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‘EVIDENCE SUGGESTS THAT THE 
GREATEST INFLUENCE ON A CHILD'S 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS IS THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF VOCABULARY’



‘You need words to bring 
thoughts into being and 
sentences to manipulate 

thinking’.

Becker [1977]; Beimiller and Slonim [2001]; Clegg et al [2009]; 

Hart and Risley [1995, 2003]



Why is vocabulary important?

What does the evidence say?



The size of children’s vocabulary is a key 
predictor of success.

Vocab size at 3 yrs = SATS
Vocab size at 5 yrs = GCSE
Vocab at 16 yrs = income

E. D. Hirsch, Jr. [2013]



A typical child living in a welfare 
family will be exposed to an 

average of 600 words per hour, of 
which there is a ratio of 2 negative 

words to every positive. 
(Hart and Risley 2003)



Conversely, a child living in a 
professional home will be 

exposed to an average of 2000 
words per hour with a ratio of 6 

positive words to every 1 
negative. 

(Hart and Risley 2003)
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COMPARISON OF WORDS ENCOUNTERED BY SOCIO-ECONOMIC GROUP
(source: Hart & Risley 1995)

Words heard per 

hour

Per week Per Year Across four years

WELFARE 616 62,000 3 million 13 million

WORKING CLASS 1251 125,000 6 million 26 million

PROFESSIONAL 2153 215,000 11 million 45 million



The 30 million word gap

A child in a low income household, over 
their early years of life, will hear 30 

million words fewer.

Hart and Risley 2003



More than half of children starting nursery 
in what is described as socially 

disadvantaged areas, have language 
delay 

whilst also having general cognitive 
abilities that are in the average range. 

Jean Gross, ‘Time to Talk’



The effect of this is linked directly to 
negative well-being, behaviour 
and eventually employability. 

Jean Gross, ‘Time to Talk’



KEY RESEARCH – EDUCATION ENDOWMENT FUND 2017

IMPROVING LITERACY IN KEY 
STAGE ONE/TWO 

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.u
k/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-two

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.u
k/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-one

https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-two
https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/tools/guidance-reports/literacy-ks-one




Language Comprehension: 

• Background Knowledge -This refers to the knowledge a reader already has about the information 
being read which needs to be applied in order to make sense of this new information. The 
knowledge about the world which children possess is, it seems, fairly crucial to them reading 
effectively.

• Vocabulary – This refers to the breadth of a reader’s vocabulary. Obviously the more words a reader 
knows in a text, the more fluent his/her reading of that text is likely to be.

• Language Structures – A reader needs at least an implicit understanding of how language is 
structured, that is, grammar. The debate has been about whether that knowledge needs to be 
explicit. Most children (and adults) sense when a sentence is not grammatically correct without 
being able to explain what the problem is.

• Verbal Reasoning – Readers need to be able to make inferences and construct meanings from the 
text: that is, they need to be able to THINK logically about what they read in they are to understand 
it, and its implications.

• Literacy Knowledge – It sounds obvious, but it is clearly important for child readers to understand 
concepts of print such as reading from left to right and top to bottom, how to hold a book, and that 
full stops complete one sentence (unit of meaning) before the text moves on. These things do not 
work in the same way in other languages, so they probably need to be taught somehow to English-
speaking (and reading) children.



Reading: Three important factors from research

1. Importance of vocabulary and 
learning about words

2. Interaction 
between the reader 
and the text 

3. Explicit teaching of 
reading 
comprehension 
strategies



HOW DO WE TEACH VOCABULARY AT
ST MATTHEW’S?

A SUMMARY

Bringing Words to Life - Key Features of strong vocabulary instruction:
• Frequent and varied encounters with target words
• Robust instructional activities that engage students in deep processing





Resources to support our teaching of 
robust vocabulary/sentence activities



‘we had always taught vocabulary 
reasonably well in English lessons 
and had actually done well in 
reading tests. Yet, within reading 
and other curriculum sessions, 
vocabulary teaching was, at best, ad 
hoc and sporadic.’

‘I recognised that I needed to 
develop our teachers’ understanding 
of why we needed to teach 
vocabulary well. They also needed to 
understand the pedagogy and use 
the meta-language associated with 
robust vocabulary instruction.’



Why was it so important to us? 
Context:

St Matthew’s C of E Primary School serves an area 
of Birmingham with a high index of disadvantage 

and approximately 75% of the children are eligible 
for the pupil premium.  A high percentage of 
children in the school also come from homes 
where English is a second or third language.

