
Explicit Instruction:
Vocabulary

Kendra Schenk, M.Ed.
kendra.ftc@gmail.com

1



Participants will be able to:

1. Select vocabulary for explicit instruction. 

2. Provide student-friendly explanations.

3. Develop examples and non-examples for 
vocabulary instruction.

4. Design lessons for teaching vocabulary. 

5. Augment vocabulary instruction to 
ensure retention. 
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Purposes of Session



What is Explicit 
Instruction?

• Explicit Instruction is a systematic instructional 
approach that includes a set of delivery and 
design procedures derived from effective schools 
research…

Ideas that Work

• …unambiguous and direct approach to  teaching 
that incorporates instruction design and delivery.

Archer & Hughes, 2011
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Motto

How well you teach

=

How well they learn
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Characteristics –
Effective Vocabulary Instruction

1. Instruction is clear and unambiguous.

2. Instruction involves presentation of word 
meanings and contextual examples.

3. Multiple exposures to the word are provided.

4. Sufficient instructional time is devoted to 
vocabulary instruction.

5. Students are actively engaged in vocabulary 
instruction.
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Explicit Vocabulary 
Instruction

Vocabulary is related to reading comprehension.

“Indeed, one of the most enduring findings in 
reading research is the extent to which students’ 
vocabulary knowledge relates to their reading 
comprehension.”

(Osborn & Hiebert, 2004)
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Explicit Vocabulary 
Instruction

• “direct vocabulary instruction has an impressive track 
record of improving students’ background knowledge 
and comprehension of academic content.”
(Marzano, 2001, p. 69)

• .97 effect size for direct teaching of vocabulary related 
to content attainment

(Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986)

• Hattie Effect Size for Vocabulary Programs  0.62
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Importance of 
Vocabulary Instruction

“It is widely accepted among researchers that 
the difference in students’ vocabulary levels is a 
key factor in disparities in academic 
achievement… but that vocabulary instruction 
has been neither frequent nor systematic in most 
schools.”

(Appendix A of Common Core State Standards for ELA)
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Long Term 
Vocabulary Goal

By the end of high school, college-ready students 
will need to acquire about 80,000 words. 

(Hirsh, 2003)
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Narrative            Informative 

Vocabulary in Narrative Vocabulary in Informative 

Concept known
Word unknown

Concept unknown
Word unknown

Once in passage Multiple uses in passage

Vocabulary words unrelated Vocabulary words related
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Preparation for Explicit 
Vocabulary Instruction

1. Select words for explicit vocabulary 
instruction.

2. Develop, edit, or adopt student-friendly 
explanations. 

3. Develop examples and non-examples 
for introducing word or for checking 
understanding.
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Selection of Vocabulary

• Limit number of words given in depth
instruction to 4 to 5 words per session.  (Robb, 2003)

(Additional words can be given “lighter touch” instruction.)

• Select words that are unknown.

• Select words that are critical to passage 
understanding.

12



Selection of Vocabulary

• Select difficult words that need 
interpretation.
• Words not defined within the text
• Words with abstract referent
• Words with an unknown concept
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Selection of Vocabulary

Select words that have word relatives.
imperial
imperialism
imperialist
imperialistic
imperialistically
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Selection of Vocabulary

Select words that contain “meaningful parts” 
(prefix, suffix, root) that would generalize to 
other vocabulary terms.

• autobiography 
• auto – self 

• other words 
• automobile
• autocrat
• autoimmune system
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Selection of Vocabulary -
Summary

Select a limited number of words.

Select words that are unknown.

Select words critical to passage understanding.

Select words that can be used in the future.

Select difficult words that need interpretation.
Select words that have word relatives.
Select words that contain “meaningful parts” (prefix, suffix, 

root) that would generalize to other vocabulary terms.
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Selection of Words for 
Explicit Vocabulary Instruction

Words from
Selection

perfect disgusting nervous
trampoline earthworms invited
enemy ingredients relieved
recipe horrible boomerang
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Enemy Pie by Derek Munson
Second Grade Read-Aloud



Preparation Student 
Friendly Definitions

Dictionary Definition
relieved - (1) To free wholly or partly from pain, stress,
pressure. (2) To lessen or alleviate, as pain or pressure

Student-Friendly Explanations 

(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2003)

• Uses known words
• Easy to understand

• You feel relieved when something that was difficult 
is over or never happened at all.
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Preparation Student 
Friendly Definitions

Dictionary Definition
• Attention - a. the act or state of attending through applying the 

mind to an object of sense or thought 
b. a condition of readiness for such attention involving a selective 
narrowing of consciousness and receptivity

Dictionary for English Language Learners

(Collins COBUILD School Dictionary of American English)

If you give someone or something your attention,
you look at them, listen to them, or think about them
carefully.
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On-Line Dictionaries for English 
Language Learners

www.collinslanguage.com
definitions and oral pronunciations

www.ldoceonline.com

definitions (oral pronunciations on CD)

www.learnersdictionary.com

definitions and oral pronunciations

Unsure about the pronunciation of a word, go to  www.howjsay.com
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Practice Activity –
Student-Friendly Explanations

Dictionary Definition Student Friendly Definition

disgusting – to  cause to feel
disgust; be sickening, repulsive or 
very distasteful to

When something is disgusting 
you really dislike it. It can almost 
make you sick.

fragile – easily broken, damaged, 
or destroyed

If something is fragile, it can be 
broken or damaged easily.

gratitude – a feeling of thankful 
appreciation for favors or 
benefits received

loitering – to linger in an aimless 
way; spend time idly
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Designing Examples and 
Non-examples

Step 1: Examine the definition and determine the critical 

attributes or parts of the definition.

