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Welcome to the Thoughtful Classroom 
Portfolio Series

The Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series
Sometimes the simplest innovations produce the greatest results. Designed by a collaborative of 
teachers, administrators and trainers, Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios make the important work of 
bringing high-impact, research-based instructional practices into your classroom or school easier than 
ever before.

Each Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio serves as a complete professional development training resource 
for teachers to learn, plan and implement a specific research-based instructional practice in their 
classrooms.

Each Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio consists of three parts:

 1.  The folder, provided as a handy tool for quick reference during lesson planning, as well as a 
convenient location to store student work samples for later evaluation.

 2.  The comprehensive Resource Guide, which contains worksheets, templates, examples 
and activities to be used during teacher training sessions.

 3.  A matching poster for presenting the strategy or technique to students in the classroom.

How to use this Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio

Truly understanding, mastering and using a new practice in your classroom takes time and commitment. 
You should expect to spend at least 20 hours (including meeting time and practice) mastering a new 
strategy. Although our suggestion is to break the material and training into four parts (or sessions) as 
shown below, you may choose to break up the work differently to suit your own schedule and needs.

 Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE (3 to 4 hours)

 Part 2: Designing a Thoughtful Vocabulary Unit (2 to 3 hours)

 Part 3: Evaluating the Unit (2 to 3 hours)

 Part 4: Learning from Student Work (2 to 3 hours)

We recommend that you spread your training sessions out over two months (two meetings 
per month) to allow ample time for completing the ThoughtWork practice assignments provided 
for use between sessions.
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The Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series and Learning Clubs – perfect together!

One of the best ways to get the most out of using Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios is to use them 
with teacher teams as part of a Thoughtful Classroom Learning Club. A Learning Club is a collaborative 
support structure developed by Silver Strong & Associates to encourage educators to work together 
to plan, implement and evaluate lessons and units that make a difference in student learning. Our 
research has consistently shown the value of Learning Clubs in helping teachers not only learn, but 
also apply what they learn in the classroom. For tips on how to start your own Thoughtful Classroom 
Learning Club in your school, visit www.ThoughtfulClassroom.com/learningclubs.

We believe that successful schools are built on a culture of support that encourages teachers 
to apply new ideas and practices in their classrooms. We are confident that creative tools 
such as Thoughtful Classroom Portfolios can play a significant role in fostering such a culture, 
and we are proud you have chosen one of our products to help you as you work to improve 
the quality of teaching and learning in your classroom and throughout your school.

Please write us at questions@thoughtfuled.com for any assistance or to share your ideas 
and suggestions. Your feedback is greatly appreciated as we continue to revise and develop 
new portfolios.
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Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

The goal for this session is to examine current vocabulary instruction and learn 
the four phases of Vocabulary’s CODE.

In this session you will:

 ■■✓   understand why vocabulary is essential for students to be successful 
in the classroom, on state/national tests and in their careers.

 ■■✓  explore a model for thoughtful and effective vocabulary instruction.

 ■■✓   learn the four phases of Vocabulary’s CODE.
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Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

Let’s Get Started 
Peanut butter and chocolate. Romeo and Juliet. Yin and yang. Some things just go together naturally. 
Here’s another natural pair: successful students and content knowledge. The reason the two go together 
is simple. Successful students are adept at mastering and using the content knowledge they learn while 
reading, in the classroom and beyond the school walls.

But have you ever stopped to think about what content knowledge is? Knowledge of a content area 
comes in the form of critical concepts, ideas and terms. In other words, content knowledge is made up 
of vocabulary. This means that students’ academic success rests heavily on their ability to remember, 
understand and communicate using new and critical vocabulary.

But our vocabulary represents more than what we know – it’s also how we learn more. As Robert 
Marzano (2004) explains, vocabulary words are the building blocks for future learning. New learning is 
built on top of previous learning, and previous learning is made up of – you guessed it – vocabulary. So, 
the more concepts and terms students know, the more they’ll understand and can learn. For example, 
take a look at this problem on honeycombs.

  Many people know that bees store their honey in structures known as 
honeycombs. Many people also know that honeycombs are made of wax. 
But when mathematicians and scientists look closely at honeycombs, they see 
what most people overlook; they see thousands of tessellated, regular hexagons 
joined together.

  Why tessellated regular hexagons? Is it possible that another shape such as a 
pentagon, an equilateral triangle, or a square might make for a more efficient 
honeycomb? Or is there something about the natural design that offers maximum 
honey storage using a minimum amount of wax?

