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Abstract

This article is based on learning vocabulary and its importance to make up
sentences and use language aspects. Learning vocabulary is an important instructional
aim for teachers in all content areas in middle grades schools (Harmon, Wood, & Kiser,
2009). Recent research, however, indicates that vocabulary instruction may be
problematic because many teachers are not “confident about best practice in
vocabulary instruction and at times don’t know where to begin to form an instructional
emphasis on word learning” (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008, p. 315).
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In this article, I summarize important research on vocabulary growth and
development and share effective instructional strategies that middle school teachers

can use to teach vocabulary across the content areas. My hope is that teachers will
use these strategies to help students become verbophiles “people who enjoy word study
and become language enthusiasts, lovers of words, appreciative readers, and word-
conscious writers” (Mountain, 2002, p. 62).

The importance of vocabulary

Vocabulary can be defined as “the words we must know to communicate
effectively: words in speaking (expressive vocabulary) and words in listening
(receptive vocabulary)” (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009, p. 385). An extensive body of
research exists on teaching and learning vocabulary. This research clearly indicates that
enlargement of vocabulary has always been and continues to be an important goal in
literacy and learning (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development,
2004). Educators have long recognized the importance of vocabulary development. In
the early 20th century, John Dewey (1910) stated that vocabulary is critically important
because a word is an instrument for thinking about the meanings which it expresses.
Since then, there has been an “ebb and flow of concern for vocabulary” (Manzo,
Manzo, & Thomas, 2006, p. 612; see also Blachowicz & Fisher, 2000). At times,
interest in vocabulary has been high and intense, and at other times low and neglected,
alternating back and forth over time (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008).
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Research on vocabulary growth and development

Vocabulary has long been an important topic in middle grades education, but
today it could be considered a hot topic (Cassidy & Cassidy, 2003/2004). The National
Assessment Governing Board, for example, has added a separate vocabulary
component to gauge student achievement in reading nationwide (Manzo, 2004). This
focus is in response to recent research highlighting a decline in the vocabulary levels
of college-bound 18-yearolds in recent years (Manzo, Manzo, & Thomas, 2006).

This section is a summary of findings from research on vocabulary growth and
development organized around four questions: When does learning vocabulary start?
What does learning vocabulary mean? How is vocabulary learned? What is the
relationship between vocabulary growth and reading comprehension? These were
selected because they represent fundamental and frequently asked questions about
vocabulary, and these questions have been the focus for an extensive body of research
that has produced key findings about teaching and learning vocabulary.

When does learning vocabulary start?

One important finding from research suggests that vocabulary learning never
stops (Smith, 1998); it is a natural and lifelong phenomenon. VVocabulary learning is a
continual process of encountering new words in meaningful and comprehensible
contexts (Harmon, et al. 2009). Consider how young children initially encounter
printed text in their surrounding environments. When they walk through supermarket
aisles, they can often recognize the name of their favorite box of cereal; or while riding
in the family car, they can identify a McDonald’s restaurant or a Toys-R-Us sign.
Children do this easily, routinely, and usually without parents or other adults explicitly
drawing their attention to print. In short, throughout the life span, people develop
vocabulary effectively and almost effortlessly as long as they see words in meaningful
contexts.

In addition, individuals learn new words at an amazing rate. During early
childhood, children learn vocabulary at the rate of approximately 2,000 to 4,000 words
per year (Brabham & Villaume, 2002; Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987), or an
average rate of seven words per day (Anderson & Nagy, 1991; Beck & McKeown,
1991). Amazingly, individuals learn new words at this rate “without conspicuous effort
or organized instruction and without any forgetting” (Smith, 1998, p. 14). Ruddell and
Shearer technique to support vocabulary growth and enhance reading comprehension;
however, research indicates otherwise. For example, the popular practice of requiring
students to find definitions of words and write those words in sentences before reading
appears to have little apparent impact on their word knowledge and language use, and
has not improved student comprehension of texts that contain those words (Kameenui,
1991). Similarly, Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) found that instructional methods that
provide only definitional information about each word to be learned or that involve
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multiple repetitions of definitional information about a target word do not appear to
have reliable effects on reading comprehension.

Allen (1999) identifies three reasons why strategies that focus on word definitions
are not effective: (1) a word can have multiple definitions and meanings depending on
the geographic location in which a person lives, (2) a word can have a definition that
may not be correct in a particular context, and (3) definitions of words often lack
adequate information for students to use them correctly.

These findings suggest that learning vocabulary is more complex than simply
memorizing definitions of words; rather, it involves seeing, hearing, and using words

in meaningful contexts (Daniels & Zemelman, 2004, p. 13). Strategies that focus
on word recognition and word use in meaningful contexts are most likely to positively
affect vocabulary growth.

How is vocabulary learned?

