of the root 
word, without altering the sentences’ meanings.

Cognates are words in two or more lan-
guages that share a common origin and help 
English learners link English words to their 
primary languages. For example, in Spanish, 
electricidad means electricity and organismo
means organism. The similarities are appar-
ent, but it is useful to show students how 
they can determine an unknown word’s mean-
ing by looking for similarities between the 

unknown word and parts of the word or the 
whole word in their primary language. Over 
time, identifying these similarities may help 
students understand unknown words’ mean-
ings on their own. Be aware, though, that for 
a cognate to be useful, students will need to 
have encountered the word in their primary 
language and know what it means.

There are also false cognates, or words that 
look similar in two languages but have dif-
ferent meanings; students should learn how 
to determine when the apparent similarity is 
deceptive. For example, the Spanish words 
embarazada and fábrica may be mistaken as 
cognates for the English words embarrassed
and fabric. However, the English translation of 
embarazada is pregnant, while that of fábrica
is factory. Therefore, if the set of words 
being taught includes cognates, be sure to 
prepare ahead of time to determine whether 
or not those cognates are false cognates.54 It 
can be helpful to have students review the 
false cognate in the context of the sentence 
or paragraph it occurs in so that they can 
see why the false-cognate definition does 
not fit. The panel believes it is important 
to let students know that they may need to 
use more than one strategy to figure out a 
word’s meaning, or that using several strate-
gies may help them to better understand the 
word’s use. For example, if students cannot 
determine a word’s meaning using context 
clues, they can try by analyzing the parts of 
the word. At other times, they might have to 
use a combination of strategies to determine 
a word’s meaning. For example, in the sample 
text on zoos (Exhibit 1.2), the meaning of the 
word overhead can be determined using both 
word parts and context clues. Here, both the 
word parts (over and head) and the context 
(a word that describes ropes that orangutans 
can use to travel) are useful for inferring the 
word’s meaning.

54. Lists of cognates and false cognates are available 
on some public websites. (Spanish, Portuguese, and 
other Romance languages lend themselves more 
easily for cognate instruction owing to their common 
Latin origin.)
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.6. Ms. Ambrosi’s lesson on using word parts to understand word meaning

Ms. Ambrosi writes the word unreachable on the board. She tells students that the first thing 
she is going to do is to see whether she can find a root word. She breaks the word into three 
parts by drawing lines: un/reach/able. She illustrates that after removing those affixes they 
are left with the root word reach. She defines reach. She then calls on students to explain 
the meaning of the prefix un- (i.e., not) and the suffix -able (i.e., being capable of doing 
something) that they have already learned. Finally, she integrates the meaning of the root 
word and the affixes. She tells her students, “Reach means moving your hand or arm to try 
to touch or grab something. Able means you can do something. Then, the meaning of reach-
able is that you can touch or grab something. When we add the prefix un- which means not, 
it changes the meaning of the word to not being able to touch or grab something. So, if I were 
trying to change a light bulb on the ceiling without a ladder, it would be unreachable.”

Ms. Ambrosi continues by applying the procedure to other meanings of reach (e.g., reaching 
a destination, reaching someone, reaching an agreement). In addition to teaching the mean-
ing of the academic word unreachable using the word parts, Ms. Ambrosi also discusses the 
word’s morphological forms (i.e., reach, reachable, unreachable) in terms of their syntacti-
cal structure (i.e., noun, verb, adjective, adverb). The students then record the morphological 
forms according to their part of speech and function in sentences in their graphic organizer 
(presented below).

VERBS
(Action)

NOUNS
(Person, Place, 
Thing, or Idea)

ADJECTIVES
(Words to Describe 

Nouns)

ADVERBS
(Words to Describe 

Actions)

Investigate Investigation 
Investigator Investigative

Exhibit Exhibit
Exhibition

Environment Environment Environmental Environmentally

Pursue Pursuit Pursuant

Opt Option Optional Optionally

Reach Reach Unreachable
Reachable
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.7. Rewriting sentences using different forms of the root words

Sentence from the Original Text Rewritten Sentence

Coe recommends more investigation into 
these types of zoo exhibits and their impact 
on animal health.

Coe recommends that scientists investigate 
types of zoo exhibits.

When you walk into a zoo today, the exhib-
its look different than they used to look years 
ago. 

When you walk into a zoo today, the 
exhibitions look different than they used to 
look years ago.

In fact, some research has shown that giving 
zoo animals more options and activities pro-
motes good health and lowers the incidence 
of violent behavior.

In fact, some research has shown that giving 
zoo animals more optional activities promotes 
good health and lowers the incidence of 
violent behavior.

Putting It All Together

Exhibit 1.8 incorporates the four How-to steps described in this recommendation into a lesson cycle to 
teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in depth.

