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Review of the Evidence Base for 

Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

Review of the Evidence Base for Explicit 

Vocabulary Instruction: What do we know?

� Vocabulary matters.

� For everyday communication

� For reading comprehension

� For academic achievement 

Review of the Evidence Base for Explicit 

Vocabulary Instruction: What do we know?

� Children with limited vocabulary are at-risk of reading 
disabilities.

� Children from families with low SES

� Children with primary and secondary language impairments
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Review of the Evidence Base for Explicit 

Vocabulary Instruction: What do we know?

� We can teach vocabulary.

� Effective vocabulary instruction is explicit.

� Effective instruction requires careful selection of vocabulary 
targets.

� Effective vocabulary instruction is intentionally designed. 

� Effective instruction is linked to assessment.

� Shared storybook reading

provides an excellent context

for embedded instruction.

Effective vocabulary instruction is explicit.

� Children learn more words and more about those words 
when teaching is explicit. 

Effective instruction requires careful 

selection of vocabulary targets.

� Beck, McKeown, and Kucan
(2002) provide a model of 
robust vocabulary 
instruction that categorizes 
words into tiers. 

� Tier 2 words are the best 
candidates for explicit 
vocabulary instruction. 

� Teachers will need to select 
the best words to teach 
within the broad category of 
Tier 2 words.

table     barn     run 

clock     baby     happy

peninsula     isotope  

swoon     evaporation

speedy     protect 
enormous  wise     selfish 

thrilled          imagine

soar    ridiculous

TIER 1

TIER 2

TIER 3

Effective vocabulary instruction is 

intentionally designed. 

� Teach for depth of understanding

� Provide opportunities for active 
responding

� Give repeated exposure and 
extensive practice

Effective instruction is linked to assessment.

� Sensitive measures of the vocabulary words taught.

Applying the Evidence Base to 

Practice
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Step One: Identifying Words to Teach

� Select  new words.

� Choose words that are unfamiliar to children.

Step One: Identifying Words to Teach

� Select  new words.

� Choose words that are unfamiliar to children.

� Select words that are likely to be useful.

� Useful in a particular story

� Useful in other classroom contexts

� Useful for academic goals

Step One: Identifying Words to Teach

� Select  new words.

� Choose words that are unfamiliar to children.

� Select words that are likely to be useful.

� Useful in a particular story

� Useful in other classroom contexts

� Useful for academic goals

� Select words that you can teach well.

� Can be defined with a simple definition.

� Have child-friendly examples

� Story context provides information about the word.

Put it into action…

� Read the excerpt from Corduroy (Freeman, 1968). 

� Make a list of all the words that you think will be 
unfamiliar to your students. 

“I didn’t know I’d lost a button,” he said to himself.  “Tonight I’ll go and see if 

I can find it.”

Late that evening, when all the shoppers had gone and the doors were shut 

and locked, Corduroy climbed carefully down from his shelf and began 
searching everywhere on the floor for his lost button.

Suddenly he felt the floor moving under him!  Quite by accident he had 

stepped onto an escalator--- and up he went!

He stepped off the escalator as it reached the next floor, and there, before 

his eyes, was a most amazing sight---tables and chairs and lamps and 
sofas, and rows and rows of beds.  “This must be a palace!” Corduroy 

gasped.  “I guess I’ve always wanted to live in a palace.”

All at once he saw something small and round.  “Why, here’s my button!” he 
cried.  And he tried to pick it up.  But, like all the other buttons on the 

mattress, it was tied down tight.

He yanked and pulled with both paws until POP!  Off came the button---and 

off the mattress Corduroy toppled, bang into a tall floor lamp.  Over it fell 

with a  crash!

excerpt from Corduroy (Freeman, 1968)

Put it into action…

� Read the excerpt from Corduroy (Freeman, 1968). 

� Make a list of all the words that you think will be 
unfamiliar to your students. 

� Next, circle the words that you think will be most useful.

� Now, of the words that you have circled, underline the 
words that you think you can teach well.
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Corduroy Corduroy

evening carefully searching

suddenly accident escalator

amazing palace gasped

mattress yanked toppled

Make a list of all the words that you think will 
be unfamiliar to your students. 

Corduroy

evening carefully searching

suddenly accident escalator

amazing palace gasped

mattress yanked toppled

Next, circle the words that you think will be most useful.
Now, underline the words that you think you can teach well.

Step Two: Design Explicit Instruction

� Design brief, engaging, embedded lessons.

� Use consistent instructional language. 

� Provide information about word’s meaning and use.

� Include opportunities to say the word and the definition.

� Make a connection between the word and child’s everyday 
experiences.

� Plan for practice opportunities.

� Review at the end of the book.

� Opportunities in other classroom activities.

