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Vocab rehab 1

The Value of Vocabulary

At reading time, Jesse tried to make himself as small as pos-
sible as he scrunched down in his seat. This was the worst part 
of the school day. Having escaped embarrassment yesterday, 
he knew Mrs. Sprenger would call on him today. How he 
wished he could make himself disappear. 

It wasn’t that he hated books. In fact, he loved listening to 
his teacher read stories in different voices. His parents were 
always too busy or too tired from working all day to read to 
him and his sisters.  When the class went to the library, Jesse 
loved to look at books about airplanes. Although he didn’t 
understand all of the words, he loved the pictures and hoped 
that someday he could be a pilot. He would be daydreaming 
right now about gliding through the air if he weren’t consumed 
by a fear of making mistakes if called upon to read. 

Jesse moved his head so that the head of the student in 
front of him blocked Mrs. Sprenger’s view of him. Had he had 
the opportunity to read about ostriches, he would have known 
that the “head in the sand” technique was ludicrous (and 
perhaps he would know what the word ludicrous meant!). 
The disappearance of a face to gaze upon was a red flag to 
Mrs. Sprenger, from whom the dreaded phrase soon rang out: 
“Jesse, it is your turn to read.”

The words hung in the air for a few moments before Jesse 
realized that the inevitable had happened. His time had 
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come. He rubbed his right hand anxiously up and down his 
thigh, as though this action would push the words out of his 
mouth. With his left hand, he held the book and searched 
for his portion of text. His eyes glazed over as he stared at 
the lengthy paragraph. The voice in his head panicked: “Run 
out of here,” it said, and, “Throw up—no, don’t throw up, 
that would be too embarrassing.” He cleared his throat and 
prepared for the worst. 

Suddenly, Mrs. Sprenger spoke once more. “I saved this 
part for you, Jesse. I know you like airplanes.” As Jesse’s eyes 
scanned the paragraph, he hoped for something familiar. 
When he saw the word pilot, his brain responded with curios-
ity and a little relief. He began: 

“The pilot was having a heart at-tack and even as the 
kk—the knowledge came to Brian he saw the pilot sl-sl-sl-am 
into the seat one more time, one more a-w-f-u-l time he sl-
sl-am-med back into the seat and his rr-i-ght leg jumped, no 
jerked, pulling the plane to the side in a sud-den twist and 
his head fffell for-ward and spit (spit?) came.” Jesse wanted 
to know more about the spit and labored through the rest of 
the paragraph. 

When he was done, he sat back waiting to hear what the 
next student would read. He liked this book!

	
Jesse’s lack of word knowledge might be partly attrib-

uted to a scarcity of reading in his home. The more chil-
dren are read to and the more books they have available 
to them at home, the more likely it is that their vocabu-
lary will increase (Wolfe & Nevills, 2009). There is a strong 
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correlation between success in school (and even in life) and a 
robust vocabulary. By the time a child is 2 years old, he or she 
will have, on average, a vocabulary of between 100 and 200 
words and will be able to form short phrases such as “mama 
sit” and “dada go” (Wolfe & Nevills, 2009). Between the ages 
of 2 and 3, as brain activity increases in the language areas, 
sentences can become longer and more complex; this period 
offers an incredible opportunity for increasing vocabulary 
through reading and speaking. By the time they reach 1st 
grade, most children have a vocabulary of about 6,000 words, 
and many add another 3,000 every year through 3rd grade 
(Sprenger, 2013). 

The Three Tiers of Vocabulary 
Development 

In their three-tiered model of vocabulary development, 
Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2013) classify words as follows:

•	 Tier 1: These are the common, everyday words that 
most children enter school knowing already. Since we 
don’t need to teach these, this is a tier without tears! 

•	 Tier 2: This tier consists of words that are used across 
the content areas and are important for students to 
know and understand. Included here are process 
words like analyze and evaluate that students will 
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run into on many standardized tests and that are also 
used at the university level, in many careers, and in 
everyday life. We really want to get these words into 
students’ long-term memory.

•	 Tier 3: This tier consists of content-specific 
vocabulary—the words that are often defined in 
textbooks or glossaries. These words are important 
for imparting ideas during lessons and helping to build 
students’ background knowledge.

Direct Vocabulary Instruction

Think of your brain as a filing cabinet. If you create a file 
for each word you hear and continually add to it, the file 
will eventually be full of word information, and the cabinet 
drawer will become well-worn and easy to open. A word 
becomes a true addition to your vocabulary when it is easily 
accessible: the more information you have stored in a word’s 
file, the more useful the word becomes.   

There are certain words that teachers need to make 
sure students add to their mental filing cabinets—specifi-
cally, those that don’t habitually show up in the texts that we 
read to our students or the books that they read for them-
selves. According to Marzano and Pickering (2005), we 
teach approximately 300 such words to our students through 
direct vocabulary instruction each year. Research has shown 
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that students who receive direct vocabulary instruction in 
content-specific terms can raise their scores on comprehen-
sion tests from the 50th percentile rank to the 83rd (Stahl & 
Fairbanks, 1986).

