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Building Vocabulary 
in Struggling Readers  
VOCABULARY IS AN IMPORTANT 
PART OF THE READING PUZZLE! 

Vocabulary development is essential to learning how to read. Be-
ginning readers must use the words they hear orally to make sense 
of the words they see in the text. It is most often noted that chil-
dren who hear more words spoken at home learn more words, and 
come to school with a larger vocabulary. This larger vocabulary 
helps a child as they progress through school developing strong 
skills to comprehend and analyze both fiction and nonfiction.  As 
you can imagine vocabulary effects comprehension because a read-
er must understand what a word means in order to determine what 
it means within a sentence.  Comprehension is the ultimate goal in 
the reading process.   

Often teachers find teaching vocabulary to be a difficult skills be-
cause we must analyze what specific words to teach on specific 
grade levels.  Most often many vocabulary words are taught indi-
rectly through collaboration and interaction, but some words need 
to be taught directly in the context of what is being taught across 
disciplines.  Teach vocabulary words that are attached to under-
standing specific texts.  Cross reference those words to important 
academic and domain specific vocabulary.     
 

WAYS TO IMPROVE VOCABULARY 

SKILLS IN OUR STUDENTS 

 Read Voraciously 

 Read Complex Text 

 Use Rich Vocabulary in Instruction  

 Classroom Word Walls and Journals 

 Make it Personal 

 Read, Read, Read 

INSIDE THIS 
ISSUE 

Strategies for 
Building  

Vocabulary 
 

USEFUL  

WEBSITES 

 www.starfall.com 

 www.learninggamesf
orkids.com/
vo-
cablary_games.html 

 http://pbskids.org/
games/vocabulary/ 

 http://
www.readingresourc
e.net/
websitesforkids.html 

 District Literacy Site 



"Reading should not be presented to children as 
a chore or duty. It should be offered to them as a 
precious gift." — Kate DiCamillo  

Multiple exposures in multiple 

contexts 

One principle of effective vocabulary 

learning is to provide multiple exposures 

to a word's meaning. There is great im-

provement in vocabulary when students 

encounter vocabulary words often 

(National Reading Panel, 2000). Accord-

ing to Stahl (2005), students probably 

have to see a word more than once to 

place it firmly in their long-term memo-

ries. "This does not mean mere repeti-

tion or drill of the word," but seeing the 

word in different and multiple contexts. In 

other words, it is important that vocabu-

lary instruction provide students with 

opportunities to encounter words repeat-

edly and in more than one context. 

 

Concept Definition Mapping 

A Concept Definition Map prompts stu-

dents to take a key term, concept, or 

reading selection and uncover its compo-

nent ideas, show their structure and in-

terrelatedness, and chart these findings 

on a graphical organizer. 

A Concept Definition Map trains students 

to place information in logical categories, 

to identify defining properties and char-

acteristics, and to offer examples (and 

non-examples) of ideas. This strategy is 

especially useful for analyzing brief, but 

content-rich, reading selections. 

Frayer Model 

The Frayer Model is a graphical organiz-

er used for word analysis and vocabulary 

building. This four-square model prompts 

students to think about and describe the 

meaning of a word or concept by defin-

ing the term, describing its essential 

characteristics, providing examples of 

the idea, and offering non-examples of 

the idea. 

This strategy stresses understanding 

words within the larger context of a read-

ing selection by requiring students, first, 

to analyze the items (definition and char-

acteristics) and, second, to synthesize/

apply this information by thinking of ex-

amples and non-examples. 

STRATEGIES TO BUILD VOCABULARY 

Keyword Method 

Like pre-teaching, the keyword method 

occurs before a child reads a particular 

text. In this method, unfamiliar words are 

introduced prior to reading. However, 

rather than encouraging the child to 

remember a definition for a new word, 

the adult teaches him a “word clue” to 

help him understand it. This “word clue” 

or keyword might be a part of the defini-

tion, an illustrative example or an image 

that the reader connects to the word to 

make it easier to remember the meaning 

when reading it in context. The idea 

behind the keyword method is to create 

an easy cognitive link to the word’s 

meaning that the reader can access 

efficiently during a reading experience. 

Word Map 

A word map is a visual organizer that 

promotes vocabulary development. Us-

ing a graphic organizer, students think 

about terms or concepts in several 

ways. Most word map organizers en-

gage students in developing a definition, 

synonyms, antonyms, and a picture for 

a given vocabulary word or concept. 

Enhancing students' vocabulary is im-

portant to 

developing 

their reading 

comprehen-

sion. 

 

 

 

 

 

  2 

FINDINGS OF THE       
NATIONAL READING 

PANEL 

WWW.NATIONALREADINGPANEL.ORG 

 Intentional instruction 
of vocabulary items is 
required for specific 
texts. 

 Repetition and multiple 
exposures to vocabulary 
items are important. 

 Learning in rich contexts 
is valuable for vocabu-
lary learning. Vocabu-
lary tasks should be re-
structured as necessary. 