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in depth55

Ms. Hunter’s Fifth-Grade Lessons Focused on Academic Vocabulary

Day 1: Read and Discuss Text and Present Target Academic Words

To begin, Ms. Hunter prepared her students to comprehend the text by facilitating a discussion 
of students’ personal experiences and perceptions of zoo animals and by familiarizing students 
with the notion that zoo designs have changed to improve the lives of the animals in captivity. 
Then, she read aloud the zoo text presented in Exhibit 1.2, stopping intermittently to ask clari-
fying questions or add comments that would help the students understand the text. After read-
ing the text, Ms. Hunter facilitated dialogue around the ethical treatment of animals and encour-
aged her students to suggest animal activities that could be built into new zoo exhibits. Finally, 
she introduced the target vocabulary words she had selected for her class (i.e., pursuit, option, 
impact, exhibit, investigation, environment) by reading each word, locating it in the text, and 
posting a list of the words in the classroom.

55. Adapted from Lesaux et al. (2010).
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in 

 

 

depth55 (continued)

Day 2: Develop Student-Friendly Definitions of Target Words

Ms. Hunter asked the students to individually write what they already knew about the target words. 
She guided them to think about times they have heard or seen the word before, including the zoo 
text read on Day 1. Then, as a whole group, Ms. Hunter and her students examined student-friendly 
dictionary definitions of the target words. As her class worked through these dictionary defini-
tions, Ms. Hunter made a point to continually reference the zoo text the class read on Day 1, ask-
ing clarifying questions or adding comments that would help students connect the definitions with 
each word’s usage in the text. After reviewing these definitions, students compared what they knew 
about the target words to the dictionary definitions and composed their own personal definitions.

For example, when asked to write what they knew for the word pursuit, some students wrote

•	What animals do in zoos
•	Trying to get happiness: Pursuit of happiness
•	Trying to find

The student-friendly dictionary definition of pursuit that was reviewed by the class was

Pursuit (noun) 1. The act of trying hard to achieve something. After winning the first 
playoff game, our team continued our pursuit of the championship. 2. The act of 
following or chasing someone or something. My dog is in pursuit of my neighbor’s 
cat as it runs across the street. 3. An activity, hobby, or interest. Mario spends most 
of his free time on outdoor pursuits like riding his bike and playing football.

A student’s personal definition of pursuit was

Pursuit: trying your best to get something or be somebody. Or, stuff you do. 

Day 3: Provide Opportunities to Use Words When Speaking

Ms. Hunter had her students work in pairs to discuss responses to questions about the zoo 
text. Sample questions presented to the students included:

•	 Why does Coe want zoo animals to have more activity options?

•	 How can zoos improve their exhibits?

Ms. Hunter then called on some students to share their answers with the whole group. She 
encouraged students to justify their responses using material from the text and explain their 
process for arriving at those answers.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in 
depth55 (continued)

Day 4: Provide Opportunities to Use Words in Sentences and Understand Multiple Meanings

Ms. Hunter had her students (either individually or in pairs) sketch pictures that represented 
the meaning of each target word and write sentences related to these graphic representations. 
For example, for the target word investigation, one student sketched a detective investigating 
a crime and wrote the following sentence: The detective led an investigation to find the stolen 
paintings.
After the sketching activity, Ms. Hunter had her students complete an activity in which students 
practiced determining the appropriate definition for target words with multiple meanings based 
on the context. See her activity for the word environment below.

Choose the correct definition for each sentence: Choose which definition of “environment” 
matches its meaning in each of these sentences.

environment (noun) The land, water, 
and air in which people, plants, and 
animals live.

environment (noun) surroundings.

Sentences Definitions

Once a month we take part in 
a park cleanup to help protect 
our environment.

I like living in an urban environ-
ment because there are inter-
esting people and buildings all 
around me.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in 
depth55 (continued)

Day 5: Teach Word Parts

Ms. Hunter taught students the suffix -tion by first showing them simple examples of -tion words 
(e.g., invite and invitation, celebrate and celebration, imagine and imagination) and then asking them 
what the words have in common. She explained that the suffix -tion can change words from an ac-
tion into a thing or idea. To deepen students’ understanding of the target words, Ms. Hunter ex-
plained how adding or taking away the suffix -tion can change how the words are used (e.g., inves-
tigate and investigation). She displayed a Word Form Chart (such as the one below) on the wall and 
completed it with the responses given by students when she called on them. She then asked stu-
dents to record the word forms on their own Word Form Charts.

VERBS
(Action)

NOUNS
(Person, Place, Thing 

or Idea)

ADJECTIVES
(Words to Describe 

Nouns)

ADVERBS
(Words to Describe 

Verbs)

Investigate Investigation

Exhibit Exhibition

Opt Option

Finally, Ms. Hunter provided students with the opportunity to apply their understanding of the suffix 
-tion in another context. Students read a new, short text that was thematically related to the article 
on zoos read on Day 1. After reading the text, students worked in pairs or small groups, searching 
for the words with the suffix -tion and adding those words to their chart.

