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How to Build a Better Vocabulary

About This Booklet

This resource was developed by Ms. Cathenia G. Works,
a teacher at Briar Vista Elementary School and a candidate in the
De Kalb County Schools Reading Certification Program, as a
part of a course assignment to develop an effective resource for
developing vocabulary skills. It contains a number of valuable
and practical suggestions for vocabulary enhancement in the
classroom.

This booklet was printed and distributed by Area 6 of the
De Kalb County Schools in the hopes that it would be a valuable
resource to teachers.

BILL HAMMOND
Area 6

Instructional Coordinator



Vocabulary Self-Collection Strategy (VSS)

Vocabulary Self-Collection Strategy (Haggard, 1986):

After locating a new word in their environment, students
are asked to share (a) where they found the word, (b) the
context, and (c) the importance of the word and why they
selected it. It is fun for the class to guess the meaning of
the word from the context before the definition is read by
the student who selected the word.

Visual-Auditory-Kinesthetic-Tactile:

The Fernald is a popular multisensory technique (Tierney,
Riddance, & Dishner, 1980). Students are asked to trace
the target word with a finder while pronouncing each
syllable until it can be written from memory (with eyes
closed at first). Ghost writing, writing in the air, or writing
on a child's back can be helpful for practicing this
technique.

Color Shock:

Color shock (Vitale, 1982) is a technique that was
originally designed for right-brained, learning disabled
students to help them remember sight words.
Right-brained children seem to have a special sensitivity
for bright colors. During this strategy, children write their
vocabulary, spelling words, or multiplication tables in
color shock (each letter or number is written in a different
color, beginning with the color green for go to designate
the beginning of the word). This technique has improved
directionality, visual discrimination, and sequential
memory skills in many learning disabled students.

Clusters:

For vocabulary instruction to be meaningful, words should
be presented in semantic frameworks through categories
or clusters (Marzano & Marzano, 1988). A cluster is a set
of words that relate to a single topic.
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Clustering is the process of relating a target word to a set
of synonyms or other associated words. Clustering
enables students to understand the target word better and
retain it for longer periods of time.

ABC Books:

ABC Books have been used successfully for teaching
vocabulary, even at the secondary level (Pope & Polette,
1989). Students can be motivated to discover words
through illustrations on the basis of their prior knowledge
or schemata instead of memorizing the words from a
required list. Through the use of complex alphabet books
such as The Ultimate Alphabet (Wilks, 1992) and Animalia
(Base, 1987), students are encouraged to identify
synonyms, antonyms, and parts of speech for their
self-selected words. Students may also enjoy creating
their own ABC books based on selected themes, topics or
units of study.

Anagrams:

Anagrams are another fun and interesting way to learn
vocabulary or spelling words. In The Eleventh Hour by
Graeme Base (1989), readers use anagrams and additional
clues to solve a very complicated mystery. This book is a
great way to introduce anagrams, and it appeals to all

ages. (The answers are sealed in the back of the book for
novice sleuths.) Students may also have fun figuring out
lists of words in which the letters are scrambled. They can
be "Word Detectives."

Book Boxes:

Teachers and students collect objects or "realia" for key
words or concepts in the story, placing them in a box
along with the book and any other related reading
materials. This technique is especially helpful for
second-language learners.



Boxes for Visual Configuration:

This visual discrimination technique involves drawing
around words to emphasize their length and shape. It
helps emergent readers distinguish between frequently
confused letters and words, such as those with b, p, or d.
They learn to recognize shapes before distinguishing
letters or words.

Word Banks:

Students would have personal word banks for storing and
remembering their self-selected and teacher-selected
words, such as spelling words. During the year, students
watch their word banks grow. These words may come
from daily journals or reading materials. Index boxes,
curtain rings, or blank books that are alphabetized serve as
efficient organizers. Some teachers may prefer word
walls that list high-frequency words or words in specific
categories.

Unknown Words:

The following word attack strategy is recommended for
students in the primary grades:

1. Beep it. Say "beep" for the unknown word
and read to the end of the sentence. Think
of a word that would make sense in that
space. Use context clues.

2. Frame it. Put index fingers around the word
to separate it from the rest of the sentence.

3. Begin it. Look at the beginning sound or
sounds (letter or blend).

4. Split it. Divide the word into syllables and
pronounce them.

5. Find it. Look the word up in the dictionary



Homonyms:

One method of expanding vocabulary is to list homonyms
in columns, with the word the child is most likely to be
familiar with on the left. An exercise calling for the use of
each word in a sentence will provide a check on the
mastery of meanings.

Synonyms:

Pupils are given written illustrations that words that have
the same meaning are called synonyms. "Give me another
word that means the same as big, work, fast" will, as a
rule, elicit responses from everyone in the group'. The
objective should always be to provide instruction that will
insure that the pupils see the words, hear them
pronounced, and experience their use in written sentences
appropriate to their language background.

