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Vocabulary Instruction in Fifth Grade and 
Beyond: Sources of Word Learning and 
Productive Contexts for Development

Evelyn Ford-Connors and Jeanne R. Paratore
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Increasing the vocabulary knowledge of young adolescent and adolescent 
students has been a focal point of educational research and many teacher 
professional development initiatives. Yet many teachers continue to use tra-
ditional, but generally ineffective, methods of classroom-based vocabulary 
instruction. Synthesizing the literature around the general topics of vocabu-
lary instruction, classroom discourse, and teacher talk, this review provides 
a comprehensive and critical examination of instruction that supports vocab-
ulary learning in older students with a particular focus on practices that 
promote productive discussions of content.
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The past decade has seen increased focus on the literacy development of older 
students, especially adolescents, in the United States, based in large part on stu-
dents’ generally low performance on national and international assessments. 
Although, according to the latest National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP, 2013) report, the percentage of eighth-grade students achieving reading 
proficiency has increased slightly (from 30% in 2011 to 32% in 2013), the overall 
result is the same: Only one third of those tested comprehend text proficiently. In 
addition, although gains are also evident among underperforming groups, a large 
gap remains between minority and nonminority students (NAEP, 2013). More 
than a decade ago, Alvermann (2001, p. 4) argued that “basic level literacy is 
insufficient in today’s world where both reading and writing tasks required of 
adolescents are continuing to increase in complexity and difficulty.” If young 
people are to succeed in a world that is dominated by ever-changing digital tech-
nologies, and accordingly new literacies, and ever-growing competition in a 
global economy, they will need to acquire and maintain high levels of literacy 
skill and analytical ability.

A complex array of conditions contributes to the problem of poor adolescent 
reading performance, and solutions are, in turn, equally complex. But there is 
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substantial evidence that at least part of the solution resides in expanding students’ 
vocabulary knowledge, known to be essential to reading comprehension 
(Anderson & Freebody, 1981; Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Cunningham & 
Stanovich, 1998; Davis, 1968). Students with large vocabularies demonstrate 
stronger reading comprehension and score higher on standardized achievement 
tests than their peers with smaller vocabularies (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). 
Moreover, vocabulary knowledge is closely linked to students’ long-term aca-
demic achievement (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; National Reading Panel, 
2000), and limited vocabulary has been linked to the achievement gap for students 
of color, English language learners, and students with learning disabilities 
(Biemiller & Slonim, 2001; Proctor, Carlo, August, & Snow, 2005).

Because of vocabulary’s significance to students’ reading and academic 
achievement, we set out in this review to determine how vocabulary is effectively 
taught in the classroom. As we searched the literature, we noted increasing evi-
dence of positive influences of classroom discussion on students’ text comprehen-
sion and learning (e.g., Murphy, Wilkinson, Soter, Hennessey, & Alexander, 2009; 
Soter et al., 2008), and we wondered to what extent classroom discussion also 
exerted an influence on vocabulary learning; therefore, we chose to include this as 
a factor in our review. We set our sights on students in Grades 5 through 12 for 
two reasons. First, researchers have identified that literacy learning of young ado-
lescents as an area in need of greater attention (e.g., Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). 
Second, as students advance through the grades, the texts they are expected to 
read increase in both concept density and linguistic complexity. As a result, both 
knowing words and also knowing how to derive meanings of unfamiliar words 
has more importance in achieving text understanding, thus helping realize a level 
of reading proficiency that will prepare students for success in and out of school.

To set the context for this review, we first describe what is understood about 
vocabulary’s connection to comprehension. We next examine the nature of word 
learning, with a focus on what it means to know a word. Then, to develop aware-
ness of the current state of practice, we report on evidence related to how vocabu-
lary presently is taught with students in Grade 5 and beyond. Finally, we describe 
methods, present and discuss findings, and draw conclusions.

Background for the Study

Vocabulary’s Connection to Comprehension
The exact relationship between vocabulary and reading comprehension is not 

well understood (Harmon, 1998; National Reading Panel, 2000; Pearson, Hiebert, 
& Kamil, 2007). Although vocabulary is recognized as a predictor of reading 
comprehension, it also develops as a result of reading (RAND Reading Study 
Group, 2002). Researchers advance several hypotheses to explain this relation-
ship. One hypothesis suggests a direct, causal relationship between vocabulary 
and reading ability (e.g., Beck & McKeown, 1991). A second proposes that gen-
eral knowledge of the world supports both vocabulary and text comprehension, 
with all three connected through mental schema (e.g., Anderson & Freebody, 
1981). A third posits the presence of some common variable that underlies both 
vocabulary and reading skill such as processing capacity, memory, or general ver-
bal ability (e.g., Cain, Oakhill, & Lemmon, 2004; Daneman, 1988; Nippold, 
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2002). A fourth suggests that the relationship of vocabulary to reading compre-
hension is likely bidirectional and reciprocal, with comprehension and vocabulary 
influencing each other recursively, and with both connected to reading volume 
(Nagy, 2005).

In undertaking this review, we considered these hypotheses not as competing 
theories but as evidence of an intricate network of skills, knowledge, and cogni-
tive processes that are multidirectional, reciprocal, and that, at different points in 
time and in different contexts, exert more or less influence on each other.

The Nature of Word Learning
Word knowledge exists as a rich network of information in which words are 

connected to mental schema, prior experience, and associations with other words, 
concepts, and ideas. Knowledge of a word thus extends well beyond its definition 
to include not only the ability to recognize a word but also to instantly access 
information about it and to create meaning from spoken or written texts. In fact, 
word knowledge is “primarily procedural rather than declarative, a matter of 
‘knowing how’ rather than ‘knowing that’ . . . knowing a word means being able 
to do things with it,” such that “word knowledge is applied knowledge” (Nagy & 
Scott, 2000, p. 273).

The complexity of what it means to know a word suggests its development as 
a gradual process that occurs over time and through an accumulation of experi-
ences and exposures to words and related ideas. Learners must come into contact 
with a word in a variety of contexts to learn its meaning and use, not only in a 
single instance but as an array of conceptual associations that accompany full 
knowledge. Single encounters with words, then, likely are not adequate to provide 
the depth of meaning, conceptual knowledge, and information about usage that 
permits full ownership (Graves, 2006).

Dale (1965) represented the multidimensional and incremental nature of word 
knowledge as four levels or stages of knowing: (a) having no idea of a word’s 
meaning, (b) having heard it but not knowing its meaning, (c) recognizing it in 
context as related to a particular category or idea, and (d) understanding its mean-
ing in a variety of contexts. Paribakht and Wesche (1996) added a fifth stage, 
suggesting that the ability to accurately use the word in speaking and writing is 
the ultimate marker of mastery of the word’s meaning.

Nagy and Scott (2000) further explained dimensions of word knowledge as 
incrementality, that is, word learning is a process that occurs in small steps; poly-
semy, that is, the same word can have different meanings or similar, but nuanced, 
meanings; multidimensionality, that is, word knowledge includes various forms, 
including spoken, written, grammatical function, location with other words, rela-
tionships to other words, frequency of use, and conceptual meaning (Nation, 
1990); interrelatedness, that is, connectedness to other words, categories, con-
cepts, and ideas; and heterogeneity, that is, those aspects of word knowledge that 
influence what one knows about the word. Vermeer (2001) likened word knowl-
edge to “nodes in a network” (p. 218), linked across numerous dimensions that 
include both breadth and depth of knowledge, with denser networks indicating 
greater knowledge of and about a word. Word knowledge is thus far more than 
simple labels or definitions but rather a deep network that holds crucial 
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connections to language development and growth in general knowledge. When 
viewed together, these multiple dimensions illumine the complexity of word 
knowledge and suggest not only its influence on reading comprehension but also 
its fundamental role in general knowledge acquisition.

As researchers have developed understandings about the nature and complex-
ity of vocabulary knowledge and growth, they also have investigated classroom-
based instruction that supports children’s word learning. This research direction is 
crucial, given the significant differences in vocabulary knowledge that children 
bring to the classroom. Disparities in children’s vocabulary, evident as early as 
preschool, persist into students’ later elementary and middle school years, with 
consequences for learning and success in school (e.g., Biemiller & Slonim, 2001; 
Hart & Risley, 1995; Proctor et al., 2005). Awareness of these disparities under-
scores the need for classroom-based instruction to address these differences and 
create a route to improved reading comprehension and greater academic success 
for all students.

