Carmel Swinson

Vocabulary Instruction

I.  Learning the Form of Words

A. Children should hear words spoken often and repeated enough to have established words in a meaningful context in the long term memory. 

B. Teachers should focus learners’ attentions on the words and their meanings.

Example activities: Word Wall. 

Teachers have a bulletin board with words divided according to letters of the alphabet in an accessible area of the classroom. As new words are introduced throughout the year, they are added to the word wall. Once a word has been added, all students are expected to spell and use the word appropriately in their writing. (Individual word walls can be made into bookmarks)

II. Learning the Meaning of Words

A. Students need to develop a network of word meanings so that words can be associated with each other. Thematic units in which words occur repeatedly with rich sensory input help to make links.  (FYI: cognates are words that transfer from English into another language. Direct instruction with ESL students in the Cognates of the native language and our language is a great way to help establish word meanings).

Example Activities: Polysemous Words

Students use a dictionary to explore the multiple meanings of targeted words.

       Synonym Knowledge

Students are given lists of new words from the content area to match with synonyms that they already know. 1. teacher prepares a list of new vocab words that students need to know. In another column, teacher lists synonyms for the new words using already known words. Students match them up. 

      What Is It?

Students play a guessing game to identify given vocab words or terms based on their semantic features. (i.e. It is made of metal. It has a leather strap on it. It fits on a boot. It is used to make a horse go faster. Answer: a spur). Students can create their own lists of traits and make riddles.




III. Learning the Use of Words 

A. Each word in the language fits into certain patterns within phrases and sentences. (Noun, Adjective, Adverb, etc.) Lots of nouns even can be used in different functions.  Learning uses of words and sentence constraints is done largely through rich linguistic input and interaction.

Example Activity: Predict, Use, Confirm

Teacher selects words to be defined using prediction, sentence writing, and dictionary definition. (FYI when students choose their own words to learn they grow in self-confidence and sustain motivation for learning).

Word Sorts

Students are given content words into categories established by either teacher or students.