Vocabulary Diversity 

It all sounds pretty simple: students come to our classrooms 
with a certain number of vocabulary words, they gain more 
as they listen and learn through dialogue and reading, and 
we as teachers add a few more each week through direct 
instruction. We can do that; we have been doing that. So 
what’s the problem? Why are students having trouble with 
vocabulary on tests and in their speaking and writing? I 
believe the answer is “vocabulary diversity.” 

Our classrooms are far more diverse—ethnically, lin-
guistically, and socioeconomically—than they ever were in 
the past. In one oft-cited six-year study, researchers Todd 
Hart and Betty Risley (2003) compared the vocabularies 
of children from white-collar, blue-collar, and low-socio-
economic-status (low-SES) families. They found a huge 
discrepancy among the three groups in the number of words 
the children were exposed to at home—a finding that helps 
explain the discrepancy in the children’s vocabulary. Bracey 
(2006) reached the startling conclusion that children from 
middle- and upper-class families actually spoke more words 
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than mothers from low-SES families. To further underline 
the discrepancy, the rate of vocabulary acquisition appears 
to be cumulative: children with larger vocabularies learn 
new words faster than those with more limited vocabularies 
(Hart & Risley, 2003).

The more words you know, the easier it is to draw con-
nections with new ones—an important part of forming 
categories. As a student learns a new word, other words are 
attached to it. For example, the word airplane is linked to 
fly, which is related to eagle, which is related to birds, and 
so on; these words and others form the category of “things 
that fly” (Stahl & Stahl, 2012). A student who learns the 
word determine might store it alongside such related words 
as decide, define, conclude, and choose. Such simple catego-
ries of related words can serve as building blocks for more 
complex categories, thus helping to build cognitive skills. 
Synonyms, antonyms, and other relevant data are added to 
a word’s file as storage continues to grow, expanding over 
time as we hear the word take on different nuances in dif-
ferent contexts. 

Vocabulary and Classroom 
Conversations

In our ever-changing world, we try our best to relate to 
our students. We pay attention to the music they listen to, 
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the websites they visit, and the latest technology they’re 
using. Building rapport with students is an important part 
of helping them feel safe and welcome in the classroom. The 
presence of solid teacher-student rapport can contribute to 
academic success and motivation.

Teachers will often attempt to relate to students by con-
versing with them on their level, adopting many of their 
expressions and colloquialisms. However, research sug-
gests that this approach is not particularly conducive to 
vocabulary growth. We need to “teach up” by using aca-
demic language rather than kid language. (Himmele & Him-
mele, 2009). Consider the following conversation between a 
teacher and her students:

Mrs. Wiggins: I want to keep talking about the Civil War. 
Who remembers the year the war began? Maria?
Maria: 1861. There are really icky pictures in the book of 
guys with blood all over them.
James: Yeah, but it was cool to see that there were so many 
dead!
Mrs. Wiggins: James, did those “cool” pictures give you any 
ideas about this war?
James: Those guys were kinda stupid. They didn’t fight good.
Mrs. Wiggins: Who was the President of the United States 
that these men were fighting for? Johanna?
Johanna: I would have been a nurse and put on those neat 
bandages. President Lincoln made those guys fight.
Mrs. Wiggins: Who remembers the President of the Con-
federate States? Keenan, do you remember that dude?
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Keenan: Davis? Jefferson Davis? 
Mrs. Wiggins: Isn’t it neat to be talking history?

“Talking history”? Who is doing all of the talking? What is 
being said?  Brain research tells us that the person doing the 
most talking about content is also doing the most learning 
(Bowman, 2011). This conversation contains few academic 
vocabulary words and is not calling upon higher-level think-
ing. And yet, it is a kind of conversation that is quite com-
mon in classrooms. 

Now let’s consider an alternative version: 

