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Research
The	goal	of	this	notebook,	Strategies	for	Building	Academic	Vocabulary	in	Science,	 is
to	 assist	 content	 teachers	 in	 helping	 students	 develop	 effective	 strategies	 that	 support
vocabulary	knowledge	and	conceptual	understanding	in	science.	Vocabulary	knowledge
has	 been	 proven	 to	 be	 a	 key	 component	 of	 reading	 comprehension,	 as	well	 as	 being



strongly	 related	 to	 general	 academic	 achievement	 (Feldman	 and	 Kinsella	 2005).
Similarly,	vocabulary	deficiencies	have	been	linked	to	academic	failure	among	students
(Becker	 1977,	 as	 cited	 in	 Baker,	 Simmons,	 and	 Kame’enui	 1995).	 Students	 need	 to
understand	key	vocabulary	words	specific	to	the	science	topic	they	are	studying	in	order
to	fully	comprehend	the	concepts.	Students	also	need	a	strong	understanding	of	general
academic	vocabulary	that	crosses	all	content	areas.

What	Is	Vocabulary	Knowledge?
Simply	 put,	 vocabulary	 knowledge	 means	 having	 an	 awareness	 of	 words	 and	 word
meanings.	Yet,	vocabulary	skills	are	much	more	complicated	 than	simply	reciting	key
terms	and	their	definitions.	In	addition,	vocabulary	words	may	be	presented	orally	or	in
print,	 so	 learning	new	words	often	means	 considering	both	oral	 and	printed	 contexts.
Oral	vocabulary	 includes	 terms	 that	 students	 are	 able	 to	 identify	 and	use	 in	 listening
and	speaking,	while	print	vocabulary	 includes	 terms	 that	 students	are	able	 to	 identify
and	use	in	reading	and	writing.

Furthermore,	 vocabulary	 knowledge	 is	 often	 described	 as	 receptive	 or	 expressive.
Receptive	 vocabulary	 includes	 words	 that	 we	 recognize	 when	 we	 hear	 or	 see	 them.
Expressive	vocabulary	 includes	words	 that	we	 use	when	we	 speak	 or	write.	 Students
typically	have	a	larger	receptive	vocabulary	than	expressive	vocabulary	(Lehr,	Osborn,
and	Hiebert	2004).	This	is	because	students	are	familiar	with	many	words	but	may	not
fully	 understand	 their	 multiple	 definitions	 or	 uses.	 Students	 may	 have	 had	 some
exposure	to	a	word,	but	they	don’t	know	the	deeper	nuances	of	how	that	word	is	used	in
oral	and	written	language.	These	may	be	terms	that	students	would	not	use	in	speaking
or	writing	because	of	limited	understanding.

So,	then,	what	does	it	mean	for	a	student	to	truly	know	a	word?	Beck,	McKeown,	and
Kucan	 (2002)	 state	 that	 word	 knowledge	 is	 not	 black	 and	 white,	 and	 understanding
vocabulary	is	not	as	simple	as	either	knowing	a	word	or	not	knowing	it.	They	argue	that
the	process	by	which	students	 learn	new	words	 is	 rather	complex	and	often	occurs	 in
progression.	Word	 knowledge	may	 fall	 on	 a	 continuum,	 ranging	 from	 students	 never
having	heard	of	a	word,	to	students	understanding	all	there	is	to	know	about	a	word,	to
some	 level	of	understanding	 that	 lies	between	 these	 two	extremes.	Understanding	 the
complexity	 of	 what	 it	 means	 to	 know	 a	 word	 helps	 educators	 develop	 a	 vocabulary
program	that	addresses	these	unique	learning	processes.	Likewise,	when	teachers	create
assessments	 related	 to	 vocabulary,	 they	 must	 keep	 in	 mind	 that	 certain	 types	 of
assessments—multiple-choice	 tests,	 for	 example—may	 not	 reflect	 the	 way	 in	 which
students	develop	and	process	new	information	about	words.