Students’ ability to understand this problem will depend almost completely on their understanding 
of the underlined terms. They’ll need to know that regular shapes have equal sides and angles. They’ll 
need to know the critical attributes of hexagons, pentagons, equilateral triangles and squares. And 
they’ll need to know that regular hexagons are tessellated when there are no gaps, no overlap, and 
when each corner point is surrounded by exactly three hexagons.

So, if “knowing the vocabulary” is a prerequisite for deep understanding, what happens to those 
students who have not mastered the critical terms and concepts that make up the content? More often 
than not, they become sealed off from the learning opportunities and demands of the classroom, and 
they lose their grip on what they’re learning. To put it succinctly, “If students hold limited meanings for 
the words, they also will hold limited understandings of the concepts, hence limited understandings 
of the subject” (Herber, 1978, p. 130). Clearly, if we expect to close the achievement gap, we will need 
to address vocabulary instruction head on. That’s why we say: teaching vocabulary is one of the most 
important instructional decisions we can make.

corner point

tessellated regular hexagons
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Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

There are three distinct ways to grow a vocabulary. One way is through wide reading. A second way 
a vocabulary grows is through experience, as we talk and listen and interact and take the many paths 
that our lives present to us. A third way to expand vocabulary is through direct vocabulary instruction, in 
which the teacher focuses students’ attention on the critical academic words and terms they’ll need to 
succeed in school and beyond.

In this Resource Guide, we’ll be concentrating on direct vocabulary instruction. By applying the Word 
Works approach to vocabulary instruction, we show our students how to:

 • develop a preliminary understanding of new words and academic terms.

 • revise that understanding as they read and learn.

 •  practise using new terms so that students understand what they mean and 
how they are used.

Take a few minutes to think about your own experiences with teaching and learning vocabulary. Then, 
collect your thoughts in Figure 1.1. When you’re done, share your thoughts with your Learning Club.

Figure 1.1: Activity – Reflecting on Vocabulary

  

 What do you remember about your own experiences as a student learning new vocabulary terms?

 How do you learn new words now, as an adult?

 What do you do in your classroom to help students learn new words?

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



6

Copyright © 2012 by Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. Reprinted from Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series: Word Works. Cracking Vocabulary’s CODE. 
Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Education, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this 

resource, the purchaser of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book. 

Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

Why Vocabulary Matters
Now that you know that vocabulary instruction is a “best bet” for raising student achievement, let’s look 
into some of the reasons. On the following pages are twelve reasons for teaching vocabulary. Read 
them through, then give each reason a number ranking from 1–3.

 • A 3 means “essential to me”.

 • A 2 means “important to me”.

 • A 1 means “not as important as the others”.

Try to divide the reasons up evenly: four 3’s, four 2’s, four 1’s.

 ■■ 1.  Vocabulary touches the lives and work of all teachers. Science may 
have labs and English dramatic readings; prep students may work with 
clay blocks, while secondary school maths students make use of graphing 
calculators; but every teacher, no matter the year level or content area, 
has a vocabulary to teach and learn. Because vocabulary learning is a 
common concern of all teachers, it facilitates teachers’ abilities to share 
and learn from each other.

 ■■ 2.  Increasing students’ vocabulary directly affects their achievement. 
Consider Figure 1.2 below:

Adapted from Marzano (2004) Building Background Knowledge for Academic Achievement, p. 69.

(Original data from Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986)

Figure 1.2: Vocabulary Instruction and Student Achievement on Subject-Area Tests
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Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

 ■■ 3.  We can have a significant effect on students’ vocabulary knowledge by 
using the right strategies. Students who were taught vocabulary using both 
linguistic and nonlinguistic strategies performed on average:

    •  37 percentile points higher than students who were asked to 
remember definitions, and

    •  21 percentile points higher than students who created 
sentences using the words in context.

 ■■ 4.  The more vocabulary students know, the better learners they become. 
What’s the reason for this? The logic is pretty simple. The richer students’ 
vocabulary becomes, the more background knowledge they acquire. The 
more background knowledge they acquire, the more they bring to each 
new learning experience. And the better prepared and more informed they 
are at the beginning of the learning experience, the more they can learn. 
So, by expanding students’ vocabulary, you’re also expanding their ability to 
comprehend new information and helping them on their way to becoming 
powerful lifelong learners.

