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A great deal has been written about the importance of vocabulary de

velopment, and various strategies for teaching vocabulary have been suggested. 

O'Rourke (1974), for example, stresses the utility of teaching prefixes, 

roots, and suffixes, arguing that by learning a relatively small number of 

these elements students will be prepared to unlock the meanings of a great 

many words. Herber (1970) notes the advantages of students' learning words 

in context and contends that teachers should select words representing the 

most important concepts from the students' texts and teach these words before 

students come to them in the texts. And Thomas and Robinson (1977) advocate 

a variety of techniques, including teaching of roots and affixes, preteaching 

specific words, teaching the use of context clues, and others. 

This diverse information about methods of teaching vocabulary can be 

very useful. Such diverse information is useful in fostering variety in 

vocabulary instruction. In general, using various techniques to teach vocabu

lary makes good sense. Certainly, students are more motivated to study vo

cabulary when their study involves a variety of different activities than when 

it repeatedly involves the same activity. Yet this diversity is not always 

appropriate. Certain methods of vocabulary instruction are only appropriate 
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in certain situations. Therefo~e, before deciding which method or methods of 

vocabulary instruction to employ in a particular situation, one needs to 

consider the situations in which the methods are or are not appropriate. One 

important aspect of the teaching situation to consider is students' previous 

knowledge of the words being taught. This paper presents a scheme for clas

sifying words according to students' previous knowledge of them, and this paper 

and those of my colleagues, which will follow it in later issues of MEJ, present 

detailed discussions and plans for teaching these various types of words. 

This classification system identifies four types of words: 

Type One -- words which are in the student's oral 

vocabulary but which she/he cannot read. 

Type Two -- new meanings for words which are already 

in the student's reading vocabulary with 

one or more other meanings. 

Type Three -- words which are in neither the student's 

Type Four 

oral vocabulary nor his or her reading 

vocabulary but for which she/he has an 

available concept. 

words which are in neither the student's 

oral vocabulary nor his or her reading 

vocabulary and for which she/he does not 

have an available concept. 

One general feature of the scheme should be mentioned. The order in 
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which the types are listed indicates the difficulty of the teaching task. 

Teaching students to read words which are already in their oral vocabularies 

and teaching them new meanings for words they already know are relatively 

simple tasks. Teaching new words which represent available concepts is a 

more difficult endeavor. Finally, teaching new words which represent new 

concepts is a still more difficult task. 

I turn now to detailed consideration of Type One words -- words which are 

in children's oral vocabularies but which they cannot read -- and to specific 

procedures for teaching these words. Similar considerations of Types Two, Three, 

and Four words and plans for teaching them are given in the papers of my 

colleagues (in a later issue of MEJ). 

A reasonable starting point in considering Type One words is to give some 

examples of words that might fall into this category. Since both students' 

oral vocabularies and their decoding abilities grow as they progress through 

school, words that fall in this category and need to be taught will differ from 

one grade to another. For first graders, such words as B2l_, ~.and~ 

might well fall into this category. For fourth graders, possible words of this 

sort might be different, mea3ure, and shoulder. And for at least some secondary 

students, the words accelerator, bayonet, and extinguish might be of this sort. 

Mention of the fact that these words differ for students in various grades 

suggests consideration of the extent to which students at various grade and 

ability levels need to be taught such words. For the beginning reader, such 

words constitute virtually all of the reading vocabulary that needs to be 
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learned. Kindergarten and first grade children come to school with relatively 

large oral vocabularies. Estimates of vocabulary sizes of six-year-olds 

range from 2,000 to 10,000 words. But with few exceptions, children of this 

age can read only a few words. Primary grade texts limit themselves almost 

exclusively to words that are in primary grade students' oral vocabularies. 

Thus, for this age student, the teacher's main task in teaching reading vo

cabulary. is to teach such words. Over the first three years of school, students 

will encounter in the neighborhood of 2,000 to 5,000 such words in their 

readers and some additional ones in their other texts, and many of these words 

will need to be directly taught. 

By the time average students get to fourth grade or so, things have 

become quite different. As noted above, by this time students have probably 

encountered over 2,000 words in their reading,and most of these are now in 

their reading vocabularies. By this time many students will also have acquired 

some decoding skills. With the aid of phonics skills and context clues, 

average and above average students will be able to read a number of words 

that were previously only in their oral vocabularies. This does not mean, 

however, that such students do not continue to have oral vocabularies that 

are larger than their reading vocabularies or that teachers do not need to 

continue to teach some vocabulary of this sort. Students' oral vocabularies 

have continued to grow during their years in school. And some words are not 

decodable using phonics skills and will have to be taught essentially as sight 

words. 
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By the time the average student gets to seventh grade or so, the situation 

has again changed considerably. By this time, students may well have encountered 

10,000 to 20,000 words in their reading. And at about this time, average and 

above average students will have acquired reading vocabularies as vast as their 

oral vocabularies; that is, they can read nearly all the words that they 

use and understand. Moreover, by this time these good and average readers will 

have acquired word attack skills that enable them to decode most of the 

relatively few words that are in their oral vocabularies but that they do not 

recognize instantly in print. Therefore, these students need to be taught to 

read words in their oral vocabularies only rarely. 