What	Is	Academic	Vocabulary?
Some	 educators	 differentiate	 between	 general	 academic	 vocabulary	 and	 specialized
content	 vocabulary	 when	 discussing	 academic	 vocabulary.	 What	 is	 the	 difference?
Yopp,	Yopp,	and	Bishop	(2009)	have	developed	definitions	for	each	category.	General
academic	 vocabulary	 includes	 high-utility	 words	 found	 across	 content	 areas.	 These
words	 are	 those	 that	 students	 will	 likely	 find	 throughout	 their	 academic	 reading	 and



writing	 experiences	 and	 use	 in	 academic	 speech.	Words	 such	 as	 features,	 attributes,
principle,	 perspective,	 compatible,	 and	 influence	 are	 examples	 of	 general	 academic
vocabulary.	 Specialized	 content	 vocabulary	 includes	 words	 that	 are	 specific	 to	 a
particular	content	area	and	represent	important	concepts	or	ideas	for	students	to	learn.
Examples	 of	 specialized	 content	 vocabulary	 include	 democracy	 (social	 studies),
forensic	 (science),	 numerator	 (mathematics),	 and	 protagonist	 (language	 arts).	 In	 this
notebook,	all	specialized	content	vocabulary	is	related	to	science	topics	that	are	covered
in	grades	1–8.	Students	will	learn	specialized	content	words	such	as	adaptation,	density,
refraction,	 and	 substance.	 Specialized	 content	 vocabulary	 is	 considered	 a	 part	 of
academic	vocabulary.

Why	Teach	Academic	Vocabulary?
Yopp,	Yopp,	and	Bishop	(2009)	have	synthesized	the	importance	of	teaching	academic
vocabulary.	 Educators	 and	 educational	 researchers	 have	 known	 for	 years	 that
vocabulary	 knowledge	 plays	 a	 significant	 role	 in	 reading	 comprehension.	 Reading
involves	making	 sense	 of	written	 language.	 In	 order	 to	 read	 successfully,	we	need	 to
understand	the	words	the	author	has	chosen	to	use.	A	large	body	of	research	confirms
that	vocabulary	knowledge	is	positively	related	to	a	student’s	ability	to	comprehend	text
(Lehr,	 Osborn,	 and	 Hiebert	 2004).	 Although	 much	 remains	 to	 be	 learned,	 the
relationship	between	word	knowledge	and	comprehension	is	unequivocal.	Further,	there
is	 evidence	 that	 instruction	 in	 vocabulary	 positively	 affects	 reading	 comprehension
(Baumann,	Kame’enui,	and	Ash	2003).

Vocabulary	knowledge	is	clearly	crucial	for	success	in	reading.	However,	its	influence
does	 not	 stop	 with	 reading.	 Vocabulary	 knowledge	 also	 plays	 a	 significant	 role	 in
overall	 academic	 success	 (Lehr,	 Osborn,	 and	 Hiebert	 2004).	 Students’	 knowledge	 of
words	 impacts	 their	 achievement	 in	 all	 areas	 of	 the	 curriculum	 because	 words	 are
necessary	 for	 communicating	 the	content.	As	classroom	 teachers	know,	 students	have
difficulty	understanding	and	expressing	the	concepts	and	principles	of	the	content	areas
if	 they	 do	 not	 know	 the	 specialized	 vocabulary	 that	 represents	 those	 concepts	 and
principles.

Indeed,	 Marzano	 (2004)	 maintains	 that	 there	 is	 a	 strong	 relationship	 between
vocabulary	 knowledge	 and	 background	 knowledge.	 Therefore,	 by	 building	 students’
vocabulary,	 we	 can	 increase	 their	 background	 knowledge,	 thereby	 providing	 more
opportunities	for	learning	new	concepts.

Guidelines	for	Choosing	Words	to	Teach
Feldman	and	Kinsella	clearly	articulate	categories	of	general	academic	and	specialized
content	words	 that	 are	 important	 to	 include	 in	 a	 comprehensive	 vocabulary	 program.
They	explain	that	 teachers	must	be	discriminating	in	their	choices	and	focus	on	either
“words	that	are	related	to	the	central	lesson	concepts	or	words	that	have	general	utility
in	 academic	 contexts”	 (2005).	 Educators	 who	 use	 suggested	 word	 lists	 from	 basal
reading	 programs	 may	 struggle	 with	 choosing	 vocabulary	 words,	 as	 these	 materials
often	 highlight	 the	 most	 unique	 or	 unusual	 words	 related	 to	 a	 passage	 or	 a	 content



lesson.	Thus,	teachers	spend	a	lot	of	time	teaching	words	that	students	won’t	use	much
beyond	 a	 single	 learning	 opportunity.	When	working	with	English	 language	 learners,
these	 word	 choices	 are	 even	 more	 important	 because	 opportunities	 for	 learning	 new
words	are	critical	in	helping	students	access	content	matter.

