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Indicator: All teachers include vocabulary development (general vocabulary and terms specific to 
the subject) as learning objectives. (5097)

Personalized Learning

Cognitive Competency: Intentionally 
address students’ accessible background 
knowledge to facilitate new learning

Explanation: Vocabulary is one of the most important determinants of reading success in children. Children who 
have limited vocabularies during early childhood are likely to fall further behind in reading comprehension without 
intervention. Direct, explicit, vocabulary instruction has been shown to improve word learning and reading compre-
hension, helping to close the gap between at-risk children and their typical peers.

Questions: Why is vocabulary instruction important? What are the best practices for vocabulary instruction?

Why is vocabulary instruction important?

There is a growing sense of urgency to enhance vocabulary development in the primary grades through instruction 
and intervention that specifically target vocabulary growth (Biemiller, 2001). Vocabulary has long been recognized as 
a strong determinant of reading success. Young children who enter school with limited vocabulary knowledge are at 
greater risk for later reading difficulties, particularly, reading comprehension difficulties (Catts, Fey, Zhang, & Tomblin, 
2001) and a vocabulary gap only grows larger in the early grades (Biemiller & Slomin, 2001). It appears that vocabu-
lary growth is largely determined by parental practices, particularly before third grade (Biemiller, 2003).

Vocabulary, in addition to word-identification, is the major factor that limits reading comprehension (Becker, 1977; 
Biemiller & Slonin, 2001; Chall & Conard, 1991; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997). According to Becker (1977), word-
identification on its own is not sufficient in helping disadvantaged children to reach reading comprehension beyond 
grade level two. Further, he notes that disadvantaged children’s declining reading comprehension in grades 3 and 4 
largely results from lack of adequate vocabulary knowledge. Biemiller (2003) summarizes it thus, “simple vocabu-
lary knowledge and word identification skill account for almost the entire variance seen in reading comprehension” 
(p.325).

The development of vocabulary is a life-long process. Teaching vocabulary throughout the schools years is not just a 
learning process for those struggling with or learning the English language, but also for all students as they master 
new content and skills (Sniad, 2016). 

What are the best practices for vocabulary instruction?

Direct, explicit vocabulary instruction has been shown to help young children who are at risk for later language and 
vocabulary difficulties and perhaps begin to close the vocabulary gap (Cuticelli, M., Coyne, Ware, Oldham, & Rattan, 
2015). Marulis and Neuman’s 2010 meta-analysis of 67 studies and 216 effect sizes sought to better understand the 
impact of explicit vocabulary training on word learning. Results indicated an overall effect size of .88, demonstrating, 
on average, a gain of nearly one standard deviation on vocabulary measures. Further, Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) cal-
culated a mean effect size of .97 in their meta-analysis of the effects of explicit vocabulary instruction on comprehen-



2

Wise Ways®

30, 74–88.
Cunningham, A. E., & Stanovich, K. E. (1997). Early read-

ing acquisition and its relation to reading experience 
and ability 10 years later. Developmental Psychology, 
33, 934–945.

Cuticelli, M., Coyne, M. D., Ware, S. M., Oldham, A., & 
Rattan, S. L. (2015). Improving vocabulary skills of 
kindergarten students through a multi-tier instruc-
tional approach. Intervention in School & Clinic, 50(3), 
150–156

Marulis, L. M. & Neuman, S. B. (2010). The effects of vo-
cabulary intervention on young children’s word learn-
ing. Review of Educational Research, 80(3), 300–335. 

Samuels, S. J. (1997). The method of repeated readings. 
The Reading Teacher, 50, 376–381. 

Samuels, S. J. (2006). Looking backward: Reflections on 
a career in reading. Journal of Literacy Research, 38, 
327–344.

Sniad, T. (2016) Next-generation teachers in linguisti-
cally diverse classrooms. In M. Murphy, S. Redding, & 
J. Twyman (Eds.), Handbook on personalized learning 
for states, districts, and schools. Retrieved from http://
www.centeril.org/2016handbook/resources/Cover_
Sniad_web.pdf

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. 

Vaughn, S., Gersten, R., & Chard, D. J. (2000). The under-
lying message in LD intervention research: Findings 
from research syntheses. Exceptional Children, 67(1), 
99–114.

©2016 Academic Development Institute	

sion of passages containing taught words.

Features of effective vocabulary instruction and inter-
vention for at-risk students include (a) direct, explicit 
instruction that includes extensive teacher modeling; (b) 
teacher and material scaffolding that carefully controls 
the level of task difficulty (e.g., moving from easier to 
more difficult tasks throughout the instruction); and 
(c) numerous practice opportunities with immediate 
and specific feedback (Coyne, McCoach, & Kapp, 2007; 
Vaughn, Gersten, & Chard, 2000). Further, Stahl & 
Fairbanks (1986) suggest that the most effective vocabu-
lary teaching methods in the included studies had both 
definitional and contextual information in their programs 
and give the students more than one or two exposures 
to the to-be-learned words.

Although accuracy is important in identifying words, it 
is important to further develop fluency or the ability to 
decode a word with relative ease with no hesitation. 
Fluency is developed through an abundance of teacher-
directed explicit practice in reading text (Samuels, 1997, 
2006).
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