The work of Beck, McKeown, and their colleagues (Beck, Perfetti, & McKeown, 
1982; McKeown, Beck, Omanson, & Perfetti, 1983; McKeown, Beck, Omanson, 
& Pople, 1985), conducted with younger (fourth-grade) students, helped establish 
an understanding of instructional conditions that improve vocabulary learning. 
Through their work, we understand that, at least for younger students, deep vocab-
ulary learning is realized when vocabulary instruction (a) develops both defini-
tional knowledge and understanding of a word’s broad range of semantic 
connections and related concepts, (b) provides many exposures to target words in 
multiple contexts (McKeown et al., 1983), and (c) requires that students justify and 
explain their reasoning as they make associations among words. Moreover, espe-
cially relevant to this review is the understanding that the instructional contexts 
that contributed to increased word learning (as well as text comprehension) 
employed in both print- and discussion-based interactions with words. A recent 
study by Silverman et al. (2013) largely confirmed these findings. In an analysis of 
the relationship between certain types of vocabulary instruction and the vocabulary 
learning of monolingual and bilingual students in 33 third-, fourth-, and fifth-grade 
classrooms, Silverman et al. found that both monolingual and bilingual students 
benefited when instruction included attention to explicit definitions, word rela-
tions, and morphology and syntax.

Despite these well-established insights about the qualities of rich instruction 
that improve vocabulary learning for younger students, this type of instructional 
approach is not commonplace in middle or secondary school instruction. In fact, 
teachers often adopt relatively constricted approaches to vocabulary instruction. 
For instance, in a descriptive study of vocabulary instruction in 23 upper-ele-
mentary classrooms, including 308 hours of observation, Scott, Jamieson-Noel, 
and Asselin (2003) found that teachers spent little time engaging in discussions 
of word meanings with their students. Instead, the predominant methods of 
instruction included teachers mentioning words, providing synonyms, and 
assigning words to look up in the dictionary. In another study, Hedrick, Harmon, 
and Linerode (2004) surveyed 70 social studies teachers in intermediate and 
middle school grades; they found that nearly two thirds of the teachers regularly 
asked students to look up words and definitions as part of a unit of study or 
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provided lists of words for children to learn. Similarly, in a 4-month descriptive 
study of six classrooms with fifth- and sixth-grade students, Watts (1995) 
observed a predominance of vocabulary instruction focused on dictionary 
searches and sentence creation based on definitions. Furthermore, Watts found 
that the nature of individual words had little influence on teachers’ instructional 
approaches, as they tended to use the same two methods consistently across all 
of their lessons.

The common practices identified by these studies do little to increase students’ 
vocabulary, and an instructional focus on definitional information may actually 
lead to misinterpretations about word meaning. Miller and Gildea (1985) found 
that when students in Grades 5 and 6 were asked to create sentences for new 
words based only on the words’ definitions, an overwhelming number of sen-
tences (63%) reflected a general misunderstanding of the words’ meanings. In 
addition, Scott and Nagy (1997) cast doubt that even accessible definitional styles 
were sufficient. In two experiments, students in the fourth and sixth grades were 
presented with brief definitions of pseudowords along with sentences using the 
pseudowords and asked to determine whether the word usage in the sentences 
accurately represented their definitions.

In the first experiment, students were able to identify sentences in which word 
use was totally correct or totally incorrect, but they misjudged sentences contain-
ing a correct fragment about 50% of the time, a chance performance level. In a 
second experiment, students persisted in selecting incorrect sentences containing 
correct fragments more than half the time, whether the definitions were presented 
in traditional or “user-friendly” (Scott & Nagy, 1997, p. 192) language. Scott and 
Nagy concluded that “even with high-quality definitions students have limited 
success” (p. 198) in their understanding of both the semantic and syntactic ele-
ments of words. Scott and Nagy postulated that definitions offered little learning 
support because “the language of definitions is in some sense an extreme version 
of literate language—even more decontextualized, more terse, and less like oral 
language than most of the written language to which children have been exposed” 
(p. 187).

It is not clear whether the limited nature of teachers’ vocabulary instruction 
results from a lack of familiarity with more efficacious approaches, insufficient 
guidance from the research community, or a combination of the two. The National 
Reading Panel (2000) acknowledged that although we have a fairly well-devel-
oped understanding of the various facets of vocabulary knowledge, little is known 
about the instructional contexts that support its growth, especially after fifth 
grade. As a result, there is currently limited understanding about the most produc-
tive approaches for teaching words to students as they advance into middle school 
and beyond, and although recent studies have begun to address this gap (e.g., 
Kucan, 2007; Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller, & Kelley, 2010), effective vocabulary 
instruction with older students continues to be understudied.

In sum, despite widely held awareness of the importance of vocabulary knowl-
edge in academic learning, teachers’ continued reliance on dictionary searches, 
definitions, and sentence writing as predominant vocabulary instructional prac-
tices fails to get at the heart of vocabulary knowledge, that is, its rich network of 
semantic and associative connections. Such failure is likely consequential. 
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Students who enter classrooms with a low store of vocabulary knowledge are 
unlikely to acquire complex knowledge through simple exposure. Given these 
considerations, in this review, we sought to understand both the particular prac-
tices that support word learning and the contexts in which such practices might be 
especially productive and beneficial to word learning. Our investigation, then, 
centered on the question, What are the instructional practices and classroom con-
texts that improve the vocabulary knowledge of young adolescent and adolescent 
students? In the sections that follow, we present a summary of the literature that 
we reviewed to answer this question.

Method

To identify related studies, we searched Academic OneFile, Education Full 
Text, and ERIC databases for investigations related to the vocabulary advancement 
of older students and the classroom contexts and instructional practices that 
strengthen vocabulary. Using the key words vocabulary instruction and adoles-
cent, our search of Academic OneFile yielded 33 results, Education Full Text 
yielded 288, and ERIC generated 23 results. Because we were interested in under-
standing the relationship among teacher talk, classroom discourse, and vocabulary 
learning, we also included each as key words. The terms classroom discourse and 
vocabulary yielded a total of 1,141 studies from these databases, but when we 
added adolescent or middle school as additional search terms, the results fell closer 
to 300. A search of the three databases using the key words and phrases teacher 
talk, vocabulary, and adolescent yielded 146 results. We next searched the same 
three databases on the terms vocabulary instruction and classroom discourse. This 
combination of terms yielded 63 studies. We also searched with a combination of 
vocabulary instruction and teacher talk, which resulted in 35 studies.

As we reviewed these entries, we accepted only studies from peer-reviewed 
journals. To capture the complexity of instruction that supports growth in stu-
dents’ vocabulary knowledge, we included both quantitative and qualitative 
research designs. Although our focus was on older students, some studies included 
a range of participants that encompassed both elementary and middle school stu-
dents. We accepted these studies, explicitly noting participants’ ages in the pre-
sentation of each study. Since our predominant focus was on classroom vocabulary 
instruction and discourse, we looked for studies with general education popula-
tions and eliminated studies with only special education students or those in which 
peer tutoring, peer discussions, or technology were primary foci. We also elimi-
nated studies with a focus on teaching English as a foreign language. A number of 
studies emerged in this search with a primary focus on content knowledge, com-
prehension, or some aspect of learning other than vocabulary; so although vocab-
ulary growth was mentioned as a positive by-product of instruction, these studies 
were eliminated from this review. Finally, to contextualize the findings, we 
included meta-analyses and noted them as such in our review.

With these restrictions applied, 33 studies remained. Among the included stud-
ies, 28 focused on vocabulary development and/or vocabulary instruction; of 
these, 21 were quantitative or mixed-methods designs, 4 were qualitative, and 3 
were meta-analyses (Table 1). Of the five studies that focused on classroom 

(Text continues on p. 65.)
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discourse, three were mixed-methods designs, one was qualitative, and one was a 
meta-analysis (Table 2).

Results

This review is qualitative rather than quantitative. At the outset, we were mind-
ful of Shanahan’s (2000) caution that such reviews provide “intuitive description 
and analysis of research findings, and are more dependent on researchers’ judg-
ment and insight” (p. 210) than quantitative reviews. To control for this threat to 
trustworthiness, we chose to include substantially detailed descriptions of focal 
studies, thus providing readers sufficient information to contextualize our inter-
pretations and evaluate our conclusions.