Feldman	 and	 Kinsella	 state	 that	 teachers	 must	 prioritize	 which	 unfamiliar	 words	 to
teach	and	choose	vocabulary	that	falls	under	the	following	categories:

“big	idea”	words	that	get	at	the	central	concepts	addressed	in	the	text	or	lesson

general	academic	words	that	are	commonly	used	and	applied	across	the	content
areas	and	grade	levels

words	that	are	specific	to	the	subject	area	and	are	frequently	taught	to	students	at	a
particular	age	and	at	a	particular	proficiency	level

words	with	multiple	meanings

related	words	that	might	help	students	engage	in	academic	discourse	about	the	topic
and	ideas	and/or	themes	associated	with	it

Sample	word	 lists	have	been	 included	in	 the	appendix.	These	 lists	 include	specialized
content	and	general	academic	vocabulary	words	for	grades	1–2,	3–5,	and	6–8.

Best	Practices
Vocabulary	 teaching	 is	 critical	 for	 helping	 students	 increase	 their	 oral	 vocabulary,
enhance	their	reading	comprehension,	and	extend	their	writing	skills.	Yet,	 in	order	for
students	to	benefit	from	their	word	knowledge,	it	 is	not	enough	for	teachers	to	simply
introduce	 new	vocabulary	 and	 share	 definitions.	 In	 short,	 the	 quality	 of	 a	 vocabulary
program	matters.

Research	shows	that	there	are	several	components	of	an	effective	vocabulary	program:

regular	opportunities	to	develop	oral	language	(Nagy	2005)

a	culture	of	promoting	word	consciousness	(Nagy	and	Scott	2000)

dynamic,	explicit	instruction	of	key	words	(Beck,	McKeown,	and	Kucan	2002)

guidance	in	independent	word-learning	strategies	(Graves	2000)

daily	structured	contexts	for	academic	word	use	in	speaking,	writing,	and
assessment	(Beck,	McKeown,	and	Kucan	2002)

students’	fluent	reading	of	varied	text	(Cunningham	and	Stanovich	1998)

Developing	Oral	Language
According	 to	 the	 National	 Reading	 Panel	 (2000),	 most	 word	 learning	 occurs
incidentally,	as	children	are	exposed	to	and	engaged	in	oral	language.	Teachers	can	put
these	 research	 findings	 to	 use	 in	 their	 classrooms	 by	 purposefully	 providing
opportunities	for	students	to	hear	and	use	academic	vocabulary:	exposing	them	to	new
and	intriguing	words,	using	these	types	of	words	throughout	the	day,	and	intentionally



pointing	 out	 interesting	 words.	 These	 purposeful	 interactions	 with	 higher-level
vocabulary	words	are	important	to	developing	students’	vocabulary.	Research	indicates
that	 the	 sophistication	 of	 language	 students	 hear	 and	 speak	 is	 a	 stronger	 predictor	 of
their	 later	 vocabulary	 knowledge	 than	 the	 number	 of	words	 that	 they	 hear	 and	 speak
(Weizman	and	Snow	2001).

Developing	Word	Consciousness
A	related	notion	to	vocabulary	knowledge	is	the	idea	that	as	students	learn	new	words,
they	 are	 developing	 their	 own	word	 consciousness.	Word	 consciousness	means	 being
aware	of	words	and	their	definitions	and	having	a	strong	interest	in	learning	about	new
words	(Nagy	and	Scott	2000,	as	cited	in	Lehr,	Osborn,	and	Hiebert	2004).	This	interest
includes	 a	 curiosity	 about	where	words	 and	word	parts	 come	 from	and	how	 they	 are
related	 to	 other	 languages.	 Students	 with	 a	 strong	 sense	 of	 word	 consciousness	 also
enjoy	the	sound	of	words	that	they	speak	or	hear,	the	ways	in	which	words	interact	with
each	 other	 to	 communicate	 ideas,	 and	 the	 importance	 of	 word	 meanings	 in	 sending
messages	to	others.	What	is	most	important	is	the	idea	that	word	consciousness	is	not
merely	 developed	 in	 the	 classroom	 and	 does	 not	 necessarily	 come	 from	 a	 teacher.
Rather,	students	understand	that	word	consciousness	occurs	everywhere,	 in	and	out	of
the	classroom,	and	at	various	times	throughout	their	lives.