Mrs. Wiggins: I would like to continue our discussion of the 
Civil War from yesterday. What role did Abraham Lincoln 
play in the beginning of the war? Turn to your neighbor 
and review the information we discussed yesterday. [The 
students do as they’re asked.]
Mrs. Wiggins: Now, who remembers the year the war 
began? Maria?
Maria: 1861. There are really icky pictures in the book of 
guys with blood all over them.
James: Yeah, but it was cool to see that there were so many 
dead!
Mrs. Wiggins: James, what do those pictures illustrate about 
this war?
James: Those guys were kinda stupid. They didn’t fight good.
Mrs. Wiggins: Let’s consider the resources that the North 
and the South possessed. 
Keenan: The North had a lot of dudes.
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Mrs. Wiggins: Those “dudes” were their army. How would 
having a larger army affect the outcome of the war?
Johanna: I would have been a nurse and put on those neat 
bandages.  President Lincoln made those guys from the 
North fight.
Mrs. Wiggins: You mean, the men who were in the army?
Johanna: Yes, the army men. They fought under the orders 
of Abraham Lincoln if they were fighting for the North.
Mrs. Wiggins: Who remembers the President of the Con-
federate States? Keenan, do you remember his name?
Keenan: Davis? Jefferson Davis? His army wasn’t as big, but 
the fighting was in the South, so they didn’t have to walk as 
far. 
Mrs. Wiggins: In what way was the location helpful to the 
Southern soldiers?
Asha: They weren’t as tired for the fighting since they didn’t 
travel so far.
Mrs. Wiggins: Let’s get into our groups and make a timeline 
of the war as we have studied thus far.

In this case, the teacher prompts the students to start talk-
ing to one another, and by talking, they engage higher levels 
of thinking (Sousa & Tomlinson, 2010). By using academic 
vocabulary and helping her students to replace some of their 
“kid” language, Mrs. Wiggins is encouraging her students to 
use classroom-appropriate language. Add to that the oppor-
tunity they have to discuss the information with other stu-
dents, and the memories of using the words become easily 
ingrained in long-term memory. 
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What the Research Says

Research today is emphasizing the following essential strate-
gies related to vocabulary instruction.

1. Replace “kid” language with academic language 
in the classroom. From The Language-Rich Classroom: A 
Research-Based Framework for Teaching English Language 
Learners, by Himmele and Himmele (2009):

Three 3rd grade teachers at Washington Ele-
mentary—Quirine Fischer, Krista Grimm, 
and Roseann Sinkosky—decided to drench 
their students in selected academic vocabu-
lary from the book The Miraculous Journey 
of Edward Tulane (DiCamillo, 2006). At the 
end of the unit, Grimm made the following 
observation: “If we used it, they used it. If we 
talked a lot using a certain vocabulary word 
or we kept coming back and using it, it would 
show up in their journals. . . . We deliberately 
used big words and then consistently revisited 
the words we wanted them to know. . . . We 
repeated them in ways within the context of 
different activities. (pp. 30–33) 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/108037.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/108037.aspx
http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/108037.aspx
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2. Read aloud to students. Students’ vocabularies 
increase when they listen to text written at a higher level than 
they’re used to reading (Beck et al., 2013; Fisher, Flood, Lapp, 
& Frey, 2004). In my book, Teaching the Critical Vocabulary 
of the Common Core (2013), I offer the following suggestions:

Read slowly, but fluently. If you are the 
only person who reads aloud to [your stu-
dents] it is very important that you model the 
fluency you want to hear from them as read-
ers. Underline words with your voice and stop 
occasionally to share what you are thinking, 
but don’t interrupt the flow of the book too 
much.

Following the reading, ask questions. 
Avoid yes or no questions; dig deeper. “What 
was the character like? What evidence is there 
from the text that supports your answer? Let’s 
revisit the text and find out.” (p. 194–195)

3. Flood the classroom with words. Blachowicz, Fisher, 
Ogle, and Taffe (2013) suggest flooding your classroom with 
words related to topics being studied in the form of semantic 
maps, word walls, and other such tools. Be sure to differ-
entiate between words that can be taught quickly because 
they are easy to remember and words that will require more 
intensive instruction because they relate to newer content.
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Vocab Rehab: An Introduction

I often joke at my trainings, “It wasn’t long ago that we had 
no idea the brain was related to learning.” The fact is, brain 
research did not affect our understanding of how children 
learn until very late in the 20th century. Around that same 
time, the National Reading Panel released its landmark 
report, “Teaching Children to Read” (National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development, 2000), which found 
a strong vocabulary to be one of most accurate predictors of 
reading comprehension. By combining brain and memory 
research with the reading research of the National Reading 
Panel, I have developed an approach to teaching vocabulary 
that takes into account the importance of storing vocabulary 
in long-term memory. This approach, which I call Vocab 
Rehab, is intended to form strong connections in the brain 
over a short period of time.

Vocab Rehab provides teachers with strategies that 
challenge them to recondition their approach to teaching 
vocabulary. If we want to engage our students, we need to 
embrace a new mind-set for teaching vocabulary—one that 
calls for exploration, discovery, and playing with words and 
that is informed by the latest research and successful pro-
grams in the field.

Because I know that your time is valuable, I’ve made all 
of the Vocab Rehab strategies suitable for 10-minute lessons. 
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The words you teach should be worth those 10 minutes. 
How can we know that 10 minutes will make a difference? 
Research shows that when students are presented with a 
short period of learning followed by time for processing what 
they’ve learned, they are better able to connect their learning 
to background knowledge (Jensen, 2005). In other words, a 
short lesson at the end of class time can be very effective, as 
the brain has time to “settle” the new learning.