But what about below average students? With these students the situ

ation is very different. Like better readers, these children also enter 

school with relatively large oral vocabularies and with virtually no reading 

vocabularies. With these students too, teaching them to read words which are 

already in their oral vocabularies is the teacher's principal vocabulary 

teaching task in the primary grades. And these children too will increase 

the size of their oral vocabularies, although probably not as rapidly as 

have the better readers. 

Here, however, the parallel between better and poorer reader's learning 

of reading vocabulary ends. When these poorer readers get to the fourth grade 

or so, they will not have encountered as many words in their reading as have 

the better readers; they won't have read as much. More importantly, however, 

many of the words that they have encountered in their reading will not have 
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become part of their reading vocabularies. Even after having been taught 

a word several times, they may not recognize it when they subsequently see 

it. Equally importantly, these poorer readers will not have acquired 

adequate decoding skills; they are frequently unable to use phonics skills 

and context clues in order to read words that are only in their oral vocab

ularies. These students are going to continue to need their teachers' 

assistance in learning to read words that are already in their oral vocabularies. 

Unfortunately, everything that has been said with respect to fourth 

graders who are poor readers can also be said with respect to seventh 

graders who are poor readers and, in fact, with respect to older secondary 

readers also. To be sure, the percentage of students who cannot read the 

words that are in their oral vocabularies decreases with each passing grade. 

However, substantial numbers of poorer readers in the secondary grades still 

don't have reading vocabularies that match their oral vocabularies. 

The next question that arises is that of how important it is to teach 

the words in this category. The answer is that it's extremely important. As 

an illustration of this importance, I'm reminded of an encounter we frequently 

had with a seventh grader who was in our remedial clinic several years ago. 

I'll call the youngster TiRITly. The problem grew out of the fact that TiRITly 

could both read and spell the word obliterate. He constantly reminded us of 

his ability and demonstrated it. Til!'llly's argument was that since he was so 

adept with obliterate, he didn't need to learn to read words such as those we 

were trying to teach him, words such as~ and from, which he could not 
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read. Instead, he wanted to read more words like obliterate. Of course, 

Tirrmy's argument is fallacious from a number of standpoints. Most importantly, 

the argument is fallacious in that it fails to consider the utility of being 

able to read each of these words. If Timmy is unable to read obliterate, 

he is going to be stumped about once every 10,000,000 words he reads because 

that is the frequency with which obliterate occurs in reading materials of 

youngsters about his age. This means that he would be stumbling about once 

every 500,000 pages or so, hardly a significant problem. If, on the other 

hand, Timmy can't read .f!:.2!!!, he's going to be stumped about once every 200 

words because that is how often from occurs (Carroll, Davies, & Richmond, 

1971). This means that he will be stumped about one time on this word for 

each page he reads. Stumbling over frequent words like from creates serious 

problems indeed. 

The position I have presented thus far can be briefly summarized. Primary 

grade children need to be taught words which are in their oral vocabularies 

but which they do not recognize in print. Poorer readers in the intermediate 

and secondary grades need to be taught such words . And average and above 

average intermediate and secondary grade students need to be taught such words 

when they are not decodable . Learning these words is very important because 

words that are in students' oral vocabularies are the more frequent words, 

and not being able to read them will cause students frequent problems. 

Two important considerations remain. These are, one, identifying words 

which are in students' oral vocabularies but which they cannot read, and 
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two, devising ways of teaching these words. I'll deal wi th ide~tifying the 

words first. 

The problem of not being able to read words that are ir. their oral 

vocabularies is, of course, most serious for students who have virtually 

no reading vocabularies, who cannot read even the most frequent words. 

For such students, identifying appropriate words to teach is a fairly 

straight-forward task. For primary grade children, the words in their reading 

series will make up the majority of such words that need to be taught. For 

older students who read primarily in a single series, the same source is 

appropriate. However, for older students who read in a variety of materials, 

other sources must be found. Fortunately, several lists of words that occur 

frequently in the reading students do are available. And a very reasonable 

strategy is to test students on the words on these lists, beginning with the 

easiest lists, and then teach those words the students don't know, dealing 

with the words in the larger lists after those in the smaller lists . have 

been mastered. 

