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Research-Based Vocabulary Instruction
Vocabu-Lit

Grades 2–4

Goals 
“The goal for vocabulary development is to insure that students are able to apply their knowledge 
of words to appropriate situations and are able to increase and enrich their knowledge through 
independent encounters with words.”
—Beck and McKeown, 1996

Scientific studies of how to best teach vocabulary have been conducted since the 1920s. The results of these studies have provided 
educators with a clear picture of teaching practices that have proven results.

Research-Based Teaching Practices

• Relating new words to prior knowledge

•  A contextual and definitional meaning for each word is 
established

• Multiple exposures to new words are provided

• Students are engaged in active learning

Each of these practices is an integral part of the Vocabu-Lit program.

In January 2002, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 went into 
effect with sweeping changes to education in the United States, 
including an emphasis on research-based teaching practices. In 
accordance with the NCLB Act, the United States government will 
provide funding for educational programs that use scientifically 
proven ways to teach reading comprehension.

Vocabulary development is highly correlated to successful reading 
comprehension (Pressley, 2000; Stanovich, 1986). The National 
Reading Panel reports that the “importance of vocabulary in 

reading achievement has been recognized for more than half a 
century.” (National Reading Panel, 2001). 

Elementary teachers have long known the importance of a rich 
vocabulary to a learner. But recognizing what a student needs 
and knowing how to teach it are two different things. This report 
will provide substantial research findings that demonstrate how 
Perfection Learning’s Vocabu-Lit program for grades 2–4 can be 
used as a successful teaching and learning tool for vocabulary 
development.



Relating New Words to Prior Knowledge
“Ownership of vocabulary occurs when students can relate the word to an appropriate schema.”
—Beck, 1984

Vocabulary learning must be meaningful to students. This occurs when a learner is able to 
relate new words to his or her prior knowledge or schema. (Thelen, 1986). Schema is defined 
by Pearson and Spiro, 1982, as “little pictures or associations you conjure up in your head 
when you read a word or sentence.” Schema has also been likened to mental “slots” or “files” 
of existing information that can be filled with new information (Lange, 1981).

The Vocabu-Lit program for grades 2–4 begins each lesson by reading a grade level 
passage from classic or contemporary grade-level literature with 8 to 10 bold-faced targeted 
vocabulary words. The rich literary context for each word not only provides a literary context, 
but also exposes students to fiction and nonfiction by diverse authors. And the engaging 
passages may encourage wider reading in the students.

After reading the passage, either aloud with the teacher or independently, students discuss 
what they think the targeted words mean. They can refer to the contextual usage in the 
passage or their prior knowledge. This is the first step in helping learners relate the words to 
their own schema.

Contextual and Definitional Meaning
“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

Words presented with only a definition or words presented in context with no definition will 
have little effect on comprehension. To teach words well, instruction includes definitional and 
contextual information—a mixed approach (Stahl, 1985). 

In the Vocabu-Lit program, students first read the 
passage and compare the targeted words to their prior 
knowledge, thereby establishing a conextual meaning. 
Next, they use the dictionary provided at the end of the 
book to find the correct definitional meaning of each 
targeted word. Then students write the correct meaning 
in the workbook. 

By combining both contextual and definitional meanings, 
learners begin to form a strong association with the new 
words. These meanings are further developed in the 
ensuing activities in each lesson.
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Multiple Exposures to New Words
“Reviews 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, Dec. 2001/Jan. 2002

“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, 2001). The outcome of multiple exposures to a word is 
“deep” processing. 

In each Vocabu-Lit lesson, there are seven activities for each of the 10 vocabulary words. The first two activities always involve students 
in reading the words in context and finding the contextual meanings. 

There are four varying activities that follow providing opportunities for students to process the words and learn strategies for identifying 
the meanings of new words. These include

• recognizing synonyms and antonyms • using the words in different contexts

• identifying context clues for word meanings • using root words, base words, prefixes, and suffixes to determine word meanings

• writing sentences using the targeted words • finding word relationships

• using words as different parts of speech

In addition, Vocabu-Lit books for grades three and four contain a graphic activity in each lesson to help students visually see word 
relationships and explore word possibilities. And, in all three books, grades 2, 3, and 4, the last activity in every lesson is a game, 
riddle, or puzzle so students can play with words. 
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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). For 
students to develop this attitude, they must be actively 
involved in their own learning. 

“Students should be active in creating semantic 
connections between what is already known and new 
vocabulary and also in using new words in contextual 
situations” (Beck, Perfetti, and McKeown, 1982; Nagy 
and Anderson, 1984).

Students are actively engaged in deep learning of new 
words and applying vocabulary strategies throughout 
the Vocabu-Lit program. Students interact with each 
vocabulary word in seven different activities. They 
have been immersed in the targeted words and 
practiced important vocabulary development strategies.

In addition, students become independent learners as 
they work through the Vocabu-Lit books. In these student-considerate texts, each lesson is structured identically so students can work through 
them with ease. Since they learn and practice applying vocabulary strategies, they can monitor and adjust their own learning. 

An average child enters school knowing approximately 5,000 to 6,000 words. Over 12 years of school, children learn another 36,000 words. 
Since the English language has approximately 5 million words, a person’s vocabulary will grow throughout a lifetime. Research-based teaching 
and learning strategies, such as those in the Vocabu-Lit program, will help students to be avid vocabulary learners in their adult lives. 

Active Learning
When students were engaged in the tasks in which they were learning vocabulary, they had larger gains.
—National Reading Panel, 2001
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