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Research-Based Vocabulary Instruction
Words to Go! Words to Know!

Grades 6–8

For optimal vocabulary development, students should be continually
engaged in reading, listening, speaking, and writing. Such incidental
encounters with words (indirect instruction), especially through
reading, has proven to be a highly effective method for students 
to acquire the thousands of words they must learn annually
(Smith, 1997).

But research has also indicated that “direct instruction is more
effective than incidental learning for the acquisition of a particular
vocabulary, and also more efficient” (McKeown & Beck, 1988).
With indirect or explicit instruction, specific words are taught
through definitions, multiple exposures, and external cues (word-
learning strategies such as recognizing word histories, root and
base words, using context clues, etc.) to connect the words with
meanings. 

The National Reading Panel found that “a comprehensive analysis
of the collective research studies suggests that a variety of direct
and indirect methods of vocabulary instruction can be effective.”
Students learn the most words and on a deep level when wide-re a d i n g
is accompanied by directly teaching grade-level appropriate words. 

Perfection Learning’s Words to Go! Words to Know! vocabulary
program for middle school students provides direct instruction of
more than 12,000 new, interesting, and important words. This
report will demonstrate how this program enables educators to
incorporate research-based teaching and learning into their 
language arts curriculum.



Efficient instruction targets no more than 20 words in an intensive
lesson. The new words should be important and meaningful for
students to understand and use them. 

Each lesson in Wo rds to Go! Wo rds to Know! includes 15 targ e t e d
vocabulary words. The words are carefully chosen based on two
criteria.

• The words will be frequently encountered in academic, social, 
or general life situations for many years to come. 

• Words are on the students’ instructional level—slightly above 
grade level to challenge learners. 

Vocabulary Research
Scientific studies of how to best teach vocabulary have been conducted since the 1920s. The results of these studies have identified
effective strategies for directly teaching vocabulary.

“Intensive instruction should be used for a relatively small number of carefully selected words.”

—Nagy, 1985

“One trend that was strongly reflected in the database (research)
was that high frequency and multiple, repeated exposures to
vocabulary material are important for learning gains” (National
Reading Panel, 2000). “In order to ‘know’ a word, one must not
only know its definitional relations with other words, but also be
able to interpret its meaning in a particular context (Stahl, 1996). 

In Words to Go! Words to Know!, students encounter each new
word in a variety of contexts.  

Definitional Meaning
• New vocabulary items are initially presented with a definition: 

a practical, student-friendly pronunciation key; and a sentence
using the word in context. 

Word Associations
• Students learn multiple relationships for new words through 

—finding synonyms and antonyms
—completing analogies
—recognizing alternative word forms and usages
—matching words and meanings
—playing various word games

Application of New Words
• Students encounter the target words in a variety of contexts 

including
—sentence completion
—recognizing contextual meaning
— c o n s t ructing sentences and paragraphs using the new word s

Each lesson in Words to Go! Words to Know! features 50 items in a
variety of exercise formats. Every word is drilled a minimum of
three times. Most exercises provide practice in writing and
spelling the words by having students write out their answers.  

“Review of the literature indicated that the most

effective vocabulary instruction includes multiple

exposures to words in a variety of oral and written

contexts.”

—Dixon-Krauss, December 2001/January 2002

Sample pages from the Grade 6 (Book F) Teacher Guide



Effective vocabulary instruction includes teaching students how to
determine meaning of new words they encounter in print. Students
should ultimately develop the ability to learn new words independently.

An entire “Know How” section in Words to Go! Words to Know!
focuses on teaching word-meaning strategies. Students learn and
practice the following strategies.

• Inferring meaning from base words and root words
• Using word parts to understand new words, such as prefixes 

and suffixes
• Recognizing multiple meanings of words, especially homophones
• Using prior knowledge to infer meaning
• Using context clues to determine meaning
• Recognizing word relationships

The “Know How” lessons are positioned at the beginning of the
Student Books so students can apply the strategies throughout the
30 word lessons in each book. 

“Instruction should develop students’ strategies

for acquiring new vocabulary independently.”

—Carr & Wixson, 1986

An important goal of a vocabulary program for students on any
level is “to get students interested in new words so that they will
notice new words, use strategies to identify their meanings, and
take pride in remembering and using them” (Spiegel, 1991). 

Middle school students are easily engaged when learning is fun.
In one study, students who were taught vocabulary words in a
h u m o rous context grew significantly more than a control group who
learned the same words in a typical textbook context (Aria, 2002).

Words to Go! Words to Know!consistently presents new words in
memorable and interesting contexts, including humor, puns, palindro m e s ,
riddles, and proverbs. Students will remember the meaning of
words learned in a playful way. For example, an illustration of the
Big Bad Wolf is labeled “The menace in a quaint disguise.” 
A following cartoon of Little Red Riding Hood is underscored with
the caption “The genial girl in acute danger from the menace in a
quaint disguise” (Book F, pp. 28–29). Students are likely to retain
the meaning of genial, acute, menace, and quaint when encountere d
in a fun and interesting context. And just to be sure, Mrs. Morg e n s t e rn ,
an exaggerated caricature of an aged, matronly schoolteacher,
appears throughout the lessons to keep students on their “best
learning behavior.” 

By combining the direct instruction in Wo rds to Go! Wo rds to Know!
with indirect vocabulary learning, educators can increase their
students’ vocabulary as well as equip them to become avid vocabulary
learners in their adult lives. 

“When students were engaged in the tasks in

which they were learning vocabulary, they had

larger gains.”

—National Reading Panel, 2000

Sample pages from the Grade 6 (Book F) Student Book
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