The easiest list I'm aware of is the Dolch list of 220 words (Dolch, 

1945). This list is composed almost exclusively of very frequent function 

words, and the majority of students will have learned these by about the end 

of second grade. But they occur extremely frequently. It has been .estimated, 

for example, that they make up 60 percent of the words in intermediate grade 

texts (Bond and Tinker, 1967). Thus, ft -is crucial that older students who 

don't know all of these words be taught them. 
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A more extensive list is the revised version of Dale's list of 769 

Easy Words (Stone, 1956). This contains nearly all of the 220 words on the 

Dolch list, and an additional 500 or so words. Because this list was used 

for a number of years in conjunction with a widely used readability fonnula 

for primary grade materials, the Spache Readability Fonnula (Spache, 1972), 

and because the readability level indicated by the Spache fonnula increases 

as the number of words in a selection which are not on the list increases, 

publishers who wanted to produce material with low readability levels have 

frequently used these words exclusively or nearly exclusively. Thus, a lot 

of primary grade material and much of the material written specifically for 

older children who do not read well employs these words exclusively or nearly 

exclusively. 

The final list that I'll suggest here is the Dale List of 3,000 Familiar 

Words (Dale & Chall, 1948). This list contains nearly all of the words on 

the Dolch List and the Dale List of 769 Easy Words. And it has been used in 

conjunction with a widely used readability fonnula for middle-grade materials, 

the Dale-Chall Readability Fonnula (Dale & Chall, 1948), for a number of years. 

Consequently, many materials written for children in the middle grades or for 

older students who read at middle grade levels employ these words exclusively 

or nearly exclusively. 

The Dale List of 3,000 Familiar Words is probably as large a list as one 

would want to teach directly. I say this for a number of reasons. For one 

thing, the systematic teaching of much more than 3,000 words would be an 

10 

extremely time consuming and ponderous task. For another, many of the words 

that would be on a list much larger than 3,000 words would be very infrequent, 

making it unlikely that students would often encounter them and, hence, making 

the teaching of them outside of a specific instance in which students needed 

to read them very questionable. And for still another, ·by the time students 

have mastered a vocabulary of 3,000 words, they are likely to have learned 

some decoding skills and should be able to use these skills to identify· many 

of the words which are in their oral vocabularies but which they don't 

recognize on sight. 

None of this, however, means that there are not other words that are in 

students' oral vocabularies but not their reading vocabularies that need to 

be taught. Students certainly encounter words of this sort in situations 

where they need he 1 p. Speci fi ca lly, students wi 11 need he 1 p with words which 

are already in their oral vocabularies when the words are irregularly spelled 

(preventing students from sounding them out) and occur in passages that do not 

allow students to identify them from context. Thus, the teacher finds ad

ditional words of this sort to teach in the reading students do. And to 

prevent students from stumbling over them, the teacher briefly teaches these 

words just before students read the selection .in which they occur. 

I turn now to the matter of how to teach words that are already in 

students' oral vocabularies. These words are, as I mentioned above, the 

easiest type to · teach. The basic task for the student is to associate what 

is unknown, the written word, to what is already known, the spoken word. To 
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establish this association, the student needs to see the word at the same time 

that it is pronounced. The association will be strengthened if a multi-

sensory approach is used. Thus, a typical procedure might include the student's 

hearing the word, seeing it, pronouncing it, and writing it. In this way, the 

student's auditory, visual, and kinesthetic senses would be involved. Finally, 

the student needs to rehearse the association, to practice it. This can be 

done both . through direct rehea.rsa 1 -- studying the words, using them in 

various exercises, or playing word games -- and through incidental rehearsal 

repeatedly reading the words as one encounters them in texts. Note that 

students are likely to get a great deal of incidental rehearsal when they 

are learning, very frequent words but very little indirect rehearsal with 

infrequent words. As an example of this, consider the words which and~

The word which occurs about once each 500 words, or once every two pages. The 

word . .l:!!!!!!.loccurs about once each 1,000,000 words, or once every 4,000 

pages. Obviously, students are not going to get much indirect rehearsal 

with the word~- If they are t0- do much rehearsal with such words, it 

must be direct. 

One further matter to consider with respect to teaching words .which are 

already in students' oral vocabularies is how to group them. These words 

should be grouped to reflect similarities in letter-sound correspondences 

rather than to reflect relationships among meanings (although this latter 

method of grouping is appropriate for teachfng words that are not already in 

students' oral vocabularies). For example, students who have the word~ 
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in thefr oral vocabulaties but can't recognize it in print will be aided in 

learning to read the word if we point out to them that the spelling of the 

vowel sound in throat is the same as it is in the words !!2!1 and coat, two 

words which they can already read. On the other hand, these students would 

not be aided in learning to read~ by our pointing out to them that the 

words throat, mouth, and~ all refer to parts of the body. They already 

know the meaning of the word. 