The review is organized within two major strands. The first is sources of word 
learning. These include (a) wide reading as a pathway to vocabulary knowledge; 
(b) instruction of word learning strategies, including context clues, morphological 
analysis, awareness of polysemy, and developing word consciousness; (c) direct 
instruction of individual words; and (d) direct instruction plus strategies. The sec-
ond is the contexts teachers create to support these sources of word learning. This 
section includes research related to the focus of the discussion (e.g., conceptual 
vs. skills-based) and to research related to the ways in which teachers orchestrate 
the discussion.

Sources of Word Learning

Wide Reading as a Pathway to Vocabulary Knowledge
Wide reading provides access to rich language, and it has been shown to have 

a major impact on students’ vocabulary growth. Through reading, new words are 
introduced within meaningful contexts and related networks of general knowl-
edge are built. In studies with students in Grades 4, 5, and 6 (N = 134), Cunningham 
and Stanovich (1991) demonstrated that the quantity of students’ reading signifi-
cantly contributed to growth in both vocabulary and overall knowledge. This find-
ing held true even when researchers controlled for general ability and phonological 
coding skill as possible contributing factors. Furthermore, this relationship 
endures over time. In a later study with 268 college students, Stanovich and 
Cunningham (1993) again found that reading volume was linked to growth in 
vocabulary and content knowledge.

However, for vocabulary to increase through reading, students must read fre-
quently, in significant quantities, and with texts of sufficient complexity to be 
exposed to new and sophisticated language (Graves, 2006). But in an NAEP sur-
vey conducted with 38,000 13-year-old students, the majority (70%) reported 
only occasionally reading outside of school and reading for pleasure two or fewer 
times per week (Perie, Moran, & Lutkus, 2005). Other studies indicate that unmo-
tivated or uncommitted adolescent readers typically do not identify reading as a 
positive or useful experience, nor do they identify themselves as part of a com-
munity of readers (Beers, 1998). Moreover, in a survey of middle school students’ 
attitudes toward reading, many expressed negative attitudes and reported engag-
ing in reading with reluctance (McKenna, Kear, & Ellsworth, 1995). These col-
lective findings suggest that many adolescents do not read in quantities sufficient 
to have significant impact on their vocabulary growth.
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For students who choose to read, a facet of word learning enabled through 
wide reading is the opportunity to infer meanings of unfamiliar words from the 
context provided by adjacent text. However, studies that have investigated context 
as a source for learning new words have found somewhat mixed results regarding 
its value as a dependable source of word learning. In a study with eighth-grade 
students (N = 70), Nagy et al. (1985) identified target words from classroom-
based texts and administered a multiple-choice pretest to determine students’ 
knowledge of these words prior to reading. Students then read passages contain-
ing the target words or participated in an assessment where they verbally defined 
individual words from the passage and took another multiple-choice assessment 
of target word knowledge. A greater number of target words were known by stu-
dents who had read the passage than by students who had not read it, indicating 
that some learning from context took place. This finding was statistically signifi-
cant and consistent across different texts. In a related study, Sternberg and Powell 
(1983) found that high school students (N = 123) displayed accuracy when asked 
to make educated guesses about the meanings of new words contained in written 
passages. Students apparently gathered some knowledge of novel words from the 
general context presented in the text.

However, readers’ skill levels strongly influence their abilities to infer word 
meaning from context. Cain et al. (2004) found that, when reading passages con-
taining novel words, 9- and 10-year-old students with poor comprehension skills 
were less able to infer word meaning from context than their peers with higher 
comprehension skill, resulting in poorer comprehension or misunderstanding of 
the overall meaning of the passages. Similarly, Jimenez et al. (1996) found that 
unfamiliar vocabulary proved particularly problematic for sixth- and seventh-
grade bilingual readers when compared with monolingual readers. Qualitative 
analyses suggested that monolingual readers possessed background knowledge, 
text schema, and language preparation that aided their ability to effectively use 
context by drawing on funds of knowledge that the bilingual students did not 
possess.

The conclusion that characteristics of the focal and adjacent words, and of the 
readers, themselves, may render the text-based context an inconsistent source for 
acquiring vocabulary is further supported by evidence from Swanborn and 
deGlopper’s (1999) meta-analysis of 20 incidental word learning studies. 
Participants in these studies ranged in grade from 3 to 11, with the majority of the 
included studies focused on students in the sixth grade. To be included in the 
meta-analysis, studies met strict criteria including no previous reader preparation 
or purposes set for the reading task, no preteaching of vocabulary or inclusion of 
texts with features that might call attention to words (e.g., underlining), and texts 
only in participants’ first language. The included studies also contained sufficient 
information to make calculations of probability and effect size possible. The 
results indicated the probability of learning a particular word’s meaning based on 
a single encounter with it in context to be around 15%, with low-ability and 
younger readers demonstrating far greater difficulty inferring meaning than high-
ability and older readers.

In sum, despite strong evidence that wide reading contributes to vocabulary 
development and growth, such outcomes are likely to be realized primarily by 
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students who engage in frequent reading of texts with complex and interesting 
vocabulary, who have strong English language proficiency, and who are capable 
readers. Although some students in later elementary, middle, and secondary 
school classrooms display these characteristics, a large percentage does not. This 
latter group is largely dependent on the actions teachers take to support vocabu-
lary acquisition and, in turn, knowledge development and overall academic suc-
cess. In the subsequent sections, we explore studies of instruction and classroom 
practices that promote vocabulary growth. We have organized these studies in two 
groups: those that examine instruction of word learning strategies and those that 
examine direct instruction of target words.

Instruction of Word Learning Strategies
Studies of instruction targeted at word learning strategies suggest four essential 

practices: the use of context clues, morphological analysis, understanding the 
polysemous nature of words, and developing metacognitive awareness of word 
meanings. We explore each of these strategies in turn.

Context clues.  As previously noted, although some studies indicate that context 
clues may provide a useful source for word learning, not all students are skillful at 
drawing on such clues. Fukkink and DeGlopper (1998) conducted a meta-analysis 
of 12 studies focused on improving students’ skill in deriving word meaning from 
context while reading. Sample sizes ranged from 8 to 153, with a range of student 
ages from 9 to 18.5 years. Selected studies included a treatment group that received 
instruction targeting improvement of students’ skill at using context clues to derive 
word meaning and a control group that received no instruction. Approaches to 
instruction varied among five types: (a) teaching students to identify context clues, 
(b) using cloze tasks to increase students’ awareness of related language found in 
the text and surrounding novel words, c) teaching strategies to infer word meaning, 
(d) focusing on definitional approaches to develop a general schema of a word’s 
meaning, (e) and practice-only conditions in which students practiced exercises 
but without other instruction. Treatments focused on clue and strategy instruction 
more consistently yielded positive results than the other treatment types, with a 
mean effect size of .43 for these treatment groups. The more effective instruction 
included teaching students to examine words and sentences that precede or follow 
the unknown word and to seek relationships among ideas across sentences or para-
graphs to infer a general idea about the new word’s meaning.

Researchers have also combined instruction in using context clues with other 
strategies for word identification. Baumann et al. (2002) investigated the effects 
of instruction in morphemic and contextual analysis on fifth-grade students’ abil-
ity to infer meanings of unfamiliar vocabulary and reading comprehension. 
Students (N = 88) were divided into four groups: morphemic analysis only, con-
text only, combined morphemic and contextual analysis, and control (in which 
students read and responded to a trade book and dealt with vocabulary words only 
as they came up in the discussion). Each group received 12 lessons targeting their 
assigned strategy and using 60 low-frequency words (e.g., reconsider and compe-
tence). Treatment groups received explicit instruction in the targeted strategies, 
followed by guided and independent practice. Overall, treatment group students 
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demonstrated greater knowledge of lesson words than control group students, and 
this held true for both immediate and delayed knowledge of lesson words. 
Treatment group students also successfully applied new strategy knowledge to the 
task of determining transfer words (i.e., those with similar patterns to instructed 
words), although outcomes were less robust than with lesson words. Furthermore, 
students in both the individual morphemic and the contextual analysis groups 
were equally effective at inferring word meanings as those who participated in the 
combined or hybrid strategy group. However, there were no significant differ-
ences between groups in posttreatment measures of reading comprehension.

A small, qualitative study with fifth- and sixth-grade students (N = 5) relied on 
teacher modeling and an interactive approach to help students secure sufficient 
information from context to make sense of a story (Goerss et al., 1999). Students 
were encouraged to reread text and engage in discussions to identify potential 
clues to an unfamiliar word’s meaning, create hypotheses about possible mean-
ings, examine the relationship between the word and the larger context, and refine 
their hypotheses and consolidate information. Students improved their abilities to 
recognize places in their reading where novel words interfered with comprehen-
sion and to use the surrounding context to unravel the meaning. Further study 
would be needed to understand how this approach might be applied in whole-class 
instruction or with a wider range of student reading levels and skill.

