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F
ar too many students come to 
school with small vocabular-
ies. This is a big deal: the size of 

a child’s vocabulary is an accurate 
predictor of academic achievement 
and even upward mobility over the 
course of a lifetime (Hirsch, 2013). 
Children’s vocabulary acquisition is 
aff ected by numerous factors, including the number of words exchanged in the 
home environment, the quality of those words, language spoken in the home, the 
number of books that have been read to a child, and the amount of time spent in 
quality conversations. Whichever factors contribute to what I refer to as “word 
poverty,” it is clear that educators across all content areas and grade levels need to 
provide an enriched environment and implement a broad repertoire of strategies 
that will immerse all our students in words.

My fi rst vocabulary book, Teaching the Critical Vocabulary of the Com-
mon Core (2013), focused on 55 high-frequency words used in most standards, 
including the Common Core standards, and aimed to teach students the vocab-
ulary used on most standardized achievement tests. My motivation for writing 
that book stemmed from research (Tileston, 2011) estimating that 85 percent of 
achievement test scores are based on the language used in the standards. At-risk 
students, including students of low socioeconomic status (SES) and English lan-
guage learners (ELLs), have a particular need to learn these words in ways that 
meet their specifi c learning requirements. Teaching the Critical Vocabulary of the 
Common Core addressed that need.

Introduction
Addressing 

Word Poverty
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As teachers recognized the importance of teaching those 55 critical words 
and began adopting new vocabulary strategies, the need for even more strategies 
to teach even more words became apparent.

Throughout their elementary and secondary school careers, students will 
learn about 50,000 words (Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Nagy & Herman, 1987; White, 
Graves, & Slater, 1990), averaging 3,000–4,000 words each year, most through 
implicit learning. This implicit learning is nonconscious and usually happens by 
reading, being read to, and engaging in high-quality conversations. In addition, 
teachers should be teaching about 300 academic words through direct instruc-
tion. The 300-word target comes to an average of about 60 words for each content 
area, although many academic words overlap areas: for example, we summarize in 
social studies, science, and English. Many schools create lists for each grade level 
based on the vocabulary of the standards and their curriculum.

The importance of teaching these words cannot be overstated. According to 
Susan B. Neuman, a professor in educational studies specializing in early liter-
acy development, “[Vocabulary has] been one of the most resistant-to-change 
skills in early literacy. Generally, children come into school with vocabulary at 
one point and leave with vocabulary at the same point” (quoted in Sparks, 2013).

This goal is particularly important for English language learners and stu-
dents who come from low-SES homes. Low socioeconomic status can adversely 
aff ect the vocabularies and literacy skills of both native speakers of English and 
English language learners. Beyond this factor, students who are English language 
learners generally have smaller English vocabularies. One of the key factors in 
ELLs’ vocabulary acquisition in English, however, is their vocabulary acquisition 
in their primary language. Those who have a larger word bank in their native lan-
guage can use those meanings and spellings to help them infer meanings of new 
English words (Graves, August, & Mancilla-Martinez, 2013). For instance, using 
cognates—words that have similar spellings and meanings in two languages—for 
Spanish-speaking students is extremely eff ective because up to 40 percent of all 
English words have a Spanish cognate. Pointing out words with cognates as you 
read aloud, asking students to identify cognates in their own reading, and creat-
ing a cognate word wall are three possible strategies for teaching cognates.

To change future outcomes of vocabulary learning and close these gaps, teach-
ers need both professional development in teaching vocabulary and vocabulary 
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strategies at their fi ngertips. Many teachers have not had adequate preparation 
for explicitly teaching vocabulary and resort to Internet searches and profes-
sional books for novel, engaging strategies. These strategies are everywhere, but 
they are not located in one place, and they vary in eff ectiveness—which is where 
this book comes in.

TIER 2 WORDS: THEIR IMPORTANCE

So what, exactly, are these 300 academic words that must be explicitly taught? 
Let’s back up a bit.