 ■■ 5.  Increasing vocabulary produces a significant increase in students’ 
comprehension of content area material. For example, as Marzano (2004) 
explains:

     “The effect size of .97 for direct vocabulary instruction that targets 
academic terms that students will encounter in their reading material… 
is even more impressive. Specifically, it indicates that students’ 
comprehension will increase by 33 percentile points when vocabulary 
instruction focuses on specific words important to the content they are 
reading as opposed to words from high-frequency lists.” (p. 68-69)

 ■■ 6.  Words are the tools of thought. The truth is, “knowing the vocabulary” is 
essential if you expect to do any kind of deep thinking on just about any 
topic. To help explain why, we offer two brief scenarios:

     Scenario 1: You’ve been asked by your school to help decide what 
computer systems to buy for your building. In your brain’s bank of 
“computer words” are terms such as processor, hard drive, operating 
system, gigabytes and RAM. Now, take those words away. Erase 
them and their meanings from your vocabulary. How insightful will 
your advice be? Would you trust a recommendation for a purchase of 
thousands of dollars in hardware from someone who doesn’t know 
what a processor is or why it’s important to know how many gigabytes 
of information a hard drive can hold?

(continued on next page)
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Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

     Scenario 2: Now imagine two secondary school students in an 
economics class who are about to write an essay on the development 
of the Australian Stock Exchange. One student has mastered the 20 
critical terms from the unit; the other has not. Whose work will show 
greater depth of thought?

 ■■ 7.  The number of vocabulary words students know correlates with their 
performance on standardised tests. Consider:

     High-performing students know, on average, between 4500 and 
5400 more words than students with low standardised test scores. 
(Nagy & Herman, 1984)

 ■■ 8.  Differences in vocabulary account for some of the most troubling 
differences between students. Consider:

    •  Students from high socioeconomic families possess roughly 
4700 more words than students from low socioeconomic 
families. (Nagy & Herman, 1984)

    •  On average, mid-range socioeconomic year one students 
know 50% more words than their low socioeconomic peers. 
(Nagy & Herman, 1984)

 ■■ 9.  Good oral and written communication depends on a robust vocabulary. 
This statement is so self-evident that it needs no further explanation. 
However, we all like a good story, so here’s a true story that Heidi Hayes 
Jacobs (2006a) tells about Mr Davidson. Mr Davidson taught secondary 
school science for more than 30 years when he decided to make a change. 
After consulting with his fellow teachers about the poor quality of many 
students’ writing, he posted in his classrooms a word bank for each new unit 
of study. The word bank was a collection of “vivid, precise, and engaging 
words that embellish and give power to thinking in print and in speech... 
In short, Mr Davidson stepped up his role as a science teacher to that of 
a science teacher who gives his students a critical tool for better science: 
better words” (p. 33).

(continued on next page)

(reason 6 continued from previous page)

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



9

Copyright © 2012 by Hawker Brownlow Education. All rights reserved. Reprinted from Thoughtful Classroom Portfolio Series: Word Works. Cracking Vocabulary’s CODE. 
Melbourne, Vic:  Hawker Brownlow Education, www.hbe.com.au. To the extent not permitted by Part VB of the Copyright Act 1968, and subject to the terms of use for this 

resource, the purchaser of this resource may photocopy this page for their teaching purposes. Reproduction authorised only for use in the school site that has purchased the book. 

Part 1: Introducing Vocabulary’s CODE

And the results? As Jacobs explained in her recent workshop on literacy 
(2006b):

     By asking students to use at least five words from the word bank in 
their lab reports and allowing students to revise their reports to make 
them more engaging, Mr Davidson saw students who began the year 
writing “It went down the test tube” end the year with sentences that 
sounded like this: “The viscous blue fluid oozed down the side of the 
test tube.”

 ■■ 10.  Students with strong vocabularies do better in university, in their 
careers and in life than students with inadequate vocabularies. Although 
this statement may not be fair, it is certainly true. Study after study shows 
that a rich vocabulary opens all kinds of doors that remain closed to 
students with average and below-average vocabularies. Thus, the students 
with the most powerful vocabularies are most likely to become successful 
university students who get the most academic opportunities and adults 
who land the best jobs with the highest salaries.

 ■■ 11.  Improving students’ content-area vocabulary is a manageable and 
meaningful region-wide task. As Marzano’s research (see Figure 1.2 on 
page 6) shows, teachers make the greatest impact on student achievement 
by focusing vocabulary instruction on critical academic terms rather than 
high-frequency lists. This means that fewer – but more important – words 
are the name of the game. With this idea in mind, Beck, McKeown, and 
Kucan (2002) suggest focusing instruction on roughly 400 words each year, 
or 10–12 words per week.

 ■■ 12.  A good vocabulary builds confidence and self-esteem. As Hart and Risley 
(1995) show, access to rich language experiences correlates strongly not 
only with poverty but also with self-concept. Students with limited language 
experiences and limited vocabularies often struggle with their confidence 
and tend to have lower self-esteem than their peers.

(reason 9 continued from previous page)
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