Combined findings from these studies indicate that explicit instruction in con-
text clues helps readers of all ability levels in defining unfamiliar words (Baumann 
et al., 2002; Fukkink & DeGlopper, 1998; Goerss et al., 1999). However, students 
may experience similar success when taught to use other word learning strategies 
(e.g., morphological analysis) or when taught to pair the use of context clues with 
morphological analysis (Baumann et al., 2002).

Morphological analysis.  Students’ ability to engage in morphological analysis 
becomes increasingly important as they advance in school and the morphologi-
cal complexity of words in grade-level texts increases (Nippold & Sun, 2008). 
Beyond the primary grades, specialized and discipline-specific language become 
commonplace in instructional texts; in the upper grades, most new words that stu-
dents encounter are morphologically complex, and 60% contain meaning-bearing 
parts that are analyzable to assist in determining meaning (Nagy & Scott, 2000). 
Skill in morphological analysis thus enables students to derive meaning of novel 
words during reading and to use more precise vocabulary when writing.

Nagy et al. (2006) analyzed the relationships of students’ morphological 
awareness, phonological memory, and phonological decoding to reading compre-
hension, vocabulary, spelling, and decoding of complex words. Using structural 
equation modeling, data were analyzed for students at three grade levels: 4/5 (n = 
183), 6/7 (n = 218), and 8/9 (n = 207). Morphological awareness made “a signifi-
cant unique contribution at all grade levels” (Nagy et al., 2006, p. 140) to reading 
comprehension, reading vocabulary, and spelling.

In another study (Nippold & Sun, 2008), students in Grades 5 (n = 46) and 8  
(n = 48) participated in a written, multiple-choice task in which they were asked 
to recognize and manipulate a set of derived nominals and adjectives, all repre-
sentative of words typically found in the curriculum. Older students performed 
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better than younger students on both types of words, with derived nominals pre-
senting more challenge than adjectives. Moreover, students’ word comprehension 
was related to the words’ frequency of occurrence in print.

Ram et al. (2013) investigated students’ employment of morphological analy-
sis to determine meanings of low-frequency, derived words, both with and with-
out the benefit of context. Participants were general education students in the third 
(n = 30) and fifth (n = 31) grades. Students were asked to provide definitions for 
20 words, both in isolation and in context. Although both groups showed improved 
performance when context clues were used, older students achieved significantly 
higher scores than their younger counterparts.

In a quasi-experimental study, Wysocki and Jenkins (1987) trained students in 
Grades 4 (n = 45), 6 (n = 45), and 8 (n = 41) to use morphological analysis to 
derive word meanings. Students were matched according to achievement on the 
California Achievement Test and then randomly assigned to receive training on 
derivational suffixes using one word from each pair of 12 morphologically related 
pairs. On testing that occurred 2 weeks posttraining, students at all grade levels 
performed better with the taught words than on transfer (untaught) words. 
Students’ performance was affected by prior experience with related words and 
the quality of the surrounding text; older students in both sixth and eighth grades 
made better use of context and morphological clues than fourth graders, suggest-
ing that skill in applying such strategies in novel situations develops with age and 
prior classroom experience.

Baumann et al. (2003) investigated effects on student learning from integrating 
morphemic and contextual analysis instruction into social studies lessons. Fifth 
graders (N = 157) drawn from eight classrooms were divided into two groups: a 
textbook vocabulary (TV) group and a combined morphemic and contextual 
(MC) analysis group. Classroom teachers provided instruction embedded in daily 
social studies lessons using vocabulary from classroom texts. Teachers in TV 
classrooms used varied activities to directly teach vocabulary based on the text-
book selection but without instruction in independent word learning strategies. 
Teachers in MC classrooms included strategies for both morphemic and contex-
tual analysis. On immediate assessments, students in the TV group scored an 
average of 7.68 points higher on textbook vocabulary knowledge than did stu-
dents in the MC group. However, on the Word Part test, students in the MC group 
scored significantly higher on transfer words presented in isolation than students 
from the TV classrooms. There were no significant differences between groups on 
comprehension measures. On delayed assessments, individuals from the MC 
group scored higher than students in the TV group in recognition of new vocabu-
lary with morphemic structure similar to the taught words.

In a study with ninth-grade students (N = 230), Harris et al. (2011) provided a 
morphological analysis strategy for understanding and predicting word meanings. 
Participants were enrolled in general education classes and included some stu-
dents with learning disabilities. Students from three existing classes were ran-
domly assigned to either a morphological analysis strategy condition or a 
mnemonic strategy condition. Three other classes served as a comparison to 
establish norms for target word knowledge. Both intervention groups made sig-
nificant gains on posttests related to their particular strategy and to understanding 
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the meaning of taught words. In addition, students in the morphological analysis 
strategy group outperformed others on a morphological analysis posttest. Students 
with and without disabilities showed significant gains, although students with dis-
abilities scored lower than their peers.

Looking across studies, morphological knowledge aided students in decipher-
ing word meaning, spelling, and comprehension (Nagy et al., 2006), and skill in 
applying this knowledge increased as students progressed in school (Nippold & 
Sun, 2008). Morphological analysis provided a valuable tool to help students with 
and without disabilities unlock word meanings (Harris et al., 2011). When strate-
gies for analysis were taught, students improved both knowledge of words and 
ability to infer meanings from new words (Baumann et al., 2003). As a whole, 
these studies also suggest that students can continue to benefit from a focus on 
morphology, context, and word analysis strategies as they advance in school.

Awareness of polysemy.  Polysemous words are understood to be “those that 
have more than one related sense” (Crossley, Salsbury, & McNamara, 2010,  
p. 575), containing a core meaning, as well as several related senses. Awareness 
of words’ polysemous nature is a metalinguistic skill that improves students’ abil-
ity to derive meaning in academic work. In addition, the ability to make connec-
tions across words’ different senses is thought to be related to students’ conceptual 
organization. In English, multiple-meaning words “are more common than both 
homonyms and vague words and are more of a rule than an exception” (Crossley 
et al., 2010, p. 575). Furthermore, common words tend to have more meanings 
than less common words, as illustrated by Celce-Murcia and Rosensweig (1979, 
p. 252) for the word get:

To get a job (to obtain a job)
To get hired (to be hired)
To get a good grade (to achieve a good grade)
To get heavy (to become heavy)
To get the ball (to fetch the ball)
To get him to walk (to make him walk)
To get it (to purchase it or to understand it)
To get there (to be successful, arrive at a destination)

Although polysemous words are known to be problematic for many readers, 
they are especially difficult for students acquiring English as a second language 
(Bensoussan & Laufer, 1984; Qian, 1999; Verhallen & Schoonen, 1993). Despite 
the documented need, we identified only one study that examined effectiveness of 
instructional interventions at the focal grade levels. In this study with 283 third- 
and fifth-grade students, Nelson and Stage (2007) measured effects of a multiple-
meaning vocabulary intervention on students’ vocabulary knowledge and reading 
comprehension. The sample included low-income first- and second-language 
learners and students in special education. Sixteen classrooms (8 third grade and 
8 fifth grade) were randomly assigned to treatment or nontreatment conditions, 
and all students took a pre-intervention reading comprehension test.
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Teachers in nontreatment classrooms conducted ELA instruction using the dis-
trict curriculum. Teachers in treatment classrooms included within their regular 
instruction a vocabulary intervention incorporating 36 target words, each having 
multiple meanings. Focused vocabulary instruction occurred on two consecutive 
days for approximately 20 to 30 minutes each day. Words were presented multiple 
times in a variety of contexts and included an introductory word-related task, a 
matching activity, definitional maps, presentation of the word in a short reading 
passage, and a writing activity using each word. Treatment-group students’ sig-
nificantly outperformed control group peers on measures of vocabulary knowl-
edge and reading comprehension for texts that contained the focal words, with 
greatest gains seen in students with low initial vocabulary knowledge.