While some vocabulary learning occurs in school, it is not just a school-based
phenomenon. Many children begin formal schooling “with rich vocabularies but no
formal vocabulary instruction” (Brabham & Villaume, 2002, p. 264), and while they
are in school they may continue to learn vocabulary without much direct and explicit
help from teachers (Carey, 1978). For the most part, vocabulary growth in school
occurs informally and incidentally rather than formally and intentionally (Nagy,
Perman, & Anderson, 1985). Students learn vocabulary best in classrooms in which
teachers read to them and highlight important and interesting words. In these
classrooms, students regularly read independently and in groups and they discuss their
understandings in literature circles during and after reading. Informal and incidental
vocabulary learning is quite efficient and effective. Twenty-five to fifty percent of
annual vocabulary growth can be attributed to incidental learning from meaningful
context while reading (Nagy et al., 1987). Leung (1992) found read-alouds seem to be
a particularly powerful instructional strategy for supporting incidental vocabulary
growth in the elementary grades. Stahl, Richek, and VVandevier (1991) explored indirect
learning of vocabulary words with sixth graders and found that students were able to
learn a significant number of vocabulary words from reading, discussing their reading,
and listening to orally presented passages. Collectively, these findings indicate that
vocabulary growth occurs when we “immerse students in words in a variety of ways
and get them personally and actively involved in constructing word meanings” (Duke
& Bennett-Armistead, 2003, p. 182).

Strategies for teaching vocabulary across the curriculum

Teachers can help students improve vocabulary by providing instruction that
helps them see the value and relevance of word study and allows them to study
interesting and important words that come from texts they read in the classroom.
Teachers can also focus student attention on learning new words at both the literal level
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(i.e., dictionary or glossary definition) and the conceptual level; help them use new
words in their speaking, listening, reading and writing (Dixon- Krauss, 2001); get them
actively engaged in interactive word-learning experiences (Rosenbaum, 2001); focus
their attention on learning clusters of words that share a common element or origin
(Hennings, 2000); demonstrate to them how to learn vocabulary before,

during, and after reading (Greenwood, 2004); and stress to them that learning new
words is not an end in itself but a tool to enhance reading comprehension (Harmon,

Wood, Hedrick, & Gress, 2008). Teachers can also display an attitude of
excitement

and interest in words and language (Bromley, 2007).

This can be a catalyst for students to actively, and even playfully, engage in
learning new words, as recommended by Nilsen and Nilsen (2002). Using the thesaurus
to develop synonym games and puzzles is just one way teachers can accomplish this
(Mountain, 2008). While there are certainly many ways to teach and

learn vocabulary (see Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002), it is important to note
that there is no single best way (Blachowicz, Fisher, Ogle, & Watts-Taffe, 2006).
Teachers should keep four factors in mind when they consider strategies to teach
vocabulary: (1) the students they are teaching, (2) the nature of the words they decide
to teach, (3) their instructional purposes in teaching each of those words, and (4) the
strategies they employ to teach the words (Flanigan & Greenwood, 2007). In this
section | will describe eight research-based instructional strategies teachers can use to
teach vocabulary across the curriculum: alphaboxes, word questioning, linear array,
polar opposites, story impressions, word sorts for narrative and expository texts, and
anticipation guides.

References

1. Allen, J. (2007). Inside words. Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

2. Allen, J. (1999). Words, words, words: Teaching vocabulary in grades 4-12.
Portland, ME: Stenhouse.

3. Anderson, R. C., & Nagy, W. E. (1991). Word meanings. In R. Barr,

4. M. L. Kamil, P. B. Mosenthal, & P. D. Pearson (Eds.), Handbook of reading
research (pp. 690-724). New York, NY: Longman.

5. Anderson, R. C., Wilson, P. T., & Fielding, L. G. (1986). Growth in reading and
how children spend their time outside of school. Technical Report No. 389. Urbana,
IL: University of Illinois, Center for the Study of Reading.

6. Anfara, V. A., Jr., Andrews, P. G., Hough, D. L., Mertens, S. B., Mizelle, N. B., &
White, G. P. (2003). Research and resources in support of This We Believe.
Westerville, OH: National Middle School Association.

7. Baumann, J. F., & Kameenui, E. J. (1991). Research on vocabulary instruction:
Ode to Voltaire. In J. Flood, J. M. Jensen, D. Lapp, & J. R. Squire, (Eds.),

@ http://www.newjournal.org/ <4163} » Buinyck scyprnana Ne — 16
Yacmv—4_ Mapm—2023


http://www.newjournal.org/

AT o7,
. az,
o ,w

ObPA30OBAHHE HAYKA U HHHOBAIIHUOHHBIE H/IEU B MUPE

NN

2181-3187

10.

Handbook on teaching the English language arts (pp. 604-632). New York, NY:
Macmillan.

Narimanova J. Y. The Challenges of the Black Female Spirit in the Stories of Alice
Walker. WEB OF SYNERGY: International Interdisciplinary Research Journal
Volume 2 Issue 1, Year 2023 ISSN: 2835-3013.
https://univerpubl.com/index.php/synergy.

Narimanova J.Y. Raising EFL Students” Intercultural Communication through
Short Stories. International Journal of Academic Pedagogical Research (IJAPR)
ISSN: 2643-9603 Vol. 4, Issue 7, July — 2020, Pages: 24-32.

Narimanova J.Y. The Role of Teachers’ Cultural Awareness in Preparing to Work
with Multicultural Students. The American Journal of Social Science and
Education Innovations (ISSN — 2689-100x) Published: September 18, 2020. P:
172-181.

@ http://www.newjournal.org/ 11645 » Buinyck scypuana Ne — 16

Yacmv—4_Mapm—2023


http://www.newjournal.org/
https://univerpubl.com/index.php/synergy