Instruction	of	Key	Words
Explicit	 instruction	 of	 key	 words	 involves	 a	 much	 more	 thorough	 and	 well-planned
instruction	of	critical	 terms.	Feldman	and	Kinsella	 (2005)	advocate	a	consistent,	 five-
step	approach	to	teaching	students	new	words.

1. Pronounce—A	teacher	must	share	correct	pronunciations	of	vocabulary,	but	he	or
she	should	not	be	the	only	person	in	the	room	who	talks.	Students	need	to	repeat	and
pronounce	new	words.	Call	on	students	to	say	the	word	together	several	times.
Encourage	them	to	turn	to	partners	and	repeat	the	word.

2. Explain—Explaining	a	new	vocabulary	word	does	not	mean	stating	its	dictionary
definition.	Students	need	to	hear	a	simple	and	accessible	explanation	of	the	new
word	using	student-friendly	language.	Sharing	a	familiar	synonym	or	a	connected
word	is	also	useful	in	teaching	new	terms.

3. Provide	Examples—Once	students	hear	what	a	word	means,	they	still	need	to
think	about	how	the	word	definition	fits	with	what	they	already	know.	Students
often	require	two	or	three	examples	to	help	them	understand	a	word’s	true	meaning.
Examples	should	be	familiar	to	students	and,	when	possible,	relevant	to	their	lives
and	experiences.	The	examples	should	also	be	varied	so	that	students	begin	to
understand	the	different	ways	that	a	word	can	be	used.

4. Elaborate—After	hearing	explanations	and	examples,	students	need	to	interact
with	new	words	in	more	personal	ways.	This	may	mean	that	students	share	their



own	examples	of	a	word.	They	might	visualize	something	related	to	the	word	that
helps	them	remember	its	meaning.	They	might	use	the	word	in	a	way	that	makes
sense	in	their	own	lives.	All	of	these	suggestions	will	help	students	think	about
vocabulary	and	how	it	fits	within	their	knowledge	base.

5. Assess—It	is	important	to	incorporate	assessments	into	your	vocabulary	instruction.
These	assessments	may	range	from	quick,	informal	checking	for	understanding	to	a
lengthier,	more	formal	test	or	quiz.	See	the	Assessment	section	for	vocabulary
assessment	ideas.

Word-Learning	Strategies
Once	 students	 have	 been	 introduced	 to	 vocabulary	 and	 guided	 through	 examples	 and
proper	 usage,	 they	 are	 ready	 to	 delve	 deeper	 into	 understanding	 word	 meanings.	 In
order	 to	 do	 so,	 students	must	 be	 equipped	with	 a	 variety	 of	 strategies	 that	 help	 them
identify	unfamiliar	vocabulary	and	incorporate	 those	new	words	into	their	written	and
oral	language.	These	strategies	may	be	more	appropriate	to	introduce	at	different	times
throughout	your	vocabulary	 instruction.	For	example,	some	strategies	are	more	useful
when	 introducing	words,	while	other	 strategies	 should	be	used	after	words	have	been
taught	 and	 studied.	 The	 strategies	 discussed	 in	 Strategies	 for	 Building	 Academic
Vocabulary	in	Science	can	be	 incorporated	 into	your	vocabulary	 instruction	 in	various
ways	and	modified	to	fit	the	needs	of	your	students.

Academic	Language
Another	 key	 component	 of	 a	 complete	 vocabulary	 program	 is	 the	 daily	 use	 of	 new
vocabulary	within	 the	context	of	 academic	 language.	This	 includes	 speaking,	writing,
and	 reading.	 Academic	 language	 includes	 the	 word	 patterns,	 phrases,	 and	 sentence
structures	common	to	academic	writing.	This	language	is	more	formal	and	complex.	It
is	the	kind	of	phrasing	that	students	will	find	and	read	in	textbooks	and	other	reference
materials.	It	is	the	style	that	students	use	in	writing	patterns	for	essays	and	other	forms
of	written	text.	It	is	the	manner	in	which	oral	language	is	used	during	a	debate,	to	argue
a	 point,	 or	 to	 contribute	 relevant	 ideas	 during	 a	 classroom	 discussion.	 Academic
language	 may	 look	 or	 sound	 like	 the	 following	 examples	 of	 common	 academic
language	patterns:

Prior	to	conducting	a	scientific	experiment,	a	scientist	formulates	a	hypothesis	and
develops	procedures	for	conducting	the	investigation.

