
Time Frame 90-120

Authentic Vocabulary Instruction
Shelby Blackwood, Shayna Pond, Sandra Hebert

Published by K20 Center

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons CC BY-SA 4.0 License

Essential Question(s)
How does the depth of one’s vocabulary contribute to the ability to read, write, and speak effectively?

Summary
In this professional development session, participants will evaluate vocabulary students might encounter in
college and career readiness programming. Participants will engage in strategies that reinforce authentic
vocabulary instruction of Tier 2 words.

Learning Goals

Participants explain the benefits of authentic vocabulary instruction.

Participants evaluate vocabulary words that students might encounter in college and career readiness
programming.

Participants create a plan to implement one instructional strategy in the classroom.
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Attachments

Card Sort—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.docx

Card Sort—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.pdf

Presentation Slides—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.pptx

Research Brief - Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.pdf

Strategy Note Catcher—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.docx

Strategy Note Catcher—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.pdf

Triangle Square Circle—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.docx

Triangle Square Circle—Authentic Vocabulary Instruction.pdf

Materials

Card sort (attached; 1 per person)

Research Brief (attached; 1 per person)

Triangle-Square-Circle graphic organizer (attached; 1 per person)

Strategy Note Catcher (attached; 1 per person)
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15 minutes

Engage

Tech Integration: Mentimeter

The Collective Brain Dump is facilitated using Mentimeter. Before starting the session, create a
Mentimeter slide using the open-ended setting with this statement: List words that surprise you that
students don’t know.

Pass out the attached Strategy Note Catcher handout and writing utensils. Explain to participants that this
handout allows them to take notes over the strategies and resources referred to throughout the session.
Briefly introduce yourself, and welcome participants to the session using the attached Presentation Slides.

Display slide 3, Collective Brain Dump. Briefly review the strategy. Ask participants to either scan the QR
code, or go to menti.com and enter the code. Participants will list words that surprise them that
students don’t know. Allow time for participants to list words, then review the list together and ask
participants if they notice anything that stands out to them (similarities, differences, etc.).

Display slide 4-5, and review the session’s essential question and learning goals. Explain to participants that
this provides a roadmap of where the group will go in this session and what outcomes should be expected
from the session.
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10 minutes

Explore

Facilitator’s Note: Preparation

Prior to beginning the session, print and cut out the vocabulary Card Sort pages. Each set will have four
pages of cards to sort. Print enough copies for the number of groups. Create groups of 4-5
participants.

Display slide 7. Pass out Card Sort sets to each group. Have groups sort/categorize cards any way they feel
makes sense. Have a whole group share/discuss how/why they sorted the way they did. Some groups may
determine that words are tiered. Explain to participants that they will revisit the card sort after the next
activity.
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10 minutes

Explain
Display slide 8. Pass out copies of the Research Brief (Using the Three-Tiered Approach to Vocabulary
Instruction) and the Triangle-Square-Circle graphic organizer. Briefly explain the strategy they will use as
they read the brief. Allow time for participants to read the brief and complete the graphic organizer. Ask for
volunteers to share something from their notes.

Facilitator’s Note

Be sure participants recognize these important points in the research: recognizing what the Tier (1, 2,
3) words are and why it’s important for reading comprehension, writing quality, and effective speaking.
Participants may also conclude how it relates to ACT/SAT testing. 

Display slide 9. Review the information on the slide with participants. Ask for any thoughts or connections
participants might have about the information on the slide. This is a good time to revisit some of the words
that participants included in the Collective Brain Dump activity as a way to practice sorting words and clear
up any misconceptions or misunderstandings participants may have about the vocabulary tiers.

After discussing the slide information, ask participants to return to their card sort and sort the words into
their appropriate tiers. Ask groups to share out any insights or reflections they may have.
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20 minutes

Extend

Facilitator's Note

Prior to the beginning of the session, create and print content area Sample ACT Questions on different
colored paper. Content areas should be represented with their own color (e.g., Math = blue, Science =
green). Colors will be used when partnering participants together.

Choose three to five questions from each subsection of an ACT practice exam. The website
CrackAB.com has sample practice questions that are free to use. Create a handout for each subsection,
and pass that out to participants. The following are links to the practice questions for each subsection:

English: https://www.crackab.com/act/english/

Social Studies (Reading): https://www.crackab.com/act/reading/

Science: https://www.crackab.com/act/science/

Math: https://www.crackab.com/act/math/

For extracurricular subject areas, create a combination of two questions from each of the above
subjects for a total of eight questions.

Display slide 10. Pass out copies of the created Sample ACT Questions. Ask participants to partner-up with
someone who has a different color handout. Ask participants to work together and label words in the
sample questions with the corresponding symbol for Tier 2 and Tier 3 words: Circle Tier 2 words, Square
Tier 3 words, and Star words that could fit in either category. Remind participants that some words might fit
in more than one tier.

After five minutes, ask groups to discuss the words they marked and why they marked those words. Share
out with the whole group any thoughts they have so far about the tiered words.
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45 minutes

Evaluate

Tech Integration: Mentimeter

Go back to the Mentimeter results from the Engage section. Change the setting on Slide Type to Word
Cloud. This Word Cloud will be used in this section.

Display slide 11. Ask participants to choose three Tier 2 words from either the Word Cloud from the
Mentimeter or the Sample ACT Questions they used in the last activity. Display the Mentimeter Word Cloud
and give participants time to choose their three words.

Display slide 11 again. Ask participants to take out their Strategy Note Catcher handout. Explain to
participants that they will now use the resources listed on the note catcher and the LEARN website to
explore strategies that support authentic vocabulary instruction. Demonstrate how to navigate to the
LEARN website and the Strategies tab (learn.k20center.ou.edu) and then how to search for “vocabulary” in
the search bar.

Once participants have found a strategy they plan to use in their classroom, they will model that strategy (in
small groups) using the three Tier 2 vocabulary words they chose. Allow time for each group member to
model their strategy, then come back together as a whole group.

Display slide 12. Remind participants that this was our essential question for this session. Ask participants
to take a few moments to reflect on this session and how they would answer this question. Ask for
volunteers to share out their thoughts with the whole group.

Facilitator’s Note

Some participants may need scaffolding to engage in a deeper reflective conversation. These questions
may be used to drive the conversation:

1. How do you identify words that are likely unfamiliar words to students?

2. Which words can be categorized as Tier 2 words?

3. Which of the Tier 2 words are most necessary for comprehension?

4. Are there other words needed for comprehension? Which ones?

5. How will you deal with Tier 2 words?

6. Which will need only brief attention?

7. Which will you give more elaborate attention to? And how will you know?
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Research Rationale
Proficiency in academic language is critical for reading comprehension and overall academic success.
Vocabulary is the key component in making meaning. While there is no guarantee that a strong vocabulary
guarantees success, we know that a lack of vocabulary can affect academic performance and a student’s
ability to communicate effectively (Bergin, 2020). To help identify words that students may not use,
researchers Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2013) developed a framework that aids educators in understanding
the complex process of how we learn words. This framework offers a lexicon of words that are likely to be
useful. The framework consists of three tiers. Each tier is designed to set students up for success as they
move across grade levels, content areas, and texts of varying complexity. 
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