At this point I want to describe three procedures which are in keeping 

with the principles discussed above. The first procedure is one that we use 

to teach the Dale List of 769 Easy Words mentioned above to students who are 

seriously deficient in reading skills. The 769 words are grouped to reflect 

similarities in letter-sound correspondences and sequenced so that students are 

exposed to the most useful correspondences first (see Graves, Patberg, and 

Serrfll,1975 for a complete description of this program). A typical set of 

words to teach is the following: bread, spread, breakfast, measure, weather, 

head, ill!!_,~. heavy, ready. The students are given a sheet which simply 

lists these words. The teacher reads the words in random order and asks 

students to check off each word as it is read and to say each word. If some 

students check the wrong one, the teacher immediately corrects them. Next, 

students are told to take each word in turn and then to look at it, cover it, 

and write it. Students then check their spellings of the word and correct 

them if necessary. Finally, students are again asked to pronounce the word. 

This covers the procedures for initially teaching the word. On the day 
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following the initial teaching, students are given a brief direct rehearsal. 

First, they pronounce each of the words in an untimed situation. Then, they 

pronounce each of them as they are briefly flashed on cards. As in the initial 

teaching, any errors are i11111ediately corrected. Students get additional 

practice through incidental rehearsal as they read in materials that include 

frequent repetitions of the words. 

The second procedure I'll describe is a game. It's called "Word 

Checkers." Like most games, this one is inappropriate for initially teaching 

words because it requfres some ability to read the words. However, it is an 

excellent vehicle for direct rehearsal. I chose "Word Checkers" to describe 

because it is easy to make and to play and because it is illustrative of how 

simple games can be and still be enjoyed by kids. 

Materials for the game include a checker board covered with acetate, 

transparent plastic disks in two colors to use as checkers, and a red felt pen. 

The words students are to practice are written over the black squares with 

a felt pen. Each word appears on both sides of the board but faces different 

_directions on each side. Words on the side of the board furthest from the 

player face him or her. The game is then played like regular checkers except 

that a player must pronounce the words that face him or her in any square he or 

she crosses or occupies. Failure to name the word results in loss of the turn. 

As in regular checkers, the game ends when one of the players captures all of 

his or her opponent's pieces. 

The third procedure I'll describe is extremely brief. It is specifically 
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designed to illustrate the ease with which a word which is already in students' 

oral vocabularies might be. introduced before they come across it in a 

selection. For this example, assume that the students in the course are 

seventh graders who generally read well. Assume also that they are all from 

upper-middle class families that entertain a lot. As a consequence of being 

from such a background, the students are thoroughly familiar with the spoken 

word hors d'oeuvre and with its meaning. They can name several hors d'oeuvres, 

they know which ones they like, and they would be likely to make and respond 

to statements such as, "What are you having for hors d'oeuvres. tonight?" 

However, and this is a major point in the present consideration, they do not 

recognize the word hors d'oeuvre in print. Moreover. the irregular spelling . 

means that phonics skills won't help students arrive at the word's pronunciation. 

In such a situation, to avoid the problem of students stumbling over_ 

the word, the teacher simply writes the word hors d'oeuvre on· the board and 

says something like, "This is the word hors d'oeuvre. It is in today's 

reading selection, and since it's. spelled unusually, I thought I'd tell you 

what it is." Most students will be able to recognize the word in the future 

after_ this single experience with it. However, to be certain that students 

have such words permanently in their reading vocabularies, teachers might 

provide one brief review of words that are introduced in this way. 

By way of conclusion, I wish to restate my .major points and to make one 

additional point. The most general point I am trying to make here is that 

vocabulary can be taught most appropriately if one considers students' 
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previous knowledge of the words and ideas being taught. The points I have 

tried to make about teaching words that are in students' oral vocabularies 

are that readers of various ages and abilities need help with such words, 

that there are several sources for identifying these words, and that there 

are some specific and rather straight-forward techniques that can be used to 

teach these words. The additional point I wish to make is that it would 

make good sense for schools or districts to make every attempt to insure that 

!ll students in the school or district mastered specific minimal sets of words 

by specific grade levels. For example, it seems reasonable to set acquisition 

of the 769 Dale words as a minimal list to be acquired by the end of 7th 

grade and the 3000 Dale words as a minimal list to be acquired by the end of 

9th grade. Note that setting such standards would not require much teaching 

because the vast majority of students of these levels already know these 

words. Note also that ft would be extremely useful for teachers to know the 

minimal vocabulary they could expect of all students. Setting such standards 

could, I believe, go a long way toward insuring adequate teaching of words 

already in students' vocabularies. In the papers that follow, my colleagues 

discuss matters concerned with insuring adequate teaching of other types of 

vocabulary. 
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