Scientists	use	methods,	such	as	boiling,	filtering,	or	chromatography,	which	enable
them	to	separate	mixtures	into	their	component	parts.

One	possible	consequence	of	global	warming	may	be	the	scarcity	of	various	types	of
plants	and	animals,	which	could	lead	to	the	extinction	of	animals	that	need	them	to
survive.

Size,	color,	and	shape	are	examples	of	characteristics	that	can	be	used	to	classify
objects.



Learning	academic	language	structures	gives	students	access	to	vocabulary	that	is	used
in	more	challenging	and	demanding	ways.	Academic	 language	development	 is	vitally
important,	 so	 students	 are	 able	 to	 navigate	 their	 way	 through	 classroom	 texts	 and
assignments.	 This	 is	 true	 for	 students	 of	 all	 ages	 and	 abilities	 as	 they	 study	 various
content	areas	throughout	their	school	experiences.

Wide	Reading
Wide	 reading	 refers	 to	 student	 experience	 with	 a	 variety	 of	 texts	 read	 for	 different
purposes	 and	 at	 varying	 levels	 of	 difficulty.	 This	 includes	 read-alouds,	which	 benefit
students	 of	 all	 ages	 (Curtis	 and	Longo	 2001).	Wide	 reading	 exposes	 students	 to	 new
vocabulary	 and	 allows	 them	 to	 see	 those	 words	 in	 different	 contexts.	 There	 is	 a
drawback	to	wide	reading,	however.	Though	wide	reading	can	help	encourage	general
vocabulary	knowledge,	incidental	word	learning	will	not	necessarily	teach	students	the
academic	 and	 content	 vocabulary	 words	 that	 are	 critical	 to	 know.	 As	 students	 read
through	a	text,	there	is	little	way	to	know	what	words	they	are	learning,	how	well	they
understand	them,	or	if	they	can	transfer	that	word	knowledge	to	other	contexts.	That	is
why	wide	reading	is	only	one	element	of	a	multidimensional	vocabulary	program.

Making	Vocabulary	Instruction	Come	to	Life
The	 true	 best	 practices	 for	 teaching	 vocabulary	 are	 those	 that	 spark	 curiosity	 and
motivate	students	to	learn	more	about	new	words.	Historically,	vocabulary	instruction	in
the	 classroom	 has	 often	 been	 characterized	 by	 rote	 memorization,	 meaningless
dictionary	work,	and	 tedious	oral	or	written	assignments.	These	kinds	of	activities	do
not	create	excited	learners	who	are	eager	to	hear,	speak,	and	read	new	words.	Instead,
the	norms	 for	 such	a	program	must	be	 shifted	so	 that	 instruction	 is	 rich	and	dynamic
and	 is	 focused	on	developing	genuine	 interest	 in	words.	Word	 learning	 should	not	be
confined	 to	 the	 classroom,	 only	 to	 occur	 at	 those	 times	 of	 the	 day	 set	 aside	 for
vocabulary.	Rather,	a	well-rounded	vocabulary	program	encourages	students	to	always
look	and	listen	for	interesting	and	unique	words	to	learn	more	about	and	share.	When
students	 are	 able	 to	 apply	 their	 skills	 for	 learning	 unfamiliar	 vocabulary	 throughout
their	daily	 lives	outside	school,	 teachers	can	sit	back	and	watch	these	word	detectives
go	to	work!

Differentiation
Classrooms	have	evolved	into	diverse	pools	of	learners—with	gifted	children,	English
language	 learners,	 high	 achievers,	 learning-disabled	 children,	 underachievers,	 and
average	achievers.	Teachers	are	expected	to	meet	these	diverse	needs	in	one	classroom.
Differentiation	encompasses	what	is	taught,	how	it	is	taught,	and	the	products	children
create	to	show	what	they	have	learned.	These	categories	are	often	referred	to	as	content,
process,	and	product:

Differentiating	by	content	means	putting	more	depth	into	the	curriculum	by
organizing	the	curriculum	concepts	and	structure	of	knowledge.