There are three tiers of vocabulary that encompass all the words our students 
can learn. Tier 1 includes basic vocabulary, Tier 2 includes high-frequency aca-
demic vocabulary, and Tier 3 includes low-frequency specialized vocabulary.

Tier 1 words are those words used in everyday speech that students generally 
have in their long-term memories, such as table, clock, food, run, ride, drive, and so 
on. Tier 3 words are those that are specifi c to content areas. For instance, meiosis 
is used in science and generally not in other subjects. It is good to teach some Tier 
3 words, but they are often defi ned in the text in which they appear.

Tier 2 words are those that I call “everybody’s words.” These vocabulary words 
often have multiple meanings in diff erent contexts, appear frequently in written 
sources across the content areas but are not discipline-specifi c, and are consid-
ered academic words. A word like letter is a Tier 2 word with multiple meanings; it 
can mean a symbol that represents a sound or a way of communicating with some-
one. Analyze is a Tier 2 word that is used across the content areas; students are 
asked to analyze stories, musical selections, artwork, math problems, and so on. 
As academic words, Tier 2 words are used primarily in academic texts and class-
rooms and are not likely to be encountered by students in casual conversations.

Although Tiers 1 and 3 are important, Tier 2 words are the most necessary to 
teach explicitly (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2013). Much research (Blachowicz, 
Fisher, Ogle, & Taff e, 2013; Marzano, 2004) stresses the importance of students 
mastering a signifi cant body of Tier 2 words and urges teachers to use more aca-
demic terms in the classroom for discussion and personal dialogue. So why, if 
these words are so important, are most of us not teaching them to our students? 
There are several reasons:
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• We tend to assume that if we know a word, so does everyone else.
• When a word is found across the content areas, we assume that some other 

teacher has taught it.
• We are under the impression that students will discover words for them-

selves using a dictionary or the Internet.
• We don’t have time to teach vocabulary. There are too many standards, so 

we choose those that are visible to us, that make sense to our own brains, and with 
which we are comfortable.

Recently, however, following the lead of the grade-level expectations laid 
out by the Common Core and state standards in both Common Core and non–
Common Core states, the testing companies (PARCC, SBA, ACT, SAT, NWEA, 
ACT Aspire) have become aware that vocabulary is not an add-on for which stu-
dents are solely responsible and that we can ignore. In fact, vocabulary may be 
the most important content that we teach. The link among vocabulary, reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening is becoming increasingly clear, and academic 
vocabulary is frequently referenced (Beck et al., 2013; Marzano, 2004) as a criti-
cal element in reading comprehension and academic achievement.

These academic words are the focus of the strategies in this book. In the 
pages that follow, you’ll fi nd an array of strategies for teaching the hundreds of 
words that students will need in school and beyond.

THE ROLE OF MEMORY AND THE ORGANIZATION OF THIS BOOK

If we want to get words into long-term memory and make them stick, we need 
to keep some fundamentals in mind. Most words need to be processed multiple 
times and in various ways to make them permanent. In Teaching the Critical 
Vocabulary of the Common Core, I shared strategies that would get those criti-
cal words quickly into nonmotor procedural memory, which I often refer to as 
automatic memory. Those 55 words are so crucial for student assessments that I 
believed it best to teach many of them the same way we teach decoding skills, fl u-
ency, and even multiplication: repetition, repetition, repetition. In this context, 
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repetition doesn’t mean rote drill; rather, this method incorporates elaborate 
rehearsals that engage all the senses in novel, fun ways.

For the Tier 2 words covered in this book, I have taken a slightly diff erent 
tack. The emphasis is on fi rst getting words into semantic long-term memory 
before eventually getting them into nonmotor procedural memory (again, also 
known as automatic memory). As a strong proponent of brain-compatible teach-
ing and diff erentiation, I have selected strategies that will appeal to diff erent lev-
els of readiness and will provide a pathway in the brain to create strong memories 
(Gallagher, 2014). Almost all of the strategies can be used at all grade levels. Here’s 
how the book is organized.

