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Six-Step Vocabulary Instructional Practice 
*from Building Academic Vocabulary, Marzano, Robert and Debra J. Pickering (2005) 

 
Steps 1 – 3  

 
Word: 
 

1) Teacher’s description, explanation, examples 
 

 Direct experiences (field trip, guest 
speaker) that provide examples 

 Tell a story integrating the term 

 Video or computer images as the stimulus 

 Use current events to help make the term 
applicable to something familiar 

 Describe your own mental pictures of the 
term 

 Find or create pictures that exemplify the 
term 

 
Rather than providing a formal, dictionary 
definition, start with a more natural, informal 
starting place for learning a new term.  Introduce 
them to a new word in the same way you would 
explain a new word to a friend.* 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

2) My description, explanation, examples 
 
Students construct their own descriptions, 
explanations or examples.  The constructions do not 
need to be comprehensive, but they need to be free 
of major errors 
 
Their initial understanding can be rudimentary 
because they will have numerous opportunities in 
the next few weeks to practice with repeated 
exposures. 
 
If they are struggling:  provide them more from 
Step 1;  allow them to work with partners; if they 
understand the concept, but they are struggling 
putting it in words, have them do Step 3 then come 
back to provide a verbal description. * 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3) My picture, drawing, representation 
 

Creating nonlinguistic representations forces students to process information in different ways.  
Challenges include:  students don’t think they can draw (answer:  model, model, model; provide examples 
of student drawings; allow them to work in pairs); students “overdraw” (answer: model more, explain the 
difference between drawing and sketching); students are having problems depicting the term (practice 
with the students; model and think aloud through the modeling process to make your thinking public); go 
to the Internet for images.* 

 
Using Cartoons in Vocabulary Instruction (strategies for special ed, from Scholastic) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A strategy for LD students – but it really captures the routine of the first two steps:  The 
Clarifying Routine: Elaborating Vocabulary Instuction (from LD Online) 

http://blogs.scholastic.com/special_ed/2009/02/using-cartoons-in-vocabulary-instruction.html
http://www.ldonline.org/article/5759
http://www.ldonline.org/article/5759
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4. Engage students periodically in activities that help them add to their knowledge of the terms in 
their notebooks. 

a. Vocabulary Think-Tac-Toe think_tac_toe.doc 
b. Contextual redefinition (Carole DeLuca’s handout) 

 
5. Periodically ask students to discuss the terms with one another. 

a. Dictionary Day (handout from Cindy Stanton) 
 

6. Involve students periodically in games that allow them to play with terms 

 
 
 
 
 
Many students with LD benefit from visual cues or aids to help them remember. This is particularly true 
with respect to abstract concepts that are frequently found in the vocabulary word lists given to high 
school students. A mnemonic form of instruction that employs visual cues is known as the keyword 
method. In this approach, students learn information that otherwise would not be absorbed, and they are 
given opportunities to develop long-term retention (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1991). 
 
Developing Science Vocabulary:  
http://wiki.nsdl.org/index.php/MiddleSchoolPortal/Vocabulary_Development 
 
Integrated Vocabulary Instruction:  Grades K-5  
(http://www.learningpt.org/pdfs/literacy/vocabulary.pdf) 
 
Differentiated Instruction:  http://www.ualberta.ca/~jpdasddc/incl/difinst.htm (This is a great way to 
consider the different ways of differentiating instruction.) 
 
General Principles for ELL Students 

http://daretodifferentiate.wikispaces.com/file/view/think_tac_toe.doc
http://wiki.nsdl.org/index.php/MiddleSchoolPortal/Vocabulary_Development
http://www.learningpt.org/pdfs/literacy/vocabulary.pdf
http://www.learningpt.org/pdfs/literacy/vocabulary.pdf
http://www.ualberta.ca/~jpdasddc/incl/difinst.htm
http://www.ualberta.ca/~jpdasddc/incl/difinst.htm
http://www.d11.org/doi/Vocabulary/ProfDevMaterials/GeneralPrinciplesforTeachingELLStudents.mht