Differentiating	by	process	requires	the	use	of	varied	instructional	techniques	and
materials	to	enhance	learning.

Differentiating	by	product	means	that	children	are	asked	to	show	their	learning	in
ways	that	will	enhance	their	cognitive	development	and	personal	expression.

Teachers	 can	 keep	 these	 categories	 in	 mind	 as	 they	 plan	 academic	 vocabulary
instruction	that	will	best	meet	the	needs	of	their	students.

Differentiating	for	Below-Grade-Level	Students
Below-grade-level	students	will	probably	need	concepts	to	be	made	more	concrete	for
them.	They	may	also	need	extra	guidance	in	developing	oral	and	written	language.	By
receiving	 extra	 support	 and	 understanding,	 these	 students	 will	 feel	 more	 secure	 and
have	greater	success.

Allow	partner	work	for	instructional	activities.

Allocate	extra	practice	time	for	oral	language	activities.

Allow	for	kinesthetic	(hands-on)	activities	where	appropriate.	For	example,	students
may	act	out	the	meaning	of	a	vocabulary	word.

Differentiating	for	Above-Grade-Level	Students
All	 students	 need	 a	 firm	 foundation	 in	 the	 key	 vocabulary	 of	 the	 curriculum.	 Even
above-grade-level	students	may	not	know	much	about	these	words	or	concepts	before	a
lesson	 begins.	 The	 difference	 is	 that	 these	 students	 usually	 learn	 the	 concepts	 very
quickly.	The	activities	and	end	products	can	be	adapted	to	be	appropriate	for	individual
students.

Have	students	do	less	“practice”	with	familiar	words.

Assign	students	the	words	that	represent	more	complex	concepts.

Assign	more	complex	oral	and	written	responses.

Have	students	design	their	own	strategies	for	learning	about	words	and	then	share
them	with	the	class.

Differentiating	for	English	Language	Learners
English	 language	 learners—particularly	 those	whose	 first	 language	 is	Spanish—make
up	 an	 ever-increasing	 percentage	 of	 our	 school-age	 population	 (U.S.	 Bureau	 of	 the
Census	 2001).	 Not	 surprisingly,	 these	 students	 have	 a	 difficult	 time	 comprehending
what	 they	 read	 in	 school.	One	major	 factor	 is	 their	 lack	 of	 understanding	 of	 abstract
English	 words,	 especially	 the	 types	 of	 words	 they	 encounter	 in	 content-area	 texts
(Garcia	1991).

Like	all	learners,	English	language	learners	need	teachers	who	have	a	strong	knowledge
base	and	commitment	to	developing	students’	language.	It	is	crucial	that	teachers	work
carefully	 to	 develop	 English	 language	 learners’	 academic	 vocabularies.	 Teachers	 of
English	 language	 learners	 should	 keep	 in	 mind	 the	 following	 important	 principles



(Yopp,	Yopp,	and	Bishop	2009):

Encourage	native	language	development.	It	is	easier	for	individuals	to	learn	new
labels	for	already-known	concepts	than	to	learn	new	concepts.

Create	a	safe,	comfortable,	and	nonthreatening	atmosphere	that	encourages	students
to	use	their	new	language	and	ensure	that	they	have	authentic	reasons	to	engage	in
language	use	with	you	and	another	person.

Respect	and	draw	on	students’	backgrounds	and	experiences	and	build	connections
between	the	known	and	the	new.

Know	your	students	and	capitalize	on	their	interests.	All	of	us	are	more	likely	to
attend	to	and	communicate	about	what	we	find	fascinating.

Model	and	scaffold	language	use.

Take	advantage	of	the	cognates	that	exist	between	languages.	For	instance,	many
English	and	Spanish	words,	such	as	family	and	familia,	have	a	common	origin.

Make	use	of	realia,	concrete	materials,	visuals,	pantomime,	and	other	nonlinguistic
representations	of	concepts	to	make	input	comprehensible.	Write	new	words	on	the
board	as	they	are	shared	or	provide	each	student	with	a	set	of	cards	that	contain	the
words.