In Chapter 1, I share the background research on vocabulary and memory, 
citing studies that point to a vocabulary pathway in the brain and explaining the 
memory systems and how vocabulary words are stored in and through them.

Chapters 2, 3, and 4 and their strategies are organized according to the stages 
of building long-term memories: encoding, storage, and retrieval. In Chapter 2, I 
share dozens of encoding strategies to introduce new words and begin the mem-
ory process. During this stage, it’s important to create an atmosphere in which 
students feel safe to try and fail. Knowing their teachers and classmates believe in 
them makes a huge diff erence in how students approach learning. Thus, the strat-
egies in this chapter will help you reach students so that words can more readily 
be encoded in their brains.

From encoding in Chapter 2, we move to storage in Chapter 3. This stage is 
when we do elaborate rehearsals to get the words, defi nitions, visuals, and con-
cepts related to each word stored permanently in the brain. The networks have 
been laid and made; now it is time to use the new words in multisensory activities 
that enter the mind through various systems for easier retrieval. Chapter 3 shares 
rehearsal strategies that help students recode, or defi ne vocabulary terms in their 
own words. From synonyms to sentences, this stage encourages writing that will 
more clearly defi ne and describe the academic vocabulary.

After the storage stage comes the retrieval stage—the focus of Chapter 4. 
During this stage, we use review to encourage retrieval of word knowledge and 
gain the automaticity needed for reading comprehension. Automaticity is the 
ability to read words without conscious decoding and understand them without 
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needing to search one’s brain for defi nitions. Our students cannot aff ord to use 
precious working memory space on decoding and fi guring out word meanings; 
they need it for comprehension. Accordingly, to help students gain automatic-
ity, Chapter 4 provides review strategies that will help student practice recalling 
words and meanings, using the words in speaking and writing, and understanding 
them in reading. Students will combine several words in sentences, make com-
parisons among words, and, most important, use the words in natural conversa-
tion and daily writing.

I wrap up the book with Chapter 5, which focuses on the intertwined compo-
nents of assessment and planning. You will fi nd rubrics and sample one- and two-
week lesson plans using various strategies included in this book. We’ll explore 
questions like “How long will you study each word?” and “When will you assess?”

GIVING THE GIFT OF VOCABULARY

The release of the Common Core State Standards brought the importance of 
vocabulary instruction to the fore. Students are beginning to take the next gen-
eration of assessments that require higher cognitive demand as based on Webb’s 
Depth of Knowledge and Bloom’s Taxonomy. But the importance of expanding 
our students’ Tier 2 vocabulary transcends these assessments: a strong academic 
vocabulary lays a solid foundation for success in life, just as a small vocabulary is 
a major disadvantage.

I have thought long and hard about teaching vocabulary at all levels, as I 
have in my own classrooms. I have studied research, talked to teachers, mod-
eled lessons in classrooms, and compiled a plethora of strategies. Some of the 
101 strategies in this book you may already know. Others, perhaps, will be brand-
new to you. Some may require a tweak to work with your students. But I urge 
you not to discount any tools out of hand as either “too young” or “too tough” for 
your students. Certainly there is a diff erence between how we work with words 
in kindergarten and how we do it in 5th grade, but most strategies can be used 
in various grade levels. I have created an at-a-glance chart that lists all 101 strat-
egies and indicates their approximate grade range as well as which strategies 
work particularly well for ELLs or low-SES students. You can access this chart 
at http://www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/books/sprenger2017.pdf.
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I have no doubt that you will fi nd strategies here to help you teach academic 
vocabulary in a way that will make it stick. If you are committed to teaching 
vocabulary and need more strategies to do so, this book is for you. If you teach 
students who live in poverty, this book is for you. If you have a large population 
of English language learners, you will fi nd strategies for them, too. We owe this to 
our students. Let’s jump in together.
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