List-Group-Label:

List-Group-Label (Riddance & Searfoss, 1980): This is a
great strategy to use with the ABC book Animalia by
Graeme Base (1987). Working in cooperative groups,
students list as many words as possible that begin with a
specific letter on a piece of chart paper. (Animalia works
well for this activity because it comes with a wall frieze
that matches the book.) Students are given a time period
to complete their lists (e.g., 15 minutes). The older the
students, the more words/pictures they will be able to
recognize because of their prior knowledge and schemata.
After the lists of words are made and counted, students
sort and label the words according to different categories.
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Riddles:

Riddles can be used to introduce new vocabulary words
for stories in basal readers or trade books. Students will
enjoy writing and guessing riddles much more than writing
sentences and definitions. Riddles could be a component
of thematic units in an integrated curriculum. For
instance, Tyrannosaurus Wrecks (Sterne, 1979) contains
145 riddles about dinosaurs. For example,. "What did the
dinosaur cattle baron say to the outlaw?" The student will
reply, "Get off my terror-tory." Reading a riddle from the
chalkboard each day is another exciting way for students'
to learn many new sight words. They may also enjoy
bringing their own riddles to class.

Roots:

The study of Latin, Greek, and English root words and
affixes can greatly increase a student's vocabulary.
Morphemic analysis and the study of etymology or word
origins are especially beneficial for students in the
intermediate grades and junior high. Deriving word
meanings from their roots can be challenging and
regarding. For instance, the root tele (far) is found in the
following words: telecast, teleconference, telegram,
telegraph, telephone, telescope, television, and telethon.
Students can expand their word knowledge further
through the exploration of the remaining roots in the
words. For example, the root phon (sound) in telephone
is found in earphone, microphone, phonics, phonograph,
saxophone, and symphony. The possibilities are endless.
An added benefit of this word study is to encourage
students to use the dictionary.
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This makes the words more meaningful and easier to

remember.

Active Involvement:

If vocabulary instruction is to be effective, the students

must be actively involved (Carr & Wixson, 1986: Nagy,

1988: Ruddell, 1986). Physical involvement such as

hands-on activities to accommodate their

kinesthetic-tactile learning styles can be effective. Having
students do nonverbal skits, acting out the meanings of

words, is another possibility (Ridfell, 1988).

Finger spelling with the manual alphabet is another

strategy that actively involves students during vocabulary

instruction. In the past, finger spelling has been used only

for names, places and words for which there were no signs

(Sullivan & Bourke, 1980). By using 26 hand shapes, all

the letters of the alphabet can be made and written in the

air.

Repetition:

To facilitate comprehension of text, repetition of
vocabulary is necessary to ensure quick and easy access of

words during the reading process (Nagy, 1988).

Vocabulary acquisition through repetition can be

accomplished through language experience, choral

reading, Readers Theatre, tape recorded books, patterned

or predictable books, basals and rhymes in poetry.
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Yams or tall tales is an imaginative way for students to
learn new vocabulary and/or concepts. One procedure is
to divide the class into cooperative groups of four or five
students. Select five meaningful vocabulary words from
their next story. Challenge them to see which group can
create the wildest, most exaggerated story using the same
five words. Then let them read the real story and
compare!

Semantic Mapping:

Semantic Maps are diagrams that help students see the
relationship between words. Since it was first developed
by Hanf (1971) and expanded by Jackson and Pearson
(1988), this strategy has been used effectively as a pre-and
post-reading technique, a prewriting activity, a study skill
strategy, and a vocabulary development strategy.
Research seems to 'support its effectiveness over more
traditional techniques. The following steps illustrate the
use of semantic mapping as a vocabulary development
strategy.

Step I: The teacher selects an important word or
topic. The word should be familiar enough to students
that they can readily list a group of words that relate to it.

Step 2: The teacher writes the word on the chalkboard
or overhead

Step 3: The teacher encourages students to think ofas
many related words as possible. They can complete this
step first individually and then as a group by sharing lists.

Step 4: Students and teacher then add labels to
groups. Some teachers copy completed maps onto chart
paper and keep these large-sized maps posted for the
duration of a unit. As students learn new words or
discover new relationships, they can add them to the chart
using a different colored marker. The charts give students
a concise overview of the key concepts within a unit and
of how concepts are related. They also enable students to
relate new words to those they already understand.
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Because semantic mapping helps students see
relationships between ideas and connect known
information with new information, it is a valuable tool for
developing their vocabulary and conceptual understanding.

Graphic Organizers:

Originally called Structured Overviews by Ausubel (1988),
graphic organizers have been used as pre- and
post-reading aids, as study strategies, and as vocabulary
development activities. They are a way to show
relationships between words in the form of a tree diagram.