Introduce	new	words	in	rich	contexts	that	support	meaning.

Ensure	that	students	have	ample	opportunities	for	social	interactions,	especially	in
the	context	of	content	learning.	English	language	learners	need	many	occasions	to
practice	the	academic	language	they	are	learning.

Provide	wait	time	to	give	students	the	opportunity	to	put	their	thoughts	into	words.

Keep	expectations	high	for	all	students—and	for	yourself	as	their	teacher.	Work	for
depth	and	breadth	of	understanding	of	challenging	content	and	promote	critical
thinking.

Differentiating	 by	Proficiency	Levels	 for	English	Language
Learners
All	 teachers	 should	know	 the	 levels	of	 language	acquisition	 for	 each	of	 their	English
language	 learners	 (ELLs).	 Knowing	 these	 levels	 will	 help	 to	 plan	 instruction.	 (The
category	titles	and	number	of	levels	vary	from	district	to	district	or	state	to	state,	but	the
general	 descriptions	 are	 common.)	 Students	 at	 level	 1	 will	 need	 a	 lot	 of	 language
support	in	all	activities,	especially	during	instruction.	Using	visuals	to	support	oral	and
written	 language	 will	 help	 make	 the	 language	 more	 comprehensible.	 These	 students
“often	understand	much	more	than	they	are	able	to	express”	(Herrell	and	Jordan	2004).
It	 is	 the	 teacher’s	 job	 to	 move	 them	 from	 just	 listening	 to	 language	 to	 expressing
language.	Students	at	levels	2	and	3	will	benefit	from	pair	work	in	speaking	tasks,	but
they	will	need	additional	individual	support	during	writing	and	reading	tasks.	Students
at	levels	4	and	5	(or	6,	in	some	cases)	may	appear	to	be	fully	proficient	in	the	English
language.	However,	because	they	are	English	language	learners,	they	may	still	struggle



with	 comprehending	 the	 academic	 language	 used	 during	 instruction.	 They	 may	 also
struggle	with	reading	and	writing.

The	 following	 chart	 shows	 the	 proficiency	 levels	 for	 English	 language	 learners	 at	 a
quick	 glance.	 These	 proficiency	 levels	 are	 based	 on	 the	 World-Class	 Instructional
Design	and	Assessment	(WIDA)	Consortium	(WIDA	2007).

Proficiency	Levels	at	a	Quick	Glance

Assessment
Assessing	students’	word	knowledge	is	a	critical	component	of	vocabulary	instruction.
Meaningful	 vocabulary	 assessments	 can	 help	 teachers	 continually	 monitor	 and	 track
students’	 progress,	 as	 well	 as	 inform	 instruction.	 Assessments	 must	 be	 varied	 and
flexible	 to	 account	 for	 the	 continual	 process	 by	 which	 students	 learn	 new	 words.
Diverse	assessments	highlight	different	kinds	of	knowledge	that	students	have	about	the
words	they	study	and	also	require	learners	to	use	new	words	in	a	multitude	of	contexts.

Vocabulary	assessments	can	fall	under	one	of	two	categories:	associative	or	generative
assessments.

Associative	assessments	test	for	basic	understanding	of	vocabulary	rather	than
thorough	word	knowledge.	These	assessments	are	typically	more	formal	and	might
look	like	standardized	tests,	fill-in-the-blanks,	crossword	or	word	search	puzzles,
and	definition	matching.	Though	these	formats	can	have	a	place	in	a	vocabulary
program,	they	won’t	shed	light	on	whether	students	have	a	deeper	understanding	of
vocabulary,	such	as	using	the	words	in	appropriate	contexts	or	incorporating	them
within	more	formal	academic	language	patterns.



Generative	assessments	require	students	to	share	more	complex	ideas	about
vocabulary	and	to	show	a	level	of	competency	in	how	the	words	are	applied	and
used	within	real	language	structures.	These	types	of	activities	tend	to	deviate	from
the	traditional	pen-and-paper	method	of	displaying	knowledge.	Rather,	students	are
often	engaged	in	more	thought-provoking	discourse	with	their	peers	about	words
and	word	use.	Also,	because	these	forms	of	assessment	tend	to	be	more	informal
and	spontaneous,	teachers	get	an	instant	read	on	student	progress	without	having	to
wait	for	the	unit	review	or	the	end	of	a	chapter	test.	A	more	consistent	use	of
informal	generative	assessments	provides	students	with	an	opportunity	to
continually	consider	and	incorporate	words	into	their	oral	and	written	language.	The
more	regular	the	exposure	to	words,	the	greater	the	depth	of	understanding.