In combination, studies reviewed thus far suggest three important understand-
ings about words that contribute to discerning word meanings. Direct instruction 
in context clues is effective for raising students’ awareness of the meaning of 
unfamiliar words, both as an independent strategy and in combination with other 
strategies. In addition, morphological awareness makes an important contribution 
to students’ vocabulary knowledge and reading comprehension; ability to use 
morphological analysis seems to develop as students progress in school (Ram et 
al., 2013; Wysocki & Jenkins, 1987) and, therefore, may be of particular benefit 
to students beginning in the late elementary and middle grades where texts typi-
cally contain longer and more complex words and convey more abstract ideas 
(e.g., Nagy et al., 2006; Nippold & Sun, 2008). Furthermore, providing instruc-
tion in polysemous words may improve word learning and text comprehension 
(Nelson & Stage, 2007).

Developing word consciousness.  According to Stahl and Nagy (2006), word 
consciousness is a “multi-faceted construct” (p. 140) that incorporates students’ 
awareness of differences between oral and written language, understandings about 
the effect that a word’s role in a sentence may have on its meaning (syntactical 
awareness), knowledge of the effects of word parts on meaning (morphological 
awareness), and an appreciation of word choice. Although an acknowledged facet 
of vocabulary development, few studies have isolated the role of word conscious-
ness in word learning. Rather, the literature focuses largely on descriptions of the 
types of instruction that support word consciousness.

In one such classroom-based study, Dole et al. (1995) examined effects of a 
metacognitive approach to develop 10th-grade students’ (N = 43) awareness of 
the relationships between words’ meanings and their comprehension as they read 
and analyzed narrative texts in two English classrooms. Instruction emphasized 
declarative, procedural, and conditional knowledge (Paris, Lipson, & Wixon, 
1983), as the teacher explained not only what the strategies were for understand-
ing word meaning but also how and when to use them, and why they might be 
beneficial for learning. Students then applied this information to classroom 
assignments. When compared with a control group that participated in regular 
instruction using the same texts but without metacognitive instruction, treatment 
group students showed significantly greater increases in word knowledge; ability 
to identify words associated with important concepts in the text; and understand-
ing of new words’ relationships to characters, themes, and important ideas from 
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the texts. Treatment group students also significantly outperformed control group 
peers on reading comprehension of focal texts.

Lubliner and Smetana (2005) implemented a 12-week instructional interven-
tion with fifth-grade, low-income students (N = 77). Classroom teachers taught 
word-analysis strategies (e.g., structural analysis, clarifying strategies, context 
clues, and approaches for accessing classroom aids). Like Dole et al. (1995), 
teachers incorporated declarative, procedural, and conditional information about 
each strategy with guided practice that emphasized persistence and flexibility in 
clarifying word meaning and deciding whether a word made sense in a particular 
context. Students’ achievement was measured at the end of the intervention and 
compared with previous learning outcomes from an earlier, 12-week control 
period during which no intervention had been provided. Students achieved sig-
nificantly higher scores on vocabulary and reading comprehension measures after 
the intervention period when compared with performance at the conclusion of the 
control period. Students’ scores before and after the intervention also were com-
pared with the scores of a control group comprising students in a high-performing 
school who had not participated in the intervention. At the study’s outset, inter-
vention students had significantly lower scores on both measures than control 
group students. At the conclusion of the 12-week intervention, differences in 
scores between the two groups on both measures were substantially reduced and 
were no longer statistically significant.

Both studies were conducted in classrooms and with instruction carried out by 
classroom teachers. As such, they were subject to the naturalistic classroom con-
ditions and potentially variable instruction of the teachers who implemented the 
interventions. Despite the possible shortcomings that may accompany this 
approach, results showed that when teachers emphasized comprehension moni-
toring, developed students’ awareness of the importance of word meaning as a 
source of text comprehension, and provided explicit instruction in the use of word 
learning strategies, students’ reading comprehension improved.

Direct Instruction of Individual Words
In addition to instruction of word learning strategies and approaches that build 

students’ word consciousness, there is widespread agreement that direct instruc-
tion of selected, key words improves vocabulary knowledge. Such instruction 
may be especially important in disciplinary learning, which typically dominates 
instruction during later elementary, middle, and secondary school. A meta-analy-
sis by Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) provided convincing evidence that direct 
instruction of key words has immediate benefit and is tied to improved reading 
comprehension. The included studies employed an experimental or quasi-experi-
mental design and provided sufficient statistical information to allow calculation 
of an effect size. In all, 52 studies met the criteria and permitted 94 independent 
method comparisons. Participants in these studies ranged from fourth grade 
through college. Comprehension measures fell into two categories: global mea-
sures, determined through standardized tests, or “word-specific measures” (Stahl 
& Fairbanks, 1986, p. 79) in which taught words were included in the passages 
used to measure comprehension. Analyses yielded a robust, mean effect size of 
.97 for vocabulary instruction’s effect on students’ comprehension of passages in 
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which taught words were included. For general comprehension of passages, as 
measured by standardized tests, the effect size of vocabulary instruction on com-
prehension was .30, substantially smaller yet still indicative of moderate effects.

Additionally, findings demonstrated the relative value of instructional empha-
ses on students’ word learning, with approaches combining definitional and con-
textual information showing greater effects on students’ learning than instruction 
emphasizing definitional information alone. Furthermore, instruction that pro-
vided multiple repetitions of information, as well as multiple exposures to words 
in different contexts, had larger effects on students’ word learning and text com-
prehension than only one or two exposures. The instructional setting, whether 
group or individual, showed no significant differences in effect on student 
learning.

In one of a limited number of intervention studies with middle school students, 
Townsend and Collins (2009) examined the effectiveness of rich vocabulary 
instruction of academic vocabulary with English language learners (N = 37) par-
ticipating in an after-school intervention. Students from the sixth, seventh, and 
eighth grades were divided into two groups, each receiving the intervention dur-
ing different 5-week sessions. Twelve target words, drawn from the Academic 
Word List (Coxhead, 2000), were introduced each week through direct instruction 
and related activities and games. Students’ word knowledge was addressed at 
three points during the intervention using three measures: Vocabulary Knowledge 
Scale–Measure of Academic Vocabulary, Vocabulary Levels Test, and Peabody 
Picture Vocabulary Test. Students showed significantly more growth in knowl-
edge of target words after the intervention than after the control period; moreover, 
less academically successful students who made less growth than their peers dur-
ing the control period had proportionately greater growth than their peers during 
the intervention. Inexplicably, participants in one of the groups (but not both) 
showed significant delayed posttesting gains on the Peabody Picture Vocabulary 
Test, a measure of general vocabulary. Researchers speculated that the nature of 
the intervention itself with its brisk pace and interactive activities may have been 
particularly effective for less academically successful students.

Although there is general support for teaching individual words, there are var-
ied approaches to determining words that merit such focused attention. Among 
the most familiar is Beck et al.’s (2002) identification of Tier Two words, defined 
as words regularly used and understood by mature language users and whose 
knowledge supports comprehension and communicative ability across contexts 
and subject areas. In this approach, focal words are selected according to the cur-
ricular and text content and needs of the students in the classroom.

Others have suggested different criteria for selecting words for focused instruc-
tion. Biemiller (2003, p. 331) proposed teaching words that students “commonly 
encounter, rather than uncommon and complex words.” Nagy, Anderson, 
Schommer, Scott, and Stallman (1989) and Templeton (1992) recommended sys-
tematic instruction of words based on morphological characteristics and related-
ness across word families. Hiebert (2005) extended this focus on word roots and 
families to include words that students might know through association with 
known words, words possessing derivatives that students frequently encounter, 
and words with multiple meanings. The National Reading Panel (2000, pp. 4–5) 
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suggested choosing vocabulary words for instruction that are “derived from con-
tent learning materials” and, therefore, conceptually related to the material being 
taught. Finally, recent attention has been placed on selecting words from the 
Academic Word List (Coxhead, 2000) and providing instruction in those words 
common to disciplinary literacy and across academic texts (Nagy & Townsend, 
2012).

Although with somewhat different emphases, these approaches share a focus 
on choosing words that are conceptually rich and commonly found in students’ 
learning environments; and most agree that instructional approaches should build 
on students’ existing networks of semantic and associative knowledge while 
transmitting new information about the world.