As Nagy and Herman once wrote, “One should not 
underestimate the value of any meaningful encounter with a 
word even if the information gained from the one encounter 
is relatively small” (1987, pp. 31–32). Any time you spend 
on valuable words will be, well, valuable! Even a one-minute 
transition strategy can help to reinforce important vocabu-
lary words. 

Remember that your students will learn about 3,000 
words this year without your direct instruction. They will 
learn through listening and speaking, through reading and 
writing, and through mirroring. Your students will repeat the 
words they hear from you and others around them, so make 
sure to make the most of class time by using vocabulary that 
will contribute to a bank of useful words.

Why 10 Minutes?
In the 20 years I spent as a language arts teacher, I always 

accepted that teaching vocabulary was my responsibility—
and yet, whenever I found that time was an issue, so often 
it was vocabulary that I put on the back burner. In the early 
days, when I used a vocabulary workbook, I didn’t teach 
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vocabulary so much as I assigned it. This isn’t something I’m 
proud of, but it was so easy just to say, “Look at the words in 
Chapter 2 of your vocab book and fill in the activities.” Later 
in the week, when I could find the time, I would go over the 
students’ work, administer a test, grade it, and move on to 
the next chapter. My students never really “knew” the words. 

I know I’m not the only teacher who has let vocabulary 
fall by the wayside to focus on other things. If I had known 
when I was younger that 10 minutes were all it took, my 
students and I would have been all the better for it. Think 
about it: in addition to the Vocab Rehab strategies offered 
in this publication, you can use 10 minutes to

•	 Introduce a word and brainstorm a definition.
•	 Create a simple graphic organizer.
•	 Act out a word.
•	 Draw a picture depicting a word.
•	 Play a review game that includes five to seven words.
•	 Review the words on your word wall.
•	 Share synonyms and antonyms for words.
•	 Fill out a word page in a vocabulary notebook.
•	 Take attendance using a vocabulary framework 

(e.g., when you call a student’s name, you also say a 
vocabulary word for which the student must provide 
a synonym, antonym, or definition).

•	 Make up a jingle or song for a vocabulary word. 

Sit and watch the clock tick for 10 minutes. At what 
point does your mind wander or do you doze off? Ten min-
utes can seem like a very long time, and it can be—time 
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enough to get many things accomplished. Some teachers 
start their class periods off with a 10-minute lesson, oth-
ers use the lesson as a break near the middle of class time, 
and others still prefer to end the class with 10 minutes of 
instruction.

What Do Students Need to Know to Really 
Know a Word?

In my early days of teaching, if you had asked me what 
a student needed to know about a word, I would have said, 
“how to spell it, what it means, and how to use it in a sen-
tence.” And I would have been partly right. 

How do you know if a student knows a word? Dale and 
O’Rourke (1986) describe four levels of word knowledge, 
which they characterize using the following four statements:

1. I never saw the word before. 
2. I’ve heard of the word, but I don’t know what it means. 
3. I recognize the word in context, and I can tell you 

what it is related to.
4. I know the word well.

Word knowledge can be exhibited receptively (through 
reading or listening) or expressively (through speaking and 
writing).

Take the Pledge 
I, _____________________, pledge that I WILL NOT

•	 Teach vocabulary by assigning many words at once that 
are unrelated to the content. 
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•	 Have students look up words in a dictionary and write 
down the definitions verbatim.

•	 Find it inappropriate for my students to have and use 
a word wall.

•	 Have students write sentences using a new vocabulary 
word until they have learned at least five things about 
the word.

•	 Accept short, passive sentences that do not reveal the 
true meaning of a word.

•	 Permit “kid” language in the classroom—either from 
my students or myself. 

I, _____________________, pledge that I WILL 

•	 Engage students in word study on a daily basis.
•	 Work with students to create definitions of words that 

are meaningful and memorable.
•	 Have students create pictures and symbols that define 

and describe words. 
•	 Use academic language in my classroom and 

encourage other faculty members to do the same.
•	 Expect my students to use academic vocabulary in my 

classroom when speaking and writing.
•	 Fill my classroom with books and other media to help 

increase vocabulary as well as knowledge.
•	 Read aloud texts that are at reading levels slightly 

higher than my students’.
•	 Maintain an interactive word wall—because the more 

often students see and hear important words, the 
more often they will use them.
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Although teachers often tell me that they don’t have 
the time to teach vocabulary, they will also admit to finding 
time to teach content that may not be essential, but that we 
personally care about. Vocab Rehab can change the way you 
look at the teaching of vocabulary. You and your students 
can fall in love with words! 

According to Marzano and Simms (2013), most teach-
ers devote very little time to vocabulary in their classrooms. 
As the National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices and the Council of Chief State School Officers 
note, “vocabulary has been neither frequent nor systematic 
in most schools” (2010, p. 32).