Day 6: Provide Opportunities to Speak and Listen to Words

Ms. Hunter had her students work in pairs for a mock interview in which one student was a reporter 
and the other was a zoo design expert. Students were given two questions that contained the target 
words.

•	In your opinion, what should be included in a bird exhibit?

•	In your opinion, what options should be pursued in designing an exhibit for seals?

After one student responded to a question as the zoo design expert, the students were required to 
switch roles. The other student, now in the role of an expert, responded to the remaining question.

After providing sufficient time for the mock interview, Ms. Hunter called on some students to share 
their partners’ responses with the whole class.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in 
depth55 (continued)

Day 7: Provide Opportunities to Use Words When Writing

Ms. Hunter posted a writing prompt and graphic organizer on the wall (shown below).

Think About It

A gorilla living in a zoo today has a very different life than a gorilla that lived in a 
zoo long ago. The changes made in zoos in the last 50 years have affected goril-
las. They have also affected the people who go to visit the zoo. Think about what 
you would see and how you would feel if you walked into an old zoo to look at 
the gorillas. Then think about what you would see and how you would feel if you 
walked into a new zoo and looked at the gorilla exhibit.

Write About It

Decide what kind of zoo you think would be better to visit and write a paragraph 
that explains your choice. Make sure to compare the new exhibits with the old ex-
hibits. Also, make certain that your paragraph contains at least three of the target 
words (environment, exhibit, impact, investigation, pursuit, options).

Ms. Hunter described the requirements 
of the writing assignment and reviewed 
the target words and types of transition 
and linking phrases that are likely to be 
useful for a compare-contrast essay. She 
also modeled a sample student response 
on the graphic organizer, thinking aloud 
about the idea she would focus her essay 
on and how she would organize her ideas 
in the graphic organizer. She then had her 
students work in pairs or small groups to 
generate ideas and complete the graphic 
organizer.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Exhibit 1.8. Sample lesson cycle to teach a small set of academic vocabulary words in 
depth55 (continued)

Day 8: Provide Opportunities to Use Words When Writing

Ms. Hunter had her students work on their essays using the graphic organizer as a starting point. 
Over the next several days, students worked on writing, revising, and editing their essays. (See Rec-
ommendation 3 for additional information on supporting students with their writing assignments.)

Ms. Hunter also developed a self-assessment checklist to help students monitor and review their use 
of the target words.

___ I used at least three target words.

___ I spelled the target words correctly.

___ My sentences made sense when I replaced the target words with synonyms.

Review Days: Review Target Words From Previous Units

On one of the review-unit days, Ms. Hunter had her students practice their word knowledge using an 
Interactive Crossword Puzzle.56 She had her students work in pairs for this activity. Ms. Hunter gave 
each student a copy of the puzzle with half of the answers already filled in. One student in the pair 
had all of the “down answers” filled in while the other had all of the “across answers” filled in. Each 
student in the pair provided clues to their partner to complete the words that they did not have on 
their page. Ms. Hunter took note of words that students had not retained so that she could reteach 
those words.

56. Teachers can easily create crossword puzzles using public websites.
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Recommendation 1 (continued)

Roadblocks and Solutions

Roadblock 1: Selecting a piece of engaging 
informational text above and beyond the district-
mandated curriculum is not an option at our 
school/in our district. We must follow strict scope 
restrictions and schedules.

Solution: The Common Core State Standards for 
English Language Arts require the use of com-
plex literary nonfiction, historical, scientific, and 
technical texts in both elementary and middle 
grades. The panel’s suggestion of selecting 
content-rich informational texts aligns with the 
requirements of the Common Core State Stan-
dards.57 In that sense, the panel’s suggestions 
will not place any undue additional demands 
on the teacher. Administrators can support 
the teachers by being proactive and making 
this transition to accessible content-rich texts a 
priority. Complex texts are available on some 
public websites. In addition, basal curricular 
reading material and trade books can serve as 
good sources of informational text, especially at 
lower grade levels (i.e., K–2). Often core reading 
programs are comprised of units or lessons that 
include reading material that is informational in 
nature (e.g., a unit on animals, a unit on cities).

Roadblock 2: Teachers may not have time to 
engage in all of these steps to teach words deeply 
(i.e., choose high-quality selections, identify impor-
tant words, craft student-friendly definitions, 
determine examples and non-examples, and plan 
meaningful activities).

Solution: The panel suggests working with 
other teachers in their grade-level teams to 
accomplish these tasks. Administrators should 
arrange for these teams to have common plan-
ning times so that they can use their collective 
knowledge and expertise to choose appropriate 
reading selections, carefully select words to 
teach, write student-friendly definitions, deter-
mine examples and non-examples, and plan 
activities that will be meaningful and engaging.

57. National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and Council of Chief State School Officers (2010).
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