Student knows
but does not
recognize word

friend elephant

Three Types of Words
Three Types of Words

Student understands
synonym or polysemous
word

synonymous

altercation quarrel

polysemous

Student does
not understand
meaning of word

run coach valence fission



CONCLUSION

Researchers in the last decade have helped to illuminate a
direction for effective vocabulary development for
students. Educators have recognized the important role of
vocabulary knowledge in comprehending text for some
time. Recent investigations in the richness of context in
natural text, the usefulness of text, the level to which a
person "knows" a word, and the size and growth of
vocabulary have educators understand that the acquisition
of a full, rich, functional vocabulary involves the complex
process of relating words to ideas.

Experts in the field of language development agree that
the main vehicle for vocabulary instruction should be
encouraging students to read widely. Selected words,
however, should be chosen for extended, rich instruction.
This instruction should focus on helping students become
independent learners, encouraging them to become widely
involved in the processing of selected words, providing
multiple exposures to words, and guiding them to develop
a positive attitude toward learning words outside the
classroom. Research-based and field-tested learning
strategies such as List-Group-Label, Semantic Feature
Analysis, Graphic Organizers and Semantic Mapping are
available for use by teachers at any level. Along with wide
reading, these strategies help students learn unfamiliar
words by associating words to be learned with ideas and
words they know.

13



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Andrews, J. (1988). Deaf children's acquisition of
prereading skills using the reciprocal teaching procedure.
Exceptional Children, 54, 349-355.

Atkinson, R., & Longman, D. (!985) Sniglets: Give a
twist to teenage and adult vocabulary instruction. Journal
of Reading, 29. 103-105.

Ausubel, D.R. (1968). Educational Psychology: A

Cognitive View. New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston.

Banford, Julian. "Teaching Reading". 1998.
www.peachnet.edu/galileo. October, 1999.

Baechtold, S., & Algiers, A (1986). Teaching college
students vocabulary with rhyme, rhythm, and ritzy
characters, Journal of Reading, 30, 248-253.

Base, G. (1987). Animalia. New York: Harry N. Abrams.

Boswell, Karen. Assistant Principal of Instruction. Briar
Vista Elem., October, 1999.

Carr, E., & Wixson K. (1986). Guidelines for evaluating
vocabulary instruction. Journal of Reading, 29, 588-595.

Carson, David. "The Learning and Use of Academic
English Words". Dec. 1997. www. peachnet.edu/galileo.
October, 1999.

Carter, McGraw. Reading Teacher. Med lock Elementary
School. October, 1999.

Gu, Yongqi. "Vocabulary Learning Strategies and
Language Learning Outcomes. December 1996. www.
peachnet.edu/galileo. October, 1999.

14



Haggard, M. (1986). The vocabulary self-collection
strategy: Using student interest and world knowledge to
enhance vocabulary growth. Journal of 30,
634-642.

Hanf, M.B. (1971). Mapping: a technique for translating
reading into thinking. Journal of Reading, 14, 225-230.

Hall, R., & Friends. (1985). More Sniglets. New York:
Macmillan.

Hunston, Susan. " Grammar and Vocabulary". July 1997.
www.peachnet.edu/galileo. October, 1999.

Isaacson, A. (1987). A fingerspelling approach to spelling.
Academic Therapy, 23, 89-90.

Johnson, Cora. Reading Consultant. McDuffie County
Schools. October; 1999.

Johnson, D.D., and Pearson, P.D. (1978). Teaching
Reading Vocabulary. New York: Holt, Rinehart and
Winston.

. Teaching Reading Vocabulary, 2nd ed. New
York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1984.

Marzano, R., & Marzano, J. (1988). A cluster approach
to vocabulary instruction. Journal of Educational
Research, 67, 259-62.

Metsaka, Jamie. "Incidental Vocabulary Learning". March
1999. www.peachnet.edulgalileo. October, 1999.

Moore, D.W., and Riddance, J.E. (1984). A quantitative
and qualitative review of graphic organizer research.
Journal of Educational Research, 78, 11-17.

Mobarg, Mats, "Acquiring, Teaching and Testing
Vocabulary". 1999. http://faldo.atmos.uiuc.edu. October
1999.



Nagy W. (1988). Teaching vocabulary to improve
reading comprehension. Newark, DE: Reading Research
Quaterly, 20, 233-53.

Pope, C.A., & Polette, K. (1989). Using ABC books for
vocabulary development in the secondary school. English
Journal, 78, 78-80.

Riddance, J., & Searfoss, L. (1980). Teaching strategies
for vocabulary development. English Journal, 69, 43-46.

Robb, Laura, "Reading Clinic". 1997. www.
peachnet.edu/galileo. October, 1999.

Ruddell, R. (1986). Vocabulary learning: A process
model and criteria for evaluation instructional strategies.
Journal of Reading, 30, 581-587.