Direct Instruction of Target Words Plus Strategies
Several recent studies have combined direct teaching of focal words with strat-

egy instruction to increase students’ knowledge of target words and strengthen 
their abilities to independently determine the meaning of unfamiliar words. Carlo 
et al. (2004) examined the effects of sustained strategy instruction on the word 
learning of fifth-grade students (N = 254) who were predominantly English lan-
guage learners. Ten classrooms participated in the intervention and six classrooms 
served as controls in this quasi-experimental study. The 15-week intervention 
included a curriculum focused on immigration and incorporated several topical 
readings. Explicit instruction and related activities focused on 10 to 12 target 
vocabulary words per week. The intervention incorporated word learning strate-
gies, including use of context clues, morphology, polysemy, and awareness of 
Spanish–English cognates. Treatment-group students (both monolingual and 
bilingual) achieved significantly higher learning outcomes on measures of knowl-
edge of taught words and word analysis strategies, when compared with control-
group students.

Lesaux et al. (2010) examined the vocabulary learning effects of a multifac-
eted intervention on sixth graders (N = 476) in seven middle schools. Among 
participants, 346 were language-minority students and 130 were native-English 
speakers. Twelve teachers comprised the intervention group with 296 students; 7 
teachers and 180 students formed the control group. The 18-week program was 
implemented during the ELA block and featured passages from informational 
texts about high-interest topics from which researchers selected several (8–9) 
high-utility academic words. On each day of the 8-day instructional cycle, teach-
ers engaged students in activities that included teaching word learning strategies 
(i.e., analyzing context or word parts), using target words (e.g., crossword puz-
zles, answering text-based questions), and writing. When compared with control-
group students, intervention-group students (both native and nonnative speaking) 
displayed significantly greater knowledge of target words, knowledge of word 
meanings in context, and morphological skills.

Together, these studies demonstrate the effectiveness of multifaceted instruc-
tion combining explicit teaching of target words with strategies to promote stu-
dents’ independence in word recognition and analysis. Furthermore, both the 
Carlo et al. (2004) and Lesaux et al. (2010) studies took place in authentic class-
room settings with teachers as implementers of the word learning programs, 
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suggesting the readiness of teachers to expand students’ vocabulary knowledge 
within the boundaries of their own classrooms. At the same time, in both these 
large-scale interventions, researchers used curricular materials other than the 
classroom’s curriculum, so that a logical extension for further investigation would 
carry the instructional principles of strategy use and rich instruction into the stan-
dard curriculum.

Summary of Sources of Word Learning
A robust body of research that stretches over three decades sheds light on the 

multiple ways that words are learned. The complex nature of word knowledge 
demands a comprehensive approach to vocabulary instruction that acknowledges 
and develops the various facets of knowledge that words represent. In addition to 
reading widely, positive learning outcomes result from teaching students to iden-
tify and use context-based clues for determining the meanings of unfamiliar words 
in text (Fukkink & DeGlopper, 1998). In addition, morphological analysis (e.g., 
Baumann et al., 2002; Nippold & Sun, 2008) and attention to polysemy (Nelson 
& Stage, 2007) have proved useful for determining meanings of unfamiliar words. 
Combining strategies (e.g., morphological and contextual analysis) improves stu-
dents’ vocabulary knowledge (e.g., Baumann et al., 2003). As well, strategic 
approaches that focus on students’ metacognition promote self-efficacy for moni-
toring comprehension and applying word learning strategies in new contexts 
(Dole et al., 1995; Lubliner & Smetana, 2005).

Studies also affirm the value of direct instruction of target words (Stahl & 
Fairbanks, 1986; Townsend & Collins, 2009). Rich instruction creates variety in 
the instructional activities and events where target words are situated, which, in 
turn, offers students repeated opportunities to hear and use words, authentically. 
Incorporating direct word instruction with strategic instruction strengthens stu-
dents’ knowledge about words as well as of words (Carlo et al., 2004; Lesaux et 
al., 2010). Moreover, these comprehensive instructional approaches are likely to 
address the multifaceted nature of word knowledge with its related networks of 
conceptual and semantic associations (Beck et al., 2002).

Productive Contexts for Teaching and Learning Vocabulary

A related line of research in vocabulary instruction has focused on discussion 
as a productive context for vocabulary teaching and learning. A discourse-rich 
approach to instruction is rooted in the work of Vygotsky (1978), who held that 
language serves as the principal tool for sharing knowledge and creating common 
understandings. He emphasized the crucial role of language in the development of 
students’ thinking, or inner language, to enable critical thinking and analysis and 
argued that thinking is facilitated and enhanced through interactions with a more 
knowledgeable other within a social community (Resnick, Levine, & Teasley, 
1991).

With this theoretical orientation as a backdrop, classroom discussion offers a 
language-rich context in which to explore words’ meanings and uses and to tie 
important vocabulary to texts and content. In this way, discussion serves as a set-
ting for the rich instruction known to support students’ word learning. In the fol-
lowing sections, we examine some current understandings about discussion as a 
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context for vocabulary instruction. We then look at ways that teachers facilitate 
productive discussions to support student learning. We acknowledge that this lat-
ter group of studies explored the ways teachers use classroom discussion to facili-
tate understanding of content, in general, rather than vocabulary, in particular. 
Given what we have learned about the development of deep knowledge of word 
meanings and, in particular, the need for students to explore word meanings 
within a broad semantic context of the word, we reasoned that an effective discus-
sion about vocabulary, by its very nature, must be situated within a meaningful 
context.

Discussion as a Context for Vocabulary Instruction
A few researchers have investigated the influence of classroom discussion on 

students’ word learning and concept knowledge. In a study set in three class-
rooms, Stahl and Vancil (1986) examined semantic mapping with discussion as an 
instructional approach to increasing sixth-grade students’ (N = 45) knowledge of 
lesson-related vocabulary. Classrooms were randomly assigned to three different 
treatments: students in the first classroom participated in a semantic-mapping 
activity accompanied by extensive class discussions of the words and relation-
ships among them; students in the second classroom participated in extensive 
discussion of the words, including relationships among the words, but without 
semantic mapping; students in the third classroom were provided with a map and 
instructed to study the words’ meanings using the map to guide them, with no 
additional discussion. Students receiving instruction under the first and second 
conditions (classroom discussion alone or combined with a semantic map) per-
formed better on several posttests of vocabulary learning, with no significant dif-
ferences between the two groups, than did students who worked with semantic 
maps alone.

Stahl and Clark (1987) investigated students’ acquisition of science vocabulary 
in four classrooms of fifth graders (N = 69). In this study, two classrooms served 
as treatment groups and two as comparison groups. Students in treatment class-
rooms were randomly divided into three subgroups, and over the course of the 
study, each subgroup participated in all three conditions. Treatment conditions 
were labeled as Listening, Called-On, and Ignored. Over 3 days, treatment classes 
were taught six words from each of three 600-word informational passages; 
instruction combined discussion with semantic mapping. On each day, one group 
was told they would listen to, but not participate in, the class discussion, while the 
other two groups believed that they might be called on. During the subsequent, 
whole-class discussions, however, only students in the Called-On group were 
asked to participate. Instruction included collaboratively completing semantic 
maps and discussing target words, followed by silent reading of the text, and then 
a whole-class discussion of the text with additions to the maps. At the end of each 
lesson, maps were collected, and a sentence anomaly assessment was adminis-
tered. At the conclusion of the study, a multiple-choice test measured conceptual 
learning from all three passages. For each group of students in the Called-On 
condition, scores on the immediate posttest of vocabulary learning were higher 
than those of comparison groups; and students in the Listening and Ignored groups 
scored higher than comparison students on two of the three passages. Treatment 
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students also demonstrated significantly higher concept learning than comparison 
students. Students were also compared across treatment groups, with significant 
differences in word learning found among them, as measured by the sentence 
anomaly test: both participation in discussion (i.e., Called-On) and anticipation of 
participation (i.e., Ignored) led to significantly higher levels of word learning 
when compared with students in the Listening condition.

Snow et al. (2009) studied effects of a 24-week program for middle school stu-
dents focused on developing students’ academic vocabulary through discussions of 
high-interest topics. Five new focal words, taken from the Academic Word List 
(Coxhead, 2000), were introduced each week; and teachers within each grade level 
and across content areas shared responsibility for teaching brief, content-related 
lessons that engaged students in reading, writing, and discussion of the week’s 
topic with an emphasis on focal word use. In a comparison of word knowledge 
among students (n = 697) who participated in a minimum of 20 weeks of the pro-
gram with a control group of students (n = 319) from demographically similar 
schools in the same district, target word learning of treatment group students sur-
passed that of control group students with effect sizes ranging from .33 to .56.

