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Overview of Vocabulary Development
The development of oral and reading vocabulary, background knowledge, and speaking and listening skills are critical to comprehension and expression.  Vocabulary development entails the development of stored information about the meanings and pronunciation of words needed for communication.  There are four types of vocabulary: listening, speaking, reading, and writing. The reciprocal nature of the relationship between oral language and written language suggests that oral language communicative competence supports the development of early literacy; in turn, the development of early literacy skills support the further development of oral language (Snow, 1991). 

Knowledge of words and word meanings is critical to reading comprehension (Learning First Alliance, 2000).  According to Beck, Perfetti, and McKeown (1982), word meanings are not learned from a single encounter but are learned from repeated encounters and incorporated into working vocabulary as they are used.  Therefore, professional development for teachers should focus on strategies to assist teachers with techniques for vocabulary instruction and the theoretical knowledge to interpret students’ word learning efforts. Teachers must understand that teaching vocabulary the same way each time will not result in optimal learning for students (National Reading Panel, 2000).

Words that are essential for understanding of passage meaning should be directly introduced before students read a selection.  A meta-analysis of research by Stahl and Fairbanks (1986) found that direct instruction in vocabulary improves comprehension especially pre-instruction of vocabulary words prior to reading. The most useful words to teach should include high frequency words in a mature language user’s vocabulary and are found in varying contexts and content areas (Beck, McKeown, Omanson, 1984).  

Direct instruction is useful in developing vocabulary, especially if it is “rich instruction” that requires students to manipulate words in a variety of ways (such as relating new words to their own experiences) and that includes much discussion of words (Beck, McKeown & Omanson, 1984).  Rich vocabulary instruction should provide students with many encounters with new words and should require them to use words outside of vocabulary lessons, unlike the traditional “skill-drill” workbook approach.  Rich instruction of vocabulary words should focus on those words that are unfamiliar to children, necessary to understanding texts, and useful in a variety of contexts.

Encouraging independent learning of new vocabulary is also recommended and desirable. One way to accomplish this is through independent reading (Cunningham & Stanovich, 1998).   Teachers should put a strong focus on learning new words, displaying vocabulary words and word-building activities around the classroom, and talking about words. Children should also be encouraged to draw relations between words (Beck et al., 1987).