A key target within the school development plan 
was, “further develop and deepen the the 

teaching of vocabulary, across the curriculum ”
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‘Busting the myths’

• ‘We just grow our vocabulary simply by being 
at school – it doesn’t need teaching’

• ‘There are simply too many words to teach.’

• ‘I already teach vocabulary… using glossaries 
and dictionaries.’

• ‘I don’t have time to explicitly teach 
vocabulary – I am too busy teaching Science.’

• ‘Isn’t explicit vocabulary teaching just for 
those struggling ‘word poor’ students?’



Direct Vocabulary Instruction

• Provide opportunities for reading wide and
reading volume with accountability. 

• Pre-view the text to determine which words to 
teach.

• Pre-teach meaningful words and phrases.
• Provide direct instruction and multiple 

exposures of the vocabulary in reading, writing, 
listening and speaking.



Anne E. Cunningham and Keith E. Stanovich; 
What Reading Does for the Mind; California State University

The richest source of 
vocabulary development is 

reading.



The Rich Reading Curriculum at St Matthew’s includes;
• shared reading (whole class) – challenging texts 

• guided reading

• TfW – booktalk/wider reading

• teaching vocabulary

• regular independent reading

- individual

- group and paired

• daily phonics – into reading/writing

• home/school reading

• hearing quality texts read aloud every day

• selecting their own choice of texts

• reading whole texts and on screen

• making close links between reading and writing

• reading in other subject areas

• reading in the community – library visits

All of these are essential because they offer different opportunities to develop fluent, 

enthusiastic and critical readers. 



The cognitive domains (cds) are introduced/modelled and 

taught in Shared Reading. They are then applied in guided 

reading/reading across the curriculum and read aloud. 

They last for 2 weeks. 

Skimming/scanning and vocabulary are on-going and 

need to be taught/applied, on a daily/weekly basis.



Building knowledge and experience 
– through reading/linking non-

fiction texts



‘we had always taught vocabulary 
reasonably well in English lessons 
and had actually done well in 
reading tests. Yet, within reading 
and other curriculum sessions, 
vocabulary teaching was, at best, ad 
hoc and sporadic.’



TALK FOR WRITING:
STORY MAPPING

DUAL CODING
COMBINE WORDS AND VISUALS

Mayer, R. E., & Anderson, R. B. (1992). The instructive animation: Helping students 
build connections between words and pictures in multimedia learning. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 4, 444-452.





- Memorable blueprints.

- Building blocks – character, setting, action, 
etc.

- Vocabulary

- Syntactical patterns.

- Images in the mind.

What does the reader internalise?





Send maps home









Learning stories across the school

1. Stories/Poems – 10 a year = 40 by the end of 
KS1

• 10 stories – Nursery

• 20 stories – Reception

• 30 stories – Y1  

- Taking that bank of ideas into Y2

• From N/Y2 - A rhyme a week = 120 to draw on 
(vocabulary/rhythm, rhyme, story)

• End of KS2 = up to 90 stories



Conceptual and procedural 
knowledge using

text maps (dual coding):

Learning tier three/
subject specific vocabulary



Year 5
Angles and 

the different 
types



Year 3
Calculation 

Laws



Year 6
Decimal 

Fractions
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‘Previously, we had 
addressed vocabulary as it 
came up. Now, teachers 
prepare the vocabulary to 
be taught in advance. All 
teachers now understand 
the ‘tiers’ of vocabulary 
and are clear about which 
tier needs to be taught 
when, why and how.’ 







Criteria for Choosing Tier 2 Words:

Utility: The word is likely to appear frequently in a 
variety of texts across subject areas.

Comprehension: The word helps to build important 
context for student understanding of a specific text or 
concept.  Choose words directly from (or about) the 
text.

Complexity: The word is sophisticated and has both 
connotative (implicit) and denotative (explicit) 
meanings. 



Word Knowledge Continuum
(Beck, et.al)

Word Know It Well Think I Know 
It

Have 
Heard/Seen 

It

No Clue

dugout

tuques

mash

pierogi
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Do Now: Select the word that best completes each sentence. 
mythical allegedly credible

frigid
serpentine vigil

We held a to remember those who died.

There are lots of creatures in ancient 

stories. 

I trusted her immediately. She seemed very . 

Due to the temperature, the pool was 

closed. 

Vocabulary Warm-Up



Why is it good to eat fast food rarely? 

What would you say to someone who 

confronted a bully? 

How would you feel if your confidence 

improved dramatically? 

