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Abstract

Why teach vocabulary? What are the best practices in current vocabulary instruction? How can I get my students to connect to and synthesize new vocabulary words? What are the best methods for teaching vocabulary? These are some questions that come to mind when I think about teaching new vocabulary to my students. The purpose of this research is to provide the best practices in vocabulary instruction.

Vocabulary Instruction


In order for children to acquire a broad vocabulary base of words, it is important that they receive vocabulary instruction on a regular basis. Vocabulary is important in content areas since it includes both information students should know and words they need to function within the subject (Rekrut, 1996).Vocabulary has long been recognized as a strong determinant of reading success (Biemiller, 2003). Understanding vocabulary words and how to decipher meaning from unknown words is critical in reading comprehension. Students with deficient vocabularies are subject to have difficulty understanding written text (Alber and Foil 2002 and Biemiller, 2003). 

Vocabulary, word meaning, development is a critical aspect of successful reading (Nichols, John W., Rupley, William H., and Logan, William D. 1998). The main reason students have trouble with reading is they are unable to make sense of words. Vocabulary growth, along with comprehension, are essential components of a balanced reading program (Nichols, John W., Rupley, William H., and Logan, William D. 1998). Children with a broad range of vocabulary are able to make inferences from text better than students with a limited knowledge base of words and are also able to gain meaning from written text better. 

Students must be taught vocabulary directly. It is important to teach students procedures for learning new words (Foorman 2001 and Rekrut, 1996). Vocabulary instruction is much more than writing definition for random words. Students need explicit instruction to understand what strong readers do when they encounter unknown words. There are strategies and processes that students can be taught to use to help them make sense of new, unfamiliar words. Using a whole literacy approach in the classroom provides the most favorable environment for vocabulary development (Blachowicz and Lee, 1991).

Guidelines for vocabulary instruction


Active engagement in vocabulary instruction is necessary in order for students to remember vocabulary terms or to recall strategies to use in discovering meaning of unknown words.  Below are guidelines for teaching vocabulary in a whole literacy classroom.

1. Choose all vocabulary for instruction from contextual reading to be done in the classroom, both literary and content material.

2. Use maps or organizers of the reading material to help identify the words for study.

3. Plan pre-reading knowledge activation activities for the selection or chapter.

4. Involve vocabulary in post-reading discussion. 

5. Use contextual reinspection and semantic manipulation for words that are still unclear after reading and discussion.

6. Use vocabulary in an integrated way (Blachowicz and Lee, 1991).

Best practices in vocabulary instruction


We cannot assume that students will remember words because we have told them their meanings or because they merely copy definitions from the dictionary. Students must be able to use prior knowledge and make connections to words in order to get meaning from them. The following are research-based strategies for vocabulary instruction.

· Teachers should model interest in vocabulary by showing their own curiosity about words,

· Teachers must use think aloud strategies during direct vocabulary instruction,

· Students need to be able to apply what they learn in authentic context, and

· Students need to be exposed to a rich amount of print and language usage. It is important that vocabulary instructional practices immerse students in language-rich activities that teach words in meaningful reading experiences. (Blachowicz and Fisher, 2003, Greenwood, 2002, and Nichols, John W., Rupley, William H., Logan, William D., 1998). When students are immersed in language-environments, their vocabulary will reflect extensive and complex understandings of many different concepts (Brabham, Edna Greene, Villaume, Susan Kidd, 2002).

Some activities for vocabulary instruction are:

· Word play games – Students need to be able to reflect on, manipulate, combine, and recombine the components of words. Puzzles, riddles, and other words games are fun ways for students to practice and use new vocabulary (Blachowicz and Fisher, 2003 and Towell, 1997).

· Graphic organizers – Students can make meaning about the relationship of words by using graphic organizers. Semantic webs, maps, and other types of organizers help students to graph words by their meanings to help in building their ability to recall the words when necessary (Blachowicz and Fisher, 2003).

· Control of learning – Students need to be in control of their learning. They need to be able to select words to study and use context clues, word structure, and word references to get information about important vocabulary words that they need to know (Blachowicz and Fisher, 2003).

· Use of the dictionary – Students should be taught how to maneuver through the dictionary to select the appropriate meaning for unknown words. Teachers should spend time teaching students how to use the dictionary. This will help student see that the English language is a system and how they can figure out the meaning of words with multiple meanings because they already know one meaning of the word (Blachowicz and Fisher, 2003 and Anderson Janet C., Nilsen, Alleen Pace, Nilsen, Don L.F., Zumwalt, Marcus, Richards, 2003).

· Music – Using music can motivate students in learning vocabulary words and developing phonemic awareness (Towell, 1997).

· List-Group-Label - Working in cooperative groups, students list as many words as possible that begin with a specific letter. After the lists of words are made and counted, students sort and label the words according to different categories. This makes the words more meaningful and easier to remember. (Towell, 1997).

Conclusion

Once new vocabulary has been introduced, students need more than just a few brief exposures to truly learn it. Students need multiple opportunities over an extended period of time to encounter the new term in a variety of normal contexts. They need to read, hear, write, and speak it, so that the word is internalized and becomes part of their usable vocabularies (Greenwood, 2002). Students must be actively involved when learning new words. Hands-on activities are student-centered approaches to meeting the needs of a wide range of learning modalities in the classroom. Continuous cultivation of students' language ability is the foundation for vocabulary growth (Rupley, William H., Logan, John W., Nichols, William D., 1998). This is done through oral language experiences, opportunities to write, and frequent opportunities to read a wide variety of books. Through direct instruction, by allowing students ample time and opportunities to use new words, and by allowing exposing to a rich language, students can improve their vocabulary.
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