 Vocabulary learning 
should entail active en-
gagement in learning 
tasks. 

 Computer technology 
can be used effectively to 
help teach vocabulary. 

 Vocabulary can be ac-
quired through inci-
dental learning. How 
vocabulary is assessed 
and evaluated can have 
differential effects on 
instruction. 

 

 

 



Word Sort 

A Word Sort is a simple small group activi-

ty. Students list key words from a reading 

selection. (Alternatively, the teacher may 

provide a list of terms prior to the reading 

activity.) Students identify the meaning 

and properties of each word and then 

"sort" the list into collections of words with 

similar features. This "sorting" process 

links students' prior knowledge to the basic 

vocabulary of a reading selection. 

Closed Word Sort–The teacher provides 

the categories (and the specific features of 

each) to the students. The students then 

match the words with the features to cre-

ate the word collections. 

Open Word Sort–The teacher provides 

only the list of words. Students work to-

gether to discern the common features 

and to describe the categories for collect-

ing the word groups. 

Possible Sentences 

This is a relatively simple strategy for 

teaching word meanings and generating 

considerable class discussion. 

The teacher chooses six to eight words 

from the text that may pose difficulty for 

students. These words are usually key 

concepts in the text. 

Next, the teacher chooses four to six 

words that students are more likely to 

know something about. 

The list of ten to twelve words is put on the 

chalk board or overhead projector. The 

teacher provides brief definitions as need-

ed. 

Students are challenged to devise sen-

tences that contain two or more words 

from the list. 

All sentences that students come up with, 

both accurate and inaccurate, are listed 

and discussed. 

Students now read the selection. 

After reading, revisit the Possible Sentenc-

es and discuss whether they could be true 

based on the passage or how they could 

be modified to true. 

 

 

“When we read a 

story, we inhabit it. 

The covers of  the 

book are like a roof  

and four walls. 

What is to happen 

next will take place 

within the four 

walls of  the story. 

And this is possible 

because the story's 

voice makes every-

thing its own.”  

- John Berger 
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There are three tiers of vocabu-
lary words addressed in the 

Common Core Standards 
 

 Tier 3 – Highly specialized, subject-

specific; low occurrences in texts; 
lacking generalization 

◦ E.g., lava, aorta, legislature, 
circumference 

 Tier 2 –Abstract, general academic 

(across content areas); encountered 
in written language; high utility 
across instructional areas 

◦ E.g., vary, relative, innova-
tion, accumulate, surface, 
layer 

 Tier 1 – Basic, concrete, encoun-

tered in conversation/ oral vocabu-
lary; words most student will know 
at a particular grade level 

◦ E.g., clock, baby,  
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“Excellence By Example” 

 

PARCC UPDATES 

Score reports have been distributed and we will 
begin to discuss the results and analyze the data.  
The following sites can provide you with a 
wealth of information related to scoring, re-
sources, and ways to support student achieve-
ment. 

www.understandthescore.org 

www.parcconline.org/resources/parent-resources 

www.greatschools.org/gk/common-core-test-
guide/ 

www.bealearninghero.org/ 

 

NEW JERSEY STANDARDS REVIEW  

NJ Department of Education Update: 

“In May 2015, Governor Christie called on the New Jersey 

Department of Education to present a plan to review New 

Jersey's English language arts and mathematics standards, 

known as the Common Core State Standards. The plan con-

tinues New Jersey's tradition of professional standards re-

views, maintaining a New Jersey set of standards to contin-

ue on the path begun more than four years ago to raise stu-

dent expectations and outcomes. 

At the January 11, 2016 State Board of Education meeting, 

the Academic Standards Review Committee presented its 

recommendations to improve New Jersey's English lan-

guage arts and mathematics standards. 

Besides recommending improvements and revisions to hun-

dreds of standards, the state Department of Education has 

proposed renaming the New Jersey Core Curriculum Con-

tent Standards, as well as the Common Core State Stand-

ards in mathematics and English language arts, to be named 

the "New Jersey Student Learning Standards." 

The State Board of Education will conduct its normal review 

and adoption process. Until the recommendations are offi-

cially adopted by the State Board of Education, the current 

standards will remain in place.” (http://www.state.nj.us/

education/standards/) 

We will begin to discuss these updates and keep you up 

to date with revisions in curriculum and instruction.  The 

recommendations to standards revision will allow us to 

refine and clarify learning goals related to the standards.  

More information can be found on the NJ Department of 

Education website.    

Assessment Date to Administer 

Grades 2-5 Writing Task Chart—Administer a related 
timed writing prompt to monitor student progress  

By the end of MP2 

Benchmark 2 My Math Assessment By the end of MP2 

Kindergarten Unit 3 Benchmark Assessment February 29, 2016  

(This is an approximate date) 

Writing Portfolio and Reflection  

Grades K-5 

To be sent home with Report Cards 

 