Some of the Vocab Rehab strategies require prep time; 
others can be done off the cuff. As you see that the strategies 
yield success, you’ll find that putting a little time into prepar-
ing for them is worthwhile. Your students can help you with 
this, and you can make it easier by laminating and reusing 
the materials. This is especially true of general academic 
words that your students will find across content areas as 
well as in college and career settings.

Keep in mind that the brain habituates easily—novel 
ideas are only novel for a short time. Having said that, if your 
students find certain strategies particularly effective, they 
may ask for them again and again. 

Preliminary Questions
Take a look at your daily schedule and ask yourself the 

following questions: 

•	 How long are your class periods? 
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•	 How much time do you currently devote to teaching 
vocabulary? 

•	 What are you teaching at the moment that, although 
nice to know, doesn’t fall into the category of “need 
to know”?  

•	 How much time can you spare to make vocabulary a 
daily part of your lessons?

Some Tips Before Starting
Here are some basic tips and suggestions that you can 

incorporate into the 10-minute strategies or otherwise use 
in you classroom when teaching vocabulary:

1. Introduce a word and determine its definition or 
description with your students. When students use their 
own language to describe what a word means, they are more 
likely to remember the definition. (Sprenger, 2005).

2. Have students draw a picture of what the word 
represents. For example, I have seen students illustrate the 
word analyze, which means “to break something into its 
component parts,” by depicting a figure breaking a stick 
over its knees, block towers tumbling down, and unpacked 
Russian nesting dolls.

3. Ask students to find synonyms and antonyms for each 
word on a list. Synonyms are often used as definitions, so the 
process of finding and discussing these is crucial. Give each 
student a nametag that includes either the critical word or 
its synonym. Let students figure out which words are related 
and form “synonym circles.” The circles can line up together 
or work in groups that day.
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4. Compose jingles or songs for words and definitions 
so that they’ll be more easily stored in students’ automatic 
memories. 

5. Have students create semantic maps or mind maps for 
some words.

6. Try offbeat techniques that activate kinesthetic 
learning. For example, have students write a word on the 
back of a cheap canvas glove; a sentence on the palm; 
synonyms on the thumb, pointer, and middle finger; an 
antonym on the ring finger; and the definition on the pinky. 
Vocabulary gloves can be used for independent or paired 
practice.

7. Act out word meanings to activate students’ 
procedural memories.

8. Use games to review and reinforce vocabulary. For 
example, here are some guidelines for Vocabulary Bingo: 

•	 Hand out bingo cards that contain definitions in the 
squares (ideally as many squares as there are students 
in the class).

•	 Have students ask one another if they can match 
words to the definitions on their bingo cards; if they 
can, have them sign the squares for the words that 
they successfully match.

•	 Once all squares have signatures, draw student 
names from a container. All students with the chosen 
student’s signature in a square block that square off.

•	 When students have blocked off five squares in a row, 
they yell, “bingo!” 
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•	 Have the students whose names were covered in the 
winning row say the correct word for the definition 
that each signed.

9. Have students create vocabulary-word pages in a 
notebook. When a word appears in different contexts or 
content areas, students can return to that page and add new 
information about it. This will help them use the words more 
easily in writing and speaking.

10. Model the use of the words in your classroom. The 
more often that students hear them, the more automatic 
their use of those words will become.

11. Be aware of eye-accessing cues. When a student is 
struggling with a test question, he or she will often be looking 
down, which often signifies the accessing of emotion—in 
this case, perhaps the emotion of feeling dumb. To access 
information such as definitions or visual memories of words, 
eyes must be looking up (Payne, 2013). When you observe 
students looking down, stand over them and ask a question 
that forces them to look up, thereby being more likely to 
access information.

Vocab Rehab:  
The 10-Minute Strategies

Here is a collection of 10-minute activities that offer fun and 
engaging ways for your students to learn vocabulary. (Note 
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that 10 minutes is the minimum effective level for each; you 
can take more time if you need to.) 

The Association Game

1. Put students in teams of four or five. 
2. Hand one person in each group a slip of paper that 

has the same vocabulary word on it (perhaps a word from 
your word wall). 

3. The students who received a word read it to 
themselves and then hide it. 

4. The students who received a word take another slip 
of paper and write down a word that is associated with the 
original word. 

5. The new word is passed to the next student in the 
group, who silently reads it, hides it, writes an associated 
word on a slip of paper, and passes the new word to the 
next person. 

6. The process is repeated until the last person in the 
group has received a word. He or she writes down an 
associated word and passes it to the first student. 