Vocabulary Review
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‘E D Hirsch Jnr (2003 ), in an article 
about comprehension, confirmed 
this reflection when he explained 
that overcoming the vocabulary 
deficit is a huge challenge, but the 
only way to do it is by ‘providing 
an environment that accelerates 
the incidental of vocabulary’.’ 



‘Broad and balanced 
(soon to be fully 

knowledge-based) 
curriculum’

By failing to include more time for science, history, geography, 
civics, etc., we are very likely hurting reading comprehension. 
Why? Because reading depends so heavily on prior knowledge.

In summary, once kids can decode fluently, reading 
comprehension depends heavily on knowledge. By failing to 
provide a solid grounding in basic subjects, we inadvertently 
hobble children's ability in reading comprehension. 



Knowledge Organiser – History – Heroes

2.  Vocabulary

history The study of 
the past.

help To take care 
of people or 

animals

hero Someone 
who is brave

courage Not afraid

A police officer help 
to keep us safe.

1.  People who help us

Doctors help to 
keep us healthy.

A teacher help to 
keep us to learn.

Fire officers help to 
keep us from fire.
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‘Further reading led me to Doug Lemov 
and colleagues’ inspiring book, Reading 
Reconsidered (2016). His chapter 
advocating breadth and depth in 
vocabulary instruction made a number 
of references to Bringing Words to Life
(Beck et al., 2013). I quickly recognised 
that this was the book that I had been 
looking for – something that would 
afford our students clear and evidence-
based vocabulary practices, as well as 
providing our teachers with ‘a fuller 
understanding of the importance and 
joyfulness of interest in words’. (Beck 
et al, 2013).’
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Explicit – the direct teaching of words via 
discrete lessons. Systematic mastery of 
lists of critical words.
Implicit – takes place whilst reading a text, 
as uncommon words arise. Encourages 
reading more widely



Explicit vocabulary instruction to take place daily. 

Step 1 – word selection. There are 3 tiers of words. 1 is basic and 3 is technical so words that fall 
within tier 2 are most appropriate for vocabulary instruction. There are bullet points

Step 2 – an accurate and student friendly definition. Vocabulary instruction should begin with 
an accurate definition and then focus on application. Make it stick – model in a sentence, visual 
aid, act it out – CollinsCoBuild.com

Step 3 – parameters of use – giving guidance on how to use new words taught:
• Common use.
• Word partners e.g. words that often accompany the new word taught.
• Forms and prefixes.
• Similar to/different from.  

Step 4 – active practice (most important part).
Master meaning & master usage
3 keys to active practice: 
• Say the word.
• Push for precision – to ensure more than just surface level learning.
• Make it right – consistently correct inaccurate parts of speech or tense.



Implicit Vocabulary Instruction

Mark up the section of text you’re planning to read and circle 
words you anticipate to be challenging. Then prioritise the 
words. 

Other approaches:
Selectively neglect – briefly categorise and move on.
Pronounce words.
Drop in a definition – margin note, call & response picture (good 
for nouns).

All of the above approaches need to be efficient and snappy so 
you can return to the text as quickly as possible.

For the 3 or 4 most important words… teach explicitly



Close Reading

Doug Lemov – Reading 

Reconsidered

Close Reading is the methodical breaking down of the 
language and structure of a complex passage to 

establish and analyze its meaning. Teaching students 
to do it requires layered reading; asking sequenced, 

text-dependent questions; and should end whenever 
possible with mastery expressed through writing. 
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Reception – Shared Reading 

Image removed due to privacy



Year 6 – Explicit vocabulary session  

Image removed due to privacy



Year 6 – Shared/close Reading - implicit and explicit 
vocabulary

Image removed due to privacy



And finally...IMPACT

We have found that our robust drive to embed 
vocabulary instruction, has positively impacted on 
our attainment in reading, writing and maths. 



Beck et el suggest that we 
need  to ensure children 
memory builds - forget 
but can retrieve - the 
vocabulary they have 
been taught.

From September, each 
child will have a 
vocabulary journal - with 
words, a ‘friendly’ 
explanation and a 
sentence using the word 
that shows understanding

Make it stick! 



‘In doing this, the opportunities for 
our students to understand word 
meanings and to then go on to use 
them, as Beck et al. (200 8) state, 
‘in service of reading 
comprehension and writing’, has 
had noticeable results, and we are 
now well on our way to achieving 
the goal of breathing life into the 
way that we teach vocabulary’  

...and in preparation for 
university/ and the world...





Questions?Comments?

What?