Framework for Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

Connect the vocabulary word to the context of the story. 
Provide information about the meaning of the word using an explanation of the 
word in the story. Provide a clear, child-friendly definition or example. 

Give opportunities to repeat and produce the word.
Say the word and ask children to repeat the word. Say the definition of the word 
and ask children to provide the word in response to the definition. 

Make connections between the word and children’s lives.
Give examples that provide information about the meaning of the word by relating 
to the child’s everyday experiences. Use the same language as the definition. 

Provide an intervention activity.
Give children an opportunity to complete an activity (pantomime, etc.) related to 
the word and its meaning. 

Ask children to provide the definition of the word.
Provide children with the word and ask children to answer with the definition. 
Model the correct definition. 

Framework for Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

Connect the vocabulary word to the context of the story. 

“Pablo said that his quills protect him. They keep him safe. “

Give opportunities to repeat and produce the word.

“Protect. Say protect… Protect means to keep someone safe.” 

“What word means to keep someone safe? … Protect!” 

Make connections between the word and children’s lives.

“You might wear a helmet to protect you when you ride your bike! Your helmet 
keeps you safe. When you are in the car, you put your seatbelt on to protect 
you. “

Provide an intervention activity.

“Pretend you are putting on your seatbelt. … Click! Great job!” 

Ask children to provide the definition of the word.

“Tell me, what does protect mean? … To keep someone safe.”
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Wow! The Forest Friends are thrilled! They are excited to go to 
the carnival.!

Thrilled. Say thrilled. … Thrilled means excited. 

Tell me, what word means excited? … Thrilled! 

When are you thrilled? … What about… when you get a 
present! …Or your friends come over to play! I bet that makes 
you feel excited. 

Now look at this picture. 

These boys are at a birthday party. 

They are excited. 

They are thrilled! 

Tell me, what does thrilled mean? … Excited! That’s right. 

Sample Instruction: Thrilled After the Story: Review

Review word and definition.

Review the vocabulary word and definition. 

“I’m thinking about one of our new words. Enormous! Say enormous. 
Enormous means really big. What does enormous mean?... Really big!”

Remind children of the story context and include an opportunity to respond. 

“Remember our story about Ellie Elephant? She is really big. She is … 
enormous!”

Provide opportunities to use and demonstrate knowledge of 

the word.

Have children answer questions or list examples that relate to the word. Include 

non-examples. 

“Can you think of something enormous? … a mountain is enormous! What 
about a mouse? No, a mouse is not enormous. What about a school 
bus?...”

In the Classroom: Opportunities to Practice

Embed practice opportunities in classroom routines.

Identify several classroom activities or routines that can provide 

opportunities for children to practice using the word. 

At the block center, children can build an enormous tower. Set up center 
with picture cards to sort: things that are enormous and things that are 
small.

Make a plan to prompt children to use the word during these activities.

“These pictures are of things that are really big. Let’s think, what is our 
word that means really big? …  enormous! That’s right!”

Put it into action…

� Choose one of the words that you have selected to teach 
in Corduroy. 

� Write a simple definition for the word. 

� Script the instructional language you will use to teach the 
word in an embedded lesson. 

� Plan some activities you can use to review the word’s 
meaning after the story and in the classroom. 

Sample Embedded Lessons for Corduroy

Word Definition Activity Notes

search to look for

Point out picture of Corduroy searching for 
button. Have kids pretend to search for 
something - use gesture of putting hand to 
forehead and looking for something. 

Step Three: Make a Plan for Assessment

� Measurement should be closely aligned with instruction

� Observations of child responses during instruction

� Brief individual assessments to directly assess

� Provide a definition of a word

� Answer questions that relate to the word

� Receptive tasks
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Ways to Measure Vocabulary Knowledge

Measure Sample

Expressive “What does enormous mean?”

“Does enormous mean really cold or really big?”

“What does enormous mean? Show me with your arms.”

“Tell me something that is enormous.”

“Which is enormous: a mouse or an elephant?”

Receptive “Point to the picture of the one that is enormous.”

Tips for Practice

� Plan ahead! Read the book before you read it to the 
class and pick out the words you want to teach. Write 
some notes on the definitions you want to teach and the 
ways you are going to teach the words. 

� Get active! Give your students lots of chances to 
respond and participate. Activities that are quick and fast-
paced keep kids interested. Have your students answer 
questions as a group so that everyone gets a turn. 
Students who need extra practice can be called on before 
or after choral responding. 

Differentiating Vocabulary 

Instruction for Individual Students

Tips for Practice

� Be flexible! Take advantage of how different your 
students are. When you teach words that are easy for 
some of the kids in your class, they get a chance to be 
successful. And all your students can benefit from hearing 
explanations about challenging vocabulary words. 

� Try again! It’s okay if some of what you plan just doesn’t 
work. Try something different the next time, and figure 
out what works best for your students.


