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Abstract 

A brief literature review of present research revealed the importance of vocabulary in developing 

literacy. However, studies point out a lack of cohesiveness on what vocabulary instruction should 

look like in the childhood classroom. Studies show that many teachers successfully utilize read-

alouds to target embedded vocabulary (Baumann, Ware, & Edwards, 2007; Biemiller & Boote, 

2006; Kindle, 2009). This paper attempts to summarize several key techniques, within the context 

of a read-aloud, that have been shown to effectively support word learning. The methods focused 

on include provision of definitions, synonyms, and questioning. These techniques are discussed 

alongside use of tiered words for vocabulary selection. Based on these findings, the author 

recommends use of carefully-planned read-alouds for vocabulary instruction and encourages 

further research on the topic. 
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Effective Instruction of Vocabulary; Read-Alouds in Childhood Education 

The Importance of Vocabulary; A Pillar of Literacy 

 “Vocabulary is more than words. It is knowledge. To know a word‟s meaning is to know 

what a word represents and to begin to understand the network of concepts that goes with it.” 

This insight by Neuman and Dwyer (p. 384, 2009) succinctly demonstrates the value and 

importance of a rich vocabulary.  

In the past, the appraisal of vocabulary in the classroom has ebbed and flowed. Recently, 

however, vocabulary has been recognized as a pillar of curriculum (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008). 

Additionally, many consider it essential for understanding meaning of language, both spoken and 

written (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008). In 2000, the National Reading Panel reiterated the 

importance of strong vocabulary for comprehension as well as for literacy learning (Misulis, 

2009). There are several reasons for this resurgence, especially vocabulary‟s correlation with 

literary success.  

Vocabulary knowledge has been one of the best predictors of reading achievement 

(Richeck, 2005) and comprehension (Hemphill & Tivnan, 2008). Additionally, several 

longitudinal studies demonstrate the correlation between strong vocabulary knowledge and 

reading comprehension and achievement (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009). Vocabulary size in first grade 

has even been shown to strongly predict reading comprehension in eleventh grade (Neuman & 

Dwyer, 2009)! Hemphill and Tivnan (2008) point out that vocabulary may be such a strong and 

consistent predictor partly because it is involved in many aspects of reading. For instance, 

increased vocabulary is correlated with improved sensitivity to sound patterns in words and 

therefore letter-sound correspondence (Hemphill & Tivnan, 2008). Vocabulary‟s strong predictive 

value further demonstrates its integral role in language development. 
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 Research has demonstrated that vocabulary is one of the critical building blocks of literacy 

(Wang, Porfeli, & Algozzine, 2008). Furthermore, word knowledge has been shown to play a 

central role in reading development (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009; Gardner, 2007) and the 

comprehension of written text (Gardner, 2007). However, casual exposure to words is not 

sufficient for children to make gains in vocabulary (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009). Since vocabulary 

plays such an integral and predictive role in literacy and is not learned simply by exposure, it is 

crucial that teachers develop effective methods of vocabulary instruction in the classroom.  

Vocabulary in the Classroom; Effective Instruction through Read-Alouds 

Many theorists discuss characteristics of effective vocabulary instruction that have been 

validated by research. For instance, vocabulary should be “systematic and explicit” in ways that 

provide children with numerous occasions to utilize words within classroom transactions 

(Neuman & Dwyer, p. 385, 2009). They also encourage extensive, active, guided practice with 

meaningful and authentic content (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009; Flynt & Brozo, 2008). But what does 

this effective instruction look like in a day-to-day classroom? 

Fortunately, this literature review revealed one especially well-supported method that is 

often employed in the classroom. The seemingly simple method of teaching vocabulary through 

read-alouds carries strong empirical support. Studies have shown that explaining words directly 

during read-alouds provides an explicit opportunity for relating words to meaning, therefore, 

allowing for the acquisition of word meanings (Arter & Nilson, 2009; Baumann et al., 2007; 

Biemiller & Boote, 2006). As a result, this paper will focus on read-alouds as a method for 

vocabulary instruction.  
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Active Read-Alouds; Beyond Verbatim Reading 

Kindle (2009) adeptly states that “the effortless manner in which skilled teachers conduct 

read-alouds masks the complexity of the pedagogical decisions that occur” (p. 202). This 

literature review aims to detail some of pedagogical techniques within read-alouds, which are so 

carefully used, but not often fully disclosed.  