7. Tell the whole class what the first word was, and 
then go around the room and ask each team what the last 
word was. You’ll be surprised at how different they all are! 
Ask each person to share his or her word. Talk about how 
people make different associations with words. This game 
reinforces the idea that we store words in our brains with 
other words that are connected to them.
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A Variation on 10 Important Words Plus
The strategy 10 Important Words Plus, originally 

devised by Ruth Helen Yopp and Hallie Kay Yopp (2007), is 
based on principles of effective vocabulary instruction and 
can be used at any grade level. Though the strategy usually 
focuses on an analysis of big ideas, I think it’s an incredible 
tool for determining what words students may or may not 
know.

1. Distribute a text and 10 sticky notes to each student. 
2. Read the text aloud, with students following along. 

As you read, students underline 5 to 10 new or unfamiliar 
words. 

3. Have students write each of the words that they 
underlined on its own sticky note.

4. Ask a student to share one of the words and post it 
on the wall. 

5. Next, any students who have also underlined that 
word take their sticky notes up and place them in a column 
under that word. 

6. Repeat steps 4 and 5 until all underlined words are on 
the wall. As new words appear, a bar graph is formed, with 
each column representing a different word. 

7. Analyze the graph with students and determine which 
words stumped the most students—that is, which ones had 
the tallest columns. These become the vocabulary words to 
be studied. (Words that are confusing to only a few students 
will be studied in small groups—a great differentiation 
opportunity!)
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Getting to the Point with PowerPoint
Create a PowerPoint presentation for a vocabulary word. 

This will take a minimum of four slides and a maximum 
of six. On the first slide, show the vocabulary word, how 
it’s pronounced, a short definition (which you may want 
to arrive at with your students beforehand), and derivative 
forms of the word (adjective, plural, etc.). When you go over 
this slide with students, be certain to pronounce the word 
clearly and have students repeat it in unison. If it doesn’t 
sound like the students all have the pronunciation down, 
ask individual students whom you know can pronounce the 
word correctly to say it aloud a few times, and then call on 
students who are having trouble with the word to repeat it. 
This may take a minute or two, but it is well worth the time 
if it means that all your students feel comfortable saying the 
word, as they will then feel better about using it. 

On the next several slides, show the word used in sen-
tences and questions. Feel free to include pictures or graph-
ics to encourage conversations around the word. Brain 
research suggests that if we add emotion to our teaching, our 
students will remember it better (Willis, 2008). For example, 
in the case of the word adversity, I might use one slide to ask 
students, “Do you know anyone who has faced adversity in 
order to make a difference in the world?” or “When you face 
adversity, to whom do you turn?” Another slide may have a 
quote worth discussing, such as this one widely attributed 
to Malcolm X: “There is no better than adversity. Every 
defeat, every heartbreak, every loss, contains its own seed, 
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its own lesson on how to improve your performance the 
next time.” Yet another slide might have a picture or video, 
or perhaps a group of questions that can all be answered by 
the word adversity. The more interactive and multisensory 
students’ experiences with words are, the likelier students 
are to remember them. 

At your next 10-minute session, have students write 
their own sentences or questions using the same vocabu-
lary word, then have them exchange and comment on one 
another’s work. Ask your students whether the word belongs 
on the word wall (hint: it does!) and have a student add it. 

“Just in Times” Word Searches
This is a great upper-grade vocabulary strategy. For 

ACT or SAT practice, go to the online versions of quality 
newspapers like the Los Angeles Times (www.latimes.com), 
the New York Times (www.nytimes.com), or the Washing-
ton Post (www.washingtonpost.com). On the home page of 
each site, you will find a search box; have students type one 
of their vocabulary words into it. Several articles are likely 
to appear. Have students click on each article and read how 
their word is used in each. This activity will help students 
increase their word knowledge while also keeping them 
abreast of current events.

What’s a Lanyard? 
What’s a lanyard? It’s a rope or cord with an object sus-

pended on it and worn around the neck. We use them at 
conferences to identify participants, but some teachers are 

http://www.latimes.com
http://www.nytimes.com
http://www.washingtonpost.com
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attaching vocabulary words to them! An inspired idea to be 
sure. 

Let’s say you have 25 to 30 students in your classroom. 
You have chosen to teach 5 to 10 words each week. Have 
your students wear different words around their necks each 
day—some the actual vocabulary words, others synonyms. 
Have students line up for lunch, library time, or any other 
activity by calling them up according to words that have a 
similar meaning (e.g., “Everyone wearing a word that means 
‘to describe,’ please line up”).

Back It Up!
Here’s a pre- or post-assessment activity teachers can 

use at many different grade levels. (Some teachers call it I’ve 
Got Your Back!) Begin by taping definitions of words on 
the backs of your students. Then give all students a word or 
short list of words and have them walk around the room, find 
the correct definitions on their classmates’ backs, and copy 
them onto a sheet of paper or a notecard. Give the students 
10 minutes or less gets them up and moving quickly. Follow-
ing this activity, you may either have students keep the word 
sheet or card on their desks and place a check mark next to 
the words each time they come up during the lesson, or you 
can simply continue with the lesson and pay no attention to 
the words again until later in the day or the next day.