• Glossary Entry
prodded – to persuade someone who is reluctant to do something  

• Critical Attributes

prodded
• persuade
• someone who is reluctant
• to do something
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Designing Examples and 
Non-examples

• Glossary Entry
quivering – trembling or shaking with a slight rapid motion

• Critical Attributes

quivering
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Designing Examples and 
Non-examples

• Step 2.  Design examples in which all 
attributes are present.

• prodded
• persuade
• someone who is reluctant
• to do something
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Design Examples and 
Non-examples

• Example
• Lisa tried to get Brecken to take a swim lesson 

by telling him she’d buy him a toy.

• Non-example
• Blake got himself up early for soccer camp.
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Design Examples and 
Non-examples 

• quivering – trembling or shaking with a slight 
rapid motion

• Example

• Non-example
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Vocabulary Instructional 
Routine

• Step 1:  Introduce the word’s pronunciation.

• Step 2:  Introduce the word’s meaning.

• Step 3:  Illustrate the word with examples.
• and non-examples when helpful

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding.
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Lesson Design 
Vocabulary

• Step 1:  Introduce the word’s pronunciation.

• Write word on board or display on screen.
• Read word and have students repeat word.
• If word is difficult to pronounce or unfamiliar 

have students repeat word a number of times 
OR have students tap out the oral syllables of 
the word.
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Introduce the word with me

This word is compulsory. What word? compulsory

Tap and say the syllables in compulsory. 

com  pul sor y

What word?  compulsory
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 2:  Introduce the word’s meaning.

Option #1:  Present a student-friendly explanation

Tell students the explanation OR

Have them read the explanation with you

When something is compulsory, it is required and you 
must do it. So if it is required and you must do it it is 
__________________.
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 2:  Introduce word’s meaning

Option #2:  Introduce word using morphemes

inspection

spect = see

telephone

tele = distant

phone = sound

31



Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 3:  Illustrate the word with examples
• Concrete examples

• Object
• Act out
Acting out words after they are explicitly defined 
enhances word learning.

(Silverman, 2007)

• Visual examples

32



compulsory education

Compulsory education 
laws differ from state to 
state with the required 
ending age varying 
between 15 and 18.
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 3:  Illustrate the word with examples
• Verbal examples

Also discuss when the term might be used and who might use the 
term

Stopping at a stop sign when driving is 
compulsory.

Paying taxes is compulsory.
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding

• Option #1:  Firm up with choices

If something is compulsory, is it required or not 
required?

If something is compulsory, can you choose 
tonot do it? Yes or no?
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding

• Option #2:  Have students discern between 
examples and non-examples.

Tell me compulsory or not compulsory

Attending school in 8th grade

Going to college when you are 25 years old
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding

• Option #3:  Have students generate examples

There are many things at school that are 
compulsory. Think of things that are 
compulsory.

Talk with your partner. List things that are 
compulsory at this school.
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Lesson Design
Vocabulary

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding

• Option #4:  Ask deep processing questions

Many things become compulsory. Why do you 
think something becomes compulsory?

Compare and contrast these vocabulary terms:  
compulsory and essential

How are these words similar? How are they 
different?
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Basic Lesson Design

I do it 
1. Introduce the word’s pronunciation.
2. Introduce the word’s meaning. 
3. Illustrate the word with examples.

You do it
4. Check students’ understanding.
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Video #1 
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Steps in vocabulary instruction 
routine

Good instructional practices



Time for YOU to practice
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Lesson Design 
Vocabulary

• Step 1:  Introduce the word’s pronunciation

• Step 2:  Introduce the word’s meaning

• Step 3:  Illustrate the word with examples
• and non-examples when helpful

• Step 4:  Check students’ understanding
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Vocabulary Extensions

• Introduce the part of speech

• Introduce synonyms and antonyms

• Tell students when and where the word is used

• Introduce the etymology (history and/or 
origin) of the word
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Vocabulary Extensions

• Introduce students to other members of word 
family
• wild, wilderness
• conform, conforms, conformed, conforming, 

conformist
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Vocabulary Logs or 
Notebooks

• Have students maintain log of vocabulary to 
facilitate study and review.

• What can be recorded in a vocabulary log?
• Word
• Student-friendly definition
• Attributes or definition
• Sentence to illustrate the word’s meaning
• Examples and non-examples
• An illustration
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Word Wall

• Create a word wall in your classroom

• Post a reminder of the context
• Copy of the cover of the read-aloud book
• Copy of the first page in the story
• The topic in science or social studies

• Post the vocabulary words

• Incorporate the words into your classroom language

• Encourage students to use words when speaking and 
writing

46



Conclusion

“Words are all we have.”
Samuel Beckett
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