Dixon-Krauss (2002) undertook a “mediation model design” (p. 310) for 
vocabulary instruction in two ninth-grade English classes (N = 43). Instruction 
took place in 10 sessions over 4 weeks. On a pretest of 52 words from the novel, 
Animal Farm, students wrote a definition, using any prior knowledge of meanings 
or word parts to help them. From this list, 40 unfamiliar target words were 
selected. During the first three instructional sessions, 20 words were taught using 
direct instruction in which students were provided a definition and an additional 
meaning cue. Students also composed a sentence or found a synonym for each 
word and were instructed to use vocabulary words as they composed a response 
to reading. Students then were tested on vocabulary knowledge. For the next 
series of lessons, the remaining 20 words were introduced during whole-class 
discussions and within and as the chapters were read, but were not directly taught. 
Although students composed written responses, the teacher did not prompt them 
to use target words in their writing. After this series of lessons, students were 
tested on the vocabulary from the chapters containing the second set of 20 words. 
Students’ knowledge of target words was stronger after the second lesson series in 
which words were emphasized in context. The number of focal words students 
used in their writing decreased but their appropriate uses of vocabulary words 
increased.

Teacher-facilitated student dialogues provided the focus of a small, qualitative 
study by Harmon (2000) with sixth- and seventh-grade students (N = 6) enrolled 
in developmental reading classes. Data included transcripts of audio-recorded 
sessions, field notes, researcher observation, and postdiscussion student self-anal-
yses. Students worked in pairs and first read silently, then stopped periodically to 
discuss unfamiliar words each had identified in his/her reading. As students read 
and responded, the teacher used a combination of open prompts (e.g., “What gives 
you that idea?” Harmon, 2000, p. 333) and more specific comments to encourage 
students to talk about the words within the context of the text.

Throughout these teacher-facilitated discussions, students used a variety of 
strategies to determine the meaning of unfamiliar words or to connect the word to 
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the text. Working together, some students consulted the immediate textual context 
or made connections to personal experiences or the more general story line to 
grapple with possible word meanings. Other students relied more heavily on 
teacher prompts and guidance to try to explain the word’s meaning and to clarify 
its relationship to the story. Transcripts were coded according to categories of 
strategies that students used. Results showed that students consistently used word-
level analysis (pronunciation and orthography), contextual clues in the surround-
ing text, writing conventions (i.e., punctuation), and the dictionary. In some cases, 
students had partial knowledge of word meaning that they shared with others or 
connected to experience. Harmon concluded that discussions supported students’ 
sharing of these various strategies and encouraged metacognitive approaches to 
word meaning, but with varying levels of skill.

Combined results indicate that instructional conversations and classroom dis-
cussion provide students with opportunities to hear and use target words in appro-
priate and authentic contexts (Dixon-Krauss, 2002; Snow et al., 2009), and 
students’ interactions with each other during discussions seem to facilitate word 
learning and conceptual understanding (Dixon-Krauss, 2002; Harmon, 2000; 
Stahl & Vancil, 1986). Furthermore, students’ anticipation of participation in dis-
cussion seems to positively affect word learning nearly as much as actual partici-
pation (Stahl & Clark, 1987). Common across these studies are focal words drawn 
from the curriculum, such that students’ talk-based explorations of meaning also 
lead to deepened comprehension of texts and content. Discussion thus offers both 
a context and a tool for examining the relationships of words to important ideas 
and holds potential for improving student learning.

The Teacher’s Role in Productive Discussions
Despite evidence of their effectiveness, discussions as contexts for word learn-

ing are relatively uncommon in the classroom (Scott et al., 2003). In addition, 
missing from the literature on discussion-based contexts for vocabulary instruc-
tion are studies that identify what the teacher does or says to create the contexts in 
which productive discussions of words can occur. That is, although discussions 
can serve as valuable sites for word exploration and rich oral instruction, there is 
limited information to guide teachers in how to engage students or facilitate these 
conversations about vocabulary in productive ways. We know that discussion has 
links to learning, and a classroom environment rich in both teacher and student 
talk has consistently been linked to student achievement at many grade levels and 
for a diverse range of learners (e.g., Knapp, 1995; Langer, 2001). Increases in 
amounts of student talk, with corresponding reductions in teacher talk, have also 
been associated with higher learning outcomes for students (Nystrand et al., 
2003).

At the same time, others have noted that quality of the classroom talk trumps 
quantity; thus, it is not so much how much students talk as what they talk about 
that seems to drive the effectiveness of these discursive environments. Discussions 
deemed most effective are those in which teachers orchestrate open explorations 
of content that engage students in critically reasoning and engaging with impor-
tant ideas (Murphy et al., 2009). Overall, across these large or cross-grade level 
studies, greater student outcomes are associated with teachers who emphasize 
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rich language, critical thinking, and conceptual understanding; connect content to 
students’ backgrounds and experience; develop students’ content and strategic 
knowledge; and emphasize instructional coherence through the links they created 
among instructional activities and within and across lessons and subject areas.

Yet, despite these important understandings, there is substantial variability in 
the effectiveness with which teachers facilitate discussions (Adler, Rougle, Kaiser, 
& Caughlan, 2003/2004; Soter et al., 2008). Thus, to better understand how these 
contexts can be created, we turned to studies that focused on what teachers say to 
facilitate productive discussions of content. This collection of studies informed 
our understanding of the teacher’s discursive role and the particular ways that 
teachers orchestrate productive discussions in the teaching of reading and English 
language arts.

Teachers’ Orchestration of Discussion
Researchers who have examined classroom discourse note the repertoires of 

teachers’ instructional talk that contribute to fruitful dialogic interactions. Soter et 
al. (2008) analyzed a subset of studies (nine approaches) from the Murphy et al. 
(2009) meta-analysis. Transcripts from four typical discussions were collected for 
all nine approaches. Based on an analysis of instances of teacher and student ques-
tioning, extended explanations, task-related verbal exchanges, and “reasoning 
words” (Soter et al., 2008, p. 373), the results showed that the most productive 
teacher- and student-led discussions were framed by the teacher and included 
extended student talk, open-ended teacher questions, and high levels of teacher 
uptake. Longer periods of student explanation, prompted through teachers’ ques-
tions, resulted in more student reasoning and critical analysis of content.

Similar findings are evident in an investigation by Nystrand et al. (2003), in 
which they examined the relationship among the nature of classroom discourse 
(e.g., types of questions, presence of uptake, student responses), student variables 
(e.g., characteristics of students, class size, socioeconomic status), and student 
learning. Based on an analysis of transcripts from audiotaped whole-class discus-
sions in eighth- and ninth-grade English and Social Studies classrooms (N = 200 
classrooms), researchers found that dialogic discourse, that is, the “unprescripted 
exchange of ideas among students and the teacher” (Nystrand et al., 2003, p. 185), 
correlated with improved student learning. In addition, shifts from monologic 
(i.e., an emphasis on lecture and student recitation) to dialogic patterns were often 
preceded by teachers’ authentic questions (i.e., those with several possible answers 
instead of a single, correct answer). Such questions seemed to open the floor to 
students’ thinking rather than soliciting a recitation of material from lectures or 
texts. Furthermore, dialogic episodes were characterized by teachers’ uptake of 
students’ ideas and “high-level evaluation” (Nystrand et al., 2003, p. 146) in 
which teachers incorporated students’ responses, either through elaboration or a 
follow-up question. Finally, dialogic discourse included student questions, a char-
acteristic less frequently found in traditional classroom discussion formats.

Working with teachers (N = 21) from 10 elementary and middle schools in 
three urban school districts, Wolf et al. (2005) examined the relationship between 
teacher talk and the rigor of classroom discussions. They rated rigor on the basis 
of instruction and discussion that required students to grapple with ideas, 
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investigate underlying themes, and engage in inferential thinking that moved 
beyond literal interpretations or simple recall of information. They found signifi-
cant correlations between the nature of teachers’ questions and the level of cogni-
tive challenge and engagement of student responses. For example, teachers’ 
probing questions pressed students for more explanation of their ideas and 
included “why” questions as well as “what does that tell us about” questions 
(Wolf et al., 2005, p. 46). Teachers’ productive queries further asked students to 
explicitly link their ideas to the text or to contributions from their peers. Teachers’ 
expectations for text-based evidence also increased cognitive challenge as stu-
dents sought information to support their opinions.