Freeze Frame
This strategy is sometimes called Tableau and can be 

used at different grade levels. The idea is to give students 
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the opportunity to act out a word—however, because they 
cannot move during the activity, they must think ahead and 
visualize exactly what the word (or, rather, the idea behind 
the word) should look like. 

1. Divide the students into teams of three to five, 
depending on your class size and the complexity of the 
words. 

2. Give each team one of the vocabulary words you have 
been studying.

3. Allow three to five minutes for the students to plan a 
frozen pose that will demonstrate the word using all group 
members.

4. Students must remain frozen and quiet for 10 to 15 
seconds as they demonstrate the word. Remind them that 
their facial expressions, placement of body parts, and ability 
to remain focused on one thing the entire time will add to 
the power of the frame. 

5. Have the rest of the class guess the word. Students 
may even offer feedback to help the team members improve 
their “physical definition.”

Vocabulary Paint Chips 
A teacher in one of my workshops shared this strategy 

with us. (You can find a video of the activity here: www.
teachingchannel.org/videos/build-student-vocabulary.) 
Paint chips are the strips of paper with different shades of 
paint on them that you can get at hardware stores. For this 
activity, students use one paint chip per vocabulary word. 
(The chips are usually subdivided into two to five blocks 

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/build-student-vocabulary
https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/build-student-vocabulary
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representing different shades.) At the top of each chip, stu-
dents write down a vocabulary word; in each block beneath 
the word, students write variations of the word. For example, 
if the word is describe, students might fill out the rest of the 
blocks on the chip with the words describes, described, and 
description. 

There are many possible variations on this strategy. One 
would be to write synonyms for the word in the different 
blocks; another would be to designate each block for specific 
information (e.g., first block, vocabulary word; second block, 
definition; third block, variation; fourth block, synonym; 
fifth block, antonym). The Teaching Channel video linked 
to above takes this to another level. 

How to get vocabulary chips? Talk to representatives of 
your local paint or hardware store—they are often generous 
with their chips. Or design your own!

Back to the Board
For this activity, divide the class into two or more teams. 

One student in each team sits with his or her back to the 
whiteboard, on which a vocabulary word is written. The rest 
of the team tries to explain the word to him or her. Have the 
teams compete to guess the word first. An example of the 
strategy in action can be found here: www.youtube.com/
watch?v=p7j-2xteKB4. 

Vocabulary Word Pages
In a loose-leaf notebook, have students devote a whole 

page for each vocabulary word (see Figure 1 for an example). 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p7j-2xteKB4
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The page could include the student’s definition of the word, 
visuals, synonyms, antonyms, and a space for adding infor-
mation whenever the word comes up in new contexts or 
subject areas. Students can keep the word pages in alpha-
betical order, so they are easy to find; alternatively, they 
could forgo the notebook and keep the pages in a Word file 
or online.

When You Have Less  
Than 10 Minutes

There will be days when 10 minutes just cannot be spared. 
In those cases, consider the following ultra-quick strategies 
for vocabulary instruction.

It’s a Match!
Write five vocabulary words on the board. One by one, 

have each student pick up a definition that is written on con-
struction paper or an index card and place it under the cor-
rect word, saying both the word and the definition out loud. 
After all of the words and definitions are matched, challenge 
students to write a sentence using all or most of the words.
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Figure 1: Vocabulary Word Page

Name:

Class:

Word:

My definition: 

Synonyms Antonyms

Visual (Picture, Icon, Symbol 
of the Word)

Visual (Picture, Icon, Symbol 
of What the Word Is Not)

Sentences and Notes
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And the Question Is . . .
When using a text with unfamiliar vocabulary words, 

have students write a question for which the answer is one 
of the words. For example, if one of the words is clairvoy-
ant, the question might be, “Because she could see into the 
future, what did Mrs. Clark call herself?” See if students can 
answer their classmates’ questions correctly.

Quick Draw
This fun, fast-paced strategy is a great game to play when 

you have a few minutes at the end of class. Before you start, 
have a few index cards ready with vocabulary words written 
on them. Have a student or two come up to the board, pick 
an index card, and draw a representation of the word as class 
members try to guess it. 

Nonexample Day
Throw a Koosh ball to your students; whoever catches 

it must provide a nonexample of any word you point to on 
your word wall.

Find Someone Who . . . 
Have students walk around the class with a list of vocab-

ulary words and ask their classmates questions using the 
words (e.g., “Did you have an argument today?” “Can you 
give me a metaphor to describe a rainy day?”). Students 
who answer a given question can then initial the word on 
the questioner’s list.
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Write a Sentence
This one is definitely a review activity, so make sure 

students have mastered their words. Ask them to write a sen-
tence using “a word that means _____.” Provide the definition 
and give students a minute or two to write their sentences. 
This can be a great activity for the end of class.

