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Effective Vocabulary Instruction
Introduction
Vocabulary knowledge plays an important role in students’ ability to comprehend text, as many studies have 
demonstrated (Beck, McKewon, & Kuncan, 2013; Freebody & Anderson, 1983; Pearson, Hiebert, & Kamil, 2007). 
Research that looks at the relationship between vocabulary and reading comprehension suggests that the 
connection between the two relies, in part, on vocabulary knowledge facilitating inference making (Blachowicz, 
Fisher, Ogle, & Watts-Taffe, 2006). 

The fact that directly teaching vocabulary has been demonstrated to increase reading comprehension has 
further strengthened the connection between vocabulary and comprehension (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). It is 
important to note, however, that many studies advocate the need for vocabulary instruction to follow specific 
guidelines to have an effect; for example, students need multiple exposures to target words in order to show 
a measurable change in vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension (Beck, Perfetti, & McKewon, 1982; 
Nagy, 1988; Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986).

I. Vocabulary Instruction
When addressing explicit instruction in vocabulary, several investigators have proposed similar approaches 
to teaching vocabulary. For example, Marzano (2009) described a six-step method for teaching new words, 
which consists of 1) explaining the word using student-friendly language; 2) having students paraphrase using 
their own words; 3) asking students to show the word with a picture; 4) allowing students to discuss the word; 
5) engaging students in refining and reflecting on their original writing of the word; and 6) applying the word 
through games. Beck et al. (2013) suggested a similar approach of Say, Define, [give an] Example, and Ask. 

In order to provide an adequate vocabulary foundation, teachers need to directly teach between 400 and 700 
words per year (Beck et al., 2013). Because instructional time is limited, a strategic approach to word selection 
(for example, one where teachers select words found in students’ reading selections and units of study) is a 
key step in maximizing the educational gains of vocabulary instruction (Baumann & Graves, 2010). An adequate 
choice of target words ensures that students are taught words that lead to academic success. According to Beck 
et al. (2013), words can be sorted into three common categories for vocabulary instruction based largely on the 
frequency with which students encounter words:

•	 Everyday or Tier 1 words are simpler words that are typically learned before schooling begins;

•	 General academic or Tier 2 words are commonly learned in school and used by  
mature readers and writers;

•	 Domain-specific or Tier 3 words are often found in informational text focusing on specialized domains. 

Selecting target vocabulary words based on their educational value must then be followed by a plan for 
ensuring that students develop a robust understanding of those words through effective instruction.

II. Features of Effective Vocabulary Instruction
In addition to principles common to teaching any subject matter—for example, communicating clear objectives, 
giving feedback, and monitoring performance—vocabulary instruction should meet additional guidelines to 
ensure learning and retention (Brown, Roediger, & McDaniel, 2014; Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). 

Those guidelines can be summarized as follows: vocabulary instruction must include spaced independent 
practice with multiple exposures using multiple modalities.
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•	 Spaced independent practice refers to the frequency and duration with which students practice 
words independently. Specifically, multiple, shorter practice sessions are more effective at promoting 
understanding and retention compared to sessions that are longer but less frequent (Brown et al., 
2014; Willingham, 2002). In other words, practice sessions should be spaced in time rather than 
condensed within a short period of time. In that sense, the traditional approach of teaching a set of 
vocabulary words per week, where students practice the newly learned words for one week and 
then move on to new words without revisiting the ones already learned, does not allow for spaced 
independent practice (Willingham, 2002). 

•	 Multiple exposures refers to the number of times students are exposed to a word. Once students 
visit a word a dozen or more times, they are better able to comprehend it and integrate it into their 
vocabulary repertoire in writing, speech, and play (McKewon, Beck, Omanson, & Pople, 1985). Being 
able to experience multiple exposures to a word increases the likelihood that, cumulatively, those 
exposures will provide a variety of context clues and additional background knowledge that will help 
students to learn the word (Penno, Wilkinson, & Moore, 2002; Brown et al., 2014).

•	 	Multiple modalities refers to implementing variation into how students interact with new words; for 
example, by having students read, hear, and say the words (University of Michigan, 2016). Students 
also benefit from exposure to the phonemic properties of words, including hearing the word while 
simultaneously observing the corresponding letters in the written word (Marzano, 2004) and seeing 
and hearing the syllabication of words (Rasinski, Rupley, & Nichols, 2008). Playing games that involve 
manipulating vocabulary words also helps students develop a metacognitive understanding of the 
function and role of words; for example, when students see words as entities that can be used and 
examined, they become more interested in words (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2004).

Vocabulary A–Z™ Supports Explicit Vocabulary Instruction 
The resources in Vocabulary A–Z were designed to support vocabulary development through effective 
instruction and practice.