Rupley, William. "Vocabulary instruction in a balanced
reading program". http: //faldo.atmos.uiuc.edu. October,
1999.

Sullivan, M., & Bourke, L. (1980). A Show of Hands.
New York: Harper & Row.

Thatcher, J. (1984). Teaching Reading to Mentally
Handicapped Children. London: Croom Helm.

Toney, Wilma. Assistant Principal of Instruction. Hooper
Alexander Elementary, October, 1999.

Tierney, R. J., Riddance, J.E. & Dishner, E.K. (1980).
Reading Strategies and Practices: A Guide for Improving
Instruction. Boston: Allyn & Bacon.

Tompkins, G. (1977). Literacy for the 21st Century.
Upper Saddle River, NJ: Simon & Schuster.

Towel!, Janet, "Fun with Vocabulary".
www.peachnet.edu/galileo. October, 1999.

16



Vanniarajan, Smith. " An Interactive Model of Vocabulary
Acquisition. 1997, www.peachnet.edu.galileo. October,
1999.

Vitale, B. (1982). Unicorns Are Real. Rolling Hills
Estates, CA: Jalmar Press.



U.S. Department of Education
Office of Educational Research and Improvement

(OERI)
National Library of Education (NLE)

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC)

Reproduction Release
(Specific Document)

I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION:

ERIC
CS 216 943

!Title: i+ t-Ai rc, A 8 /4)

,Author(s):

Corporate Source:

LDeKa 1 b_County_Schools_
IL REPRODUCTION RELEASE:

3 A 14.c
Publication Dat

In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community,

documents announced in the monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Education (REE), are usually made

available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, and electronic media. and sold through the ERIC Document
Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document_ and, if reproduction release is granted, one

of the following notices is affixed to the document.

If permission is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three

options and sign in the indicated space following.

The sample nicker shown below will be i

affixed to all Level 1 documents

The sample sticker shown below will be affixed to all !

Level 2A documents

The sample sticka- shown below will be affixed to al
Level 2B documents

l)FR MISSION To REPRODUCE AND
DISSE.MINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS

BEEN GRAN BY j

PERNILSSION TO REPRODUCE AND
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE, AND IN F.I.FCTRONIC MEDIA
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY.

HAS BEEN ORAN BY

TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES
INFORNLATION CENTER IERICI I

PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE A N 0
DISSENIINATE THIS MATERIAL IN

MICROFICHE ONLY HAS B N GRANTED B1

.._..___

TO I TIE EL)L CA tIONAL RESOURCES
INFORM:\ TION CENTER (ERIC)

rO THE EDUC A FIONA L RESOURCES
INFORMATION CEN I-E_.R i ERIC.'

Level 1 , Level 2A Level 2B

t t

X
Check he for Level 1 release. permitting

reproduction and dissemination in microfiche!
or other ERIC archival media (e.g. electronic);

and paper copy.

Check here for Level 2A release. permitting reproduction
and dissemination crofiche and in, electronic mediamicrofiche

for ERIC archival collection subscribers onlyct

Check here for Level 2B release, permitting
reproduction and dissemination in microfiche only

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality Permits.

1 of 3
11/3/98 4:16 PN



. . .

If pennissico to reproduce is granted. but no box is checked. documents will be pros scud at Level 1.

I hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and
disseminate this document as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche, or electronic media by persons
other than ERIC employees and its system contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made
}for non-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agencies to satisfy information needs ofeducators in response
to discrete inquiries.

s'Zair<la

Printed Name/Position/Title:

Dr. Bill Hammond, Instructional 'Coordinator

Organizatiory Address:

CelCalb County Schools

Rehobtith Area Office

2652 Larencevil le Highway

dish fr,Aaorgia_30033-

Telephone:

770 938-0141

Fax:
770 938-9243

E -mail .Address:

WTH6199@dcss . deka l b .k12.ga.

Date:

11/23/99

III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE):

If permission to reproduce is not wanted to ERIC. or, if you wish ERIC to cite the availability of the document from another
source, please provide the following information regarding the availability of the document. (ERIC will not announce a
document unless it is publicly available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that
ERIC selection criteria are significantly more stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.)

Publisher/Distributor:

Address:

Price:

IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER:

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate

name and address:

Name:

Address:

V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM:

2 of 3
11/3/98 4:16 PM



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse:

However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the
document being contributed) to:

EFF-088 (Rev. 9/97)

3 of 3

ERIC Processing and Reference Facility
1100 West Street, 2nd Floor

Laurel, Maryland 20707-3598
Telephone: 3014974080
Toll Free: 800-799-3742

FAX: 301-953-0263
e-mail: ericfac@,ineted.gov

VVWW: http://ericfac.piccard.csc.com