A Wordy Conversation
Have students pair up, with each pair receiving one of the 

vocabulary words. Student A begins by using the word in a 
sentence, student B responds using a synonym of the word, 
and student A responds using an antonym. Here’s an example:

Student A: You are very articulate when you speak.
Student B: I try to be very clear with my comments.
Student A: Unlike you, I can be too vague sometimes. 

Conclusion

Anytime a new word pops up that students need to know, 
consider taking a few minutes to have them discuss the 
word with a partner or draw a colorful picture depicting the 
word. In this way, unanticipated “teachable moments” can 
become your vocabulary lesson for the day. Still, a systematic 
approach will provide the most benefits, so try to include a 
10-minute word lesson in your class schedule. Emphasize 
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the importance of certain words by posting them on a word 
wall or selecting a “Word of the Week.” Work with your 
colleagues to decide on what words you will all be teach-
ing, as many Tier 2 words are used across content areas. 
Above all, incorporate vocabulary words into your own 
teaching vocabulary and challenge your students to use them 
in everyday conversations. Let’s really begin to rehab our 
vocabulary teaching and close the vocabulary gap.
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Tips and Takeaways 

Find your starting point. If you are responsible for helping 
to implement standards in your school, begin by teaching the 
vocabulary associated with the standards. Research suggests 
that up to 85 percent of standardized test scores are based 
on student knowledge of the standards vocabulary (Tileston, 
2011). Check out your grade level and content-area stan-
dards, find the words that apply to your grade level, and pre-
assess your students to see what words they need to learn.

Separate the similar. Be careful when teaching words 
that have similar appearances at the same time; the brain 
needs to let a word settle in before a new word with similar 
characteristics can be introduced. Consider, for example, 
Shore, Ray, and Goolkasian’s (2013) study of 400 middle 
school students, which found that the students tended to 
confuse vocabulary words that had the same prefix even 
when the teachers used engaging instructional strategies. 

Make learning fun. It’s the key to reaching students 
with limited literacy backgrounds. For example, how about 
having word windows instead of word walls? Writing on 
windows is a fun prospect for most students, and erasable 
markers can make cleanup easy. Have students find words 
to display on the windows as you read to them or as they 
read to themselves. Tell them that a “window-worthy word” 
is one that is interesting to them and that may also help to 
make their writing more interesting. Offer a specific time 
of day for writing the words on the window. Take time to 
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discuss the words and have the students add them to their 
vocabulary notebooks. 

Integrate technology with vocabulary instruction. 
For example, students can look up words along with their 
synonyms and antonyms at sites such as Dictionary.com. At 
the free website Quizlet.com, students can create their own 
flashcards and quizzes for vocabulary words. The website 
also includes games to reinforce the learning.

Remember that worksheets and matching or mul-
tiple-choice quizzes aren’t indicators of mastery. I find 
that the best way to assess students’ vocabulary growth is 
by having them actually use the words, both verbally in class 
and in writing. Keeping a sticker chart with student names 
on it is one way to encourage word use: if a student uses a 
vocabulary word during class, let him or her put a sticker 
on the chart, then jot down the student’s initials and the 
word used on your own recording sheet. Take note when 
students use vocabulary words in their writing—underline 
them or put a smiley face next to them. This will encourage 
students to use the words more often. It’s a good idea to 
include vocabulary on your writing rubric and give students 
points when they use the words.

Use it or lose it. The connections our brains make when 
we learn something new or make changes to what we have 
already learned are only as strong as the number of times 
they are used. Practice makes permanent, and perfect prac-
tice is even better! As you change your vocabulary instruc-
tion practices, the frequency with which you undertake new 
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approaches will ingrain them in your brain. Likewise, the 
more your students use new words, the likelier those words 
are to go into long-term permanent memory. Your 10-Min-
ute Lesson Plan will become second nature to you and to 
your students if you take the time to introduce it, use it often, 
and reinforce its importance for furthering word knowledge.
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VOCAB REHAB

EDUCATION

All teachers know that a robust vocabulary gives students 

the communication skills they need to do well on tests and 

shine in the classroom—and the best way to ensure successful 

vocabulary instruction is to embrace new and engaging 

strategies that don’t take too much time away from other 

work. To get the clock on their side and do what’s best for their 

students, teachers need to learn how to provide short and 

effective vocabulary mini-lessons that can be used at any point 

during class. Marilee Sprenger’s Vocab Rehab model offers 

teachers easy-to-implement 10-minute instructional strategies 

that can help time-strapped teachers ensure that their students 

have a sound grasp of both general and content-specific words 

across grade levels and subject areas.

How do I teach vocabulary 
effectively with limited time?
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