•	 Word Lists include lists of vocabulary words organized by function, content area, tier, specialized sets 
(such as Dolch, Fry, and Marzano word lists), and connections to other resources, including those for 
ELL learners. Teachers can access these word lists or create their own from a pool of more than 17,000 
words. Once a word list is created, its contents populate a printable 5-Day Lesson Plan to introduce 
and practice the words in multiple modalities, including games. The five days in these teaching plans 
need not be consecutive; teachers can use this plan for spaced practice.

•	 Game-based practice is a series of online activities where students apply their knowledge of new 
words in game-like tasks and receive immediate feedback for their answers. In this online practice, 
students apply their vocabulary words by matching words to definitions, context sentences or images; 
filling out context sentences with the correct words; and using definitions, context sentences, and 
cloze sentences as clues to find or spell vocabulary words. Teachers can also digitally assign game-
based practice for vocabulary words from texts in Reading A–Z®, Raz-Plus®, Science A–Z®, and 
popular basal programs.

•	 	Quizzes are printable or interactive tools that allow teachers to quickly gauge student knowledge of 
target words.

•	 Premade Vocabulary Lessons are 5-Day Lesson Plans that include words found in specific texts 
from Reading A–Z, Raz-Plus, Science A–Z, and popular basal programs. Through their connection 
with specific texts, these lessons help to ensure that students also have a wider context for the target 
words. The words in premade vocabulary lessons can be assigned digitally to students in the form of 
game-based practice.



LearningA-Z.com 4 

––––––– 
REFERENCES

Baumann, J. F., & Graves, M. F. (2010). What is academic vocabulary? Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy, 54(1), 4-12.

Beck, I. L., McKewon, M. G., & Kuncan, L. (2013). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary instruction. New York: Guilford Press. 

Beck, I. L., Perfetti, C. A., & McKewon, M. G. (1982). Effects of long-term vocabulary instruction on lexical access and reading 
comprehension. Journal of Educational Psychology, 74(4), 506-521.

Blachowicz, C. L., & Fisher, P. J. (2004). Vocabulary lessons. Educational Leadership, 61(6), 66-69.

Blachowicz, C. L., Fisher, P. J., Ogle, D., & Watts-Taffe, S. (2006). Vocabulary: Questions from the classroom. Reading Research Quarterly, 
41(4), 524-539.

Brown, P. C., Roediger, H. L., & McDaniel, M. A. (2014). Make it stick: The science of successful learning. Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Freebody, P., & Anderson, R. C. (1983). Effects of vocabulary difficulty, text cohesion, and schema availability on reading comprehension. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 18(3), 277-294. 

Marzano, R. J. (2004). Building background knowledge for academic achievement: Research on what works in schools. Alexandria, VA: 
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

Marzano, R. J. (2009). The art and science of teaching: Six steps to better vocabulary instruction. Educational Leadership, 67(1), 83-84.

Marzano, R. J., Pickering, D., & Pollock, J. E. (2001). Classroom instruction that works: Research-based strategies for increasing student 
achievement. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development. 

McKewon, M. G., Beck, I. L., Omanson, R. C., & Pople, M. T. (1985). The art and science of teaching: Some effects of the nature and 
frequency of vocabulary instruction on the knowledge and use of words. Reading Research Quarterly, 20(5), 522-535.

Nagy, W. E. (1988). Teaching vocabulary to improve reading comprehension. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Pearson, P. D., Hiebert, E. H., & Kamil, M. L. (2007). Vocabulary assessment: What we know and what we need to learn. Reading Research 
Quarterly, 42(2), 282-296.

Penno, J. F., Wilkinson, I. A., & Moore, D. W. (2002). Vocabulary acquisition from teacher explanation and repeated listening to stories: Do 
they overcome the Matthew effect? Journal of Educational Psychology, 94(1), 23-33.

Rasinski, T., Rupley, W. H., & Nichols, W. D. (2008). Two essential ingredients: Phonics and fluency getting to know each other. The 
Reading Teacher, 62(3), 257-260.

Stahl, S. A., & Fairbanks, M. M. (1986). The effects of vocabulary instruction: A model-based meta-analysis. Review of Educational 
Research, 56(1), 72-110.

University of Michigan. (2016). Vocabulary best practices. Retrieved from 
http://dyslexiahelp.umich.edu/professionals/dyslexia-school/vocabulary#7

Willingham, D. T. (2002). Allocating student study time: “Massed” versus “distributed” practice. Retrieved from  
https://www.aft.org/periodical/american-educator/summer-2002/ask-cognitive-scientist