In a case study, Sharpe (2008) described the kinds of talk used by an experi-
enced middle school teacher to scaffold students’ participation in historical 
inquiry, including examination of various information sources to generate impor-
tant questions, during a unit on Ancient Egypt. Data included lesson transcripts, 
observation field notes, and notes from teacher interviews. Transcript analysis 
indicated that the teacher used questioning and “low control” moves (Wood, 
1992), like speculating and suggesting, that encouraged students to generate mul-
tiple ideas about the topic and increased “prospectiveness” (i.e., exploratory talk 
that promoted hypotheses about events and people of that time period; Sharpe, 
2008, p. 138). He also periodically inserted meta-comments that summarized 
important ideas and maintained students’ focus on essential elements to guide the 
inquiry process. The teacher further recast students’ ideas using historical termi-
nology, and he repeated key words throughout the lesson to emphasize their rela-
tionship to the content. Following instruction over multiple-class periods, students 
worked together in small, student-led inquiry groups to conduct further investiga-
tions into Ancient Egyptian life. Students’ developing awareness of historical 
inquiry processes was evident in their investigative approaches, generation of 
appropriate questions, and appropriation of vocabulary associated with historical 
inquiry (e.g., traditions, inventions, forms of government, currency).

Taken together, these studies present a picture of effective teachers’ talk as 
diverse, flexible, and consisting of an extensive repertoire and variety of talk 
(Sharpe, 2008; Soter et al., 2008) that supports constructive, content-related inter-
actions with students throughout lessons. Effective teachers’ talk repertoires rep-
resent a range of instructional elicitations and responses that build connections for 
students and help them integrate new information with what is already known 
(Nystrand et al., 2003; Wolf et al., 2005). In addition, throughout these investiga-
tions of content, teachers routinely embed relevant vocabulary, such that students 
hear words used authentically and in ways related to important content and are 
presented with opportunities to use relevant words in their talk (Sharpe, 2008). 
The talk of effective teachers also scaffolds students’ learning by stimulating 
exploratory talk and critical reasoning about content and engaging students with 
each other in instructional explorations (Sharpe, 2008; Soter et al., 2008).

Summary of Productive Contexts for Teaching and Learning Vocabulary
Talk represents the currency of exchange in the classroom, an essential teach-

ing and learning tool through which to convey ideas and develop understandings. 
As the primary context for teaching and learning, discussion frames students’ 

 by guest on March 5, 2015http://rer.aera.netDownloaded from 

http://rer.aera.net


Vocabulary Instruction in Fifth Grade and Beyond

83

opportunities for learning and access to information; it further affects the ways 
that students interact with content and engage in academic investigations. The 
language-rich interactions that occur when students and the teacher productively 
discuss content and grapple with ideas have proven effective as tools that 
strengthen students’ learning (Nystrand et al., 2003; Soter et al., 2008).

In particular, discussion has proven effective as a context for vocabulary devel-
opment. Discussion promotes students’ knowledge about words and conceptual 
understanding by creating a productive setting for exploring words and connect-
ing vocabulary to important discipline-specific concepts (Harmon, 2000; Snow et 
al., 2009; Stahl & Clark, 1987; Stahl & Vancil, 1986). In addition, discussion 
promotes dialogic interactions through which students not only negotiate mean-
ing but also authentically explore ideas related to important words; this new 
knowledge then serves as a cognitive resource for students to use in subsequent 
academic tasks (Dixon-Krauss, 2002; Stahl & Vancil, 1986).

Classroom environments rich in high-quality teacher and student talk promote 
students’ learning and academic achievement. Such discussions feature authentic, 
teacher–student dialogic exchanges (Nystrand et al., 2003); they emphasize 
higher-order thinking and reasoning about content; and they include the develop-
ment of students’ strategic knowledge (e.g., Langer, 2001). Productive discursive 
interactions can be facilitated through a range of instructional talk moves with 
which effective teachers provide scaffolding that engages students productively 
with content (Dixon-Krauss, 2002; Sharpe, 2008). A broader repertoire of teacher 
talk moves, including, for example, questioning, elaborating, or speculating, scaf-
folds students’ participation and offers students models for engaging in academic 
inquiry (Sharpe, 2008). Variety in teachers’ questioning techniques extends and 
challenges students’ thinking while encouraging the exploratory talk that supports 
critical analysis of content (e.g., Nystrand et al., 2003). Moreover, through uptake 
and revoicing, teachers extend students’ ideas and productively sustain explora-
tions of content (e.g., Wolf et al., 2005).

Discussion

In this literature review, we set out to understand the kinds of instruction that 
support vocabulary growth in young adolescent and adolescent students. We 
found a substantive body of information to describe the range of practices and 
discursive contexts that support word learning. It is clear that vocabulary is a 
complex construct with connections to many aspects of language development 
and general knowledge growth. As such, the simplistic view of word learning 
through dictionary definitions that often predominates in classroom instruction 
(Blachowicz, Fisher, Ogle, & Watts-Taffe, 2006; Hedrick et al., 2004) is largely 
ineffective for increasing students’ understanding of words. Rather, deep word 
knowledge emerges over time through productive interactions with authentic 
texts, tasks, and talk (Beck et al., 2002; Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2008; 
Blachowicz & Fisher, 2000; Graves, 2006; Scott, 2005; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). At 
the root of deep vocabulary knowledge is wide reading, but wide reading, itself, 
is precipitated by a certain amount of reading skill; students who have access to 
highly effective teachers are more likely to gain the requisite abilities that will 
propel them toward wide reading. Moreover, for the many older students whose 
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reading proficiency is low (NAEP, 2013), vocabulary instruction can provide the 
labels and conceptual knowledge that allow them access to grade level content 
and text.

So what is it that highly expert teachers do to prepare students to acquire 
vocabulary knowledge through reading? Our review led us to categorize findings 
within the context of two major teaching actions. The first teaching action relates 
to the sources of word learning teachers lead their students to understand and 
access. In addition to wide reading, these sources include ability to use context 
clues, to understand and use the morphological structure of words, to understand 
and use the polysemous nature of words, and to become conscious of and inter-
ested in words all around them.

The second action teachers take relates to the ways they frame classroom dis-
cussions to prompt productive explorations and provide the “rich oral language” 
necessary to build networks of semantic and associative information about words 
(McKeown et al., 1983; McKeown et al., 1985; Stahl & Vancil, 1987). Exploring 
words and their meanings through discussions of classroom texts and content 
anchors students’ developing vocabulary in meaningful contexts with authentic 
applications and opportunities to experience words in ways that support learning. 
These explorations also contribute to the development of word consciousness and 
raise students’ appreciation for and awareness of the communicative power of 
language (Graves, 2006). It is predominantly through this rich use of language in 
the classroom that vocabulary comes to life as students interact productively with 
words and concepts.

With the substantive research base that delineates the varied dimensions of 
vocabulary knowledge, it stands to reason that teachers’ instruction must be simi-
larly varied to address the multidimensionality of what it means to know a word. 
Instruction that incorporates this multidimensional knowledge about words may 
be implemented through both oral and print-based approaches, but the rich lan-
guage of the classroom offers particular potential as a productive context in which 
to explore words. However, productive explorations of words through classroom 
discussion do not occur by happenstance. Rather, they emerge through a teacher’s 
deep knowledge and careful orchestration and use of a repertoire of talk moves 
that prompt their students to think about, talk about, and use vocabulary to develop 
deeper understanding of important concepts and ideas within the texts they read 
and the world around them.

Yet, despite clear evidence of the contributions of thoughtfully framed class-
room discourse to students’ vocabulary learning, research suggests that discus-
sions as contexts for word learning are relatively uncommon (Scott et al., 2003). 
Moreover, many teachers view themselves as largely inconsequential in the qual-
ity of discussions; instead, they attribute productive discourse as resulting more 
from luck or timing than from a teacher’s knowledge and discursive skill (Adler 
et al., 2003/2004). It seems that, at this point, many teachers lack a deep under-
standing of the teacher’ pivotal role in orchestrating productive classroom talk.

Implications for Future Research

As the nation’s schools begin widespread instantiation of the Common Core 
State Standards (National Governors Association Center for Best Practices and 
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Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010), demands will grow for instruction 
that strengthens students’ vocabulary knowledge in response to the complex texts 
that will dominate curriculum across grade levels. The results of this review sug-
gest the need for professional development that deepens teachers’ understanding 
of effective instruction of vocabulary. Going forward, we must focus attention on 
identifying the types of preservice and in-service education that will help teachers 
understand the complexity of word knowledge and, in turn, to acquire and learn to 
flexibly use the repertoire of talk moves that engender productive discussions 
about words and the important conceptual knowledge that words represent.
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