Finally,	generative	assessments	help	teachers	see	and	hear	students	use	newly
acquired	vocabulary	within	the	more	formal	language	patterns	that	characterize
academic	language.	These	activities	and	discussions	prompt	students	to	write	and
speak	about	words	in	more	complicated	contexts	and	to	integrate	words	within
appropriate	language	uses.	The	resulting	interactions	show	students	the	very	manner
in	which	vocabulary	can	be	used	in	complex	and	intricate	ways.

This	 notebook	 includes	 a	 variety	 of	 vocabulary	 assessments—both	 associative	 and
generative.	(See	the	Assessment	section.)	Each	assessment	can	provide	different	types
of	information	about	a	student’s	vocabulary	knowledge	so	that	teachers	can	choose	the
assessments	that	will	best	meet	their	needs	and	provide	the	most	useful	information.

How	to	Use	This	Product

How	Are	the	Strategies	Grouped?
Strategies	for	Building	Academic	Vocabulary	in	Science	provides	teachers	with	the	tools
needed	to	incorporate	word-learning	strategies	for	science	vocabulary.	These	strategies
reflect	 the	 latest	 research	 in	 effective	 vocabulary	 instruction	 and	 include	 examples
specific	to	science	that	represent	real	classroom	applications.

The	strategies	presented	in	this	book	are	divided	into	the	following	four	sections:

Developing	Oral	Language
Developing	students’	oral	language	skills	is	crucial	to	assist	them	in	navigating
school	texts	and	understanding	more	complex	oral	and	written	patterns	of	language.
The	strategies	in	this	section	can	help	students	gain	a	deeper	understanding	of
science	words	and	concepts	by	guiding	them	to	use	the	words	in	a	meaningful	way.

Developing	Word	Consciousness
Students	with	wide	vocabularies	are	students	who	take	an	interest	in	words.	The
strategies	in	this	section	provide	structured	opportunities	to	build	students’
awareness	of	science-related	words	used	in	the	classroom	and	in	their	lives.
Students	are	encouraged	to	note	when	they	see	or	hear	key	words	and	to	use	the
words	themselves.	These	strategies	help	students	develop	a	true	love	of	language
and	a	keen	sense	of	how	words	sound	as	they	hear	and	speak	them.



Strategies	for	Teaching	Words
The	strategies	in	this	section	use	a	variety	of	techniques	to	help	students	build
conceptual	knowledge	and	increase	their	oral	and	written	vocabularies.	These
strategies	may	be	incorporated	at	different	points	throughout	your	study.	Some	are
more	effective	in	introducing	new	words;	other	strategies	will	benefit	students	as
they	review	and	make	connections	among	words.

Independent	Word-Learning	Strategies
Because	vocabulary	knowledge	plays	a	huge	role	in	reading	comprehension,
teachers	must	be	prepared	to	teach	unfamiliar	words	as	students	read	new	texts.	The
strategies	in	this	section	can	be	taught	and	reviewed	throughout	a	semester	or	school
year	to	improve	students’	abilities	in	learning	words	independently.

What	Is	in	Each	Strategy?
The	 first	 page	 of	 each	 strategy	 provides	 an	 overview.	 This	 page	 tells	 the	 critical
information	 about	 the	 strategy—standards,	 background	 information,	 materials,	 and
information	for	the	teacher.

The	 first	description	shows	how	 to	use	 the	 strategy	 for	 students	 in	grades	1–2.	When
applicable,	a	resource	page	is	also	included	for	teachers	to	use	and	copy	as	needed.



The	 strategy	 is	 also	 described	 for	 grades	 3–5	 and	 6–8.	 There	 are	 variations	 in
instructional	methods	and	student	expectations.	As	with	the	grades	1–2	sample	lesson,
these	 show	 how	 the	 strategy	 might	 be	 used	 with	 key	 vocabulary	 words	 in	 grade-
appropriate	units	of	study.
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