Effective vocabulary instruction is dependent on several aspects within the read-aloud 

itself. Kindle (2009) confers that “the style of read-aloud interaction is significant to vocabulary 

growth” (p. 203). More specifically, reading styles that encourage student participation contribute 

to vocabulary growth more so than verbatim readings. As teachers integrate questions and 

comments to create a conversation, involving the students and the text, they effectively facilitate 

vocabulary growth (Kindle, 2009).  Neuman and Dwyer (2009) also point out that teachers must 

intentionally address vocabulary with “frequent practice, multiple exposures to words and 

systematic opportunities to use words” (p. 391). In order to fully understand what makes 

vocabulary instruction through a read-aloud successful one must consider several specific 

techniques. 

Three Crucial Techniques; Utilizing Definitions, Synonyms and Questioning 

 Neuman and Dwyer (2009) point out that certain strategies help to “introduce children to 

new words and entice them to engage in meaningful contexts through semantically related 

activities” (p. 391). Despite countless strategies in practice, several clearly stand out in this 

literature review. Specifically of interest are employing definitions, synonyms and questioning 

within the context of a read-aloud.   

Definitions. One method often utilized involves embedding definitions into read-alouds to 

support word learning (Dreher & Gray, 2009). This method of sharing definitions in the midst of 
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read-alouds has positive outcomes on literacy development. Blewitt, Rump, Shealy, and Cook 

(2009) explain that providing children with definitions for new words increases receptive 

knowledge of words more than just reading alone. However, it is important to note that 

definitions are rendered useless to students if they contain unknown words, so they should be 

comprised of student-friendly terminology (Kindle, 2009). In other words, definitions should 

serve as an explanation of a word‟s meaning in a student-accessible way (Gardner, 2007). In order 

to achieve this, teachers will often need to revise definitions to make them more salient and 

understandable to children.  

When integrating definitions into read-alouds, several specifications should be considered. 

Researchers, such as Kindle (2009), contend that simply stating a definition is rarely enough to 

develop deep word knowledge. There is more to the equation. Young readers need conceptual 

background knowledge to make connections to new words. Because of this, it is wise to use the 

definition approach mainly with concepts that are already familiar to students (Kindle, 2009). This 

need for personal connection also reiterates Gardner‟s (2007) call for „student-accessible‟ 

definitions. Additionally, teachers should discuss typical use of the word alongside the provision 

of the definition (Kindle, 2009). 

According to present research, the timing of this method is flexible. For instance, 

instructors may teach definitions to pertinent words prior to reading the book (Santoro, Chard, 

Howard & Baker, 2008) or within the read-aloud (Kindle, 2009). Alternatively, Kindle (2009) 

explains that teachers may choose to provide the definition after the first read-through and ask 

students to recall the targeted word from the text. These student-given definitions can then be 

extended by the teacher (Kindle, 2009). 
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 Synonyms. Providing students with synonyms of a target word is another effective 

extratextual reading practice that is commonplace in classrooms (Berne & Blachowicz, 2008; 

Neuman & Dwyer, 2009). In vocabulary instruction, a synonym essentially refers to words similar 

in meaning that are employed by teacher or authors to help the reader along (Baumann et al., 

2007). Put simply, this method involves rereading a sentence with a known synonym replacing the 

target word (Baumann et al., 2007). According to Blewitt et al. (2009) using synonyms 

encourages greater receptive knowledge of words. This type of embedded instruction is valuable 

because it reinforces word meaning while causing minimal disruption to the flow of reading 

(Kindle, 2009).  

 Some limitations to synonym use in vocabulary instruction should be noted. In this 

literature review only one author discussed inadequacies of this method. Ard and Beverly (2004) 

point out that synonym use requires that children go through several steps to map new words to 

familiar referents and therefore, may be too complex for young children. Along these lines, 

emergent readers may only be able to associate on a one to one basis; one word to one synonym, 

therefore resisting second synonyms that teachers may utilize (Ard & Beverly, 2004).  

Questioning. Some studies point out questioning as one of the most commonly used 

instructional strategies for vocabulary (Kindle, 2009). Questioning occurs when a teacher stops at 

a potentially unfamiliar word within a text and asks the students about it (Kindle, 2009; Blewitt et 

al., 2009). Kindle (2009) explains that the teacher often repeats the question, allowing time for the 

students to formulate an answer. There are many benefits to this style of vocabulary instruction. 

Questioning encourages higher level thinking (Santoro et al., 2008) and increases children‟s 

comprehension (Blewitt et al., 2009). Additionally, according to researchers, such as Kindle, this 

method assesses the students‟ existing word knowledge and may help the instructor to determine 
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whether students were able to successfully utilize contextual clues. Perhaps most importantly 

however, questioning has been shown to increase receptive and expressive word knowledge 

(Blewitt et al., 2009). Blewitt et al. (2009) also clarify that questioning has a positive impact on 

vocabulary regardless to the student‟s present level of word knowledge. 

Questioning, like other techniques of vocabulary instruction, has its shortcomings. Kindle 

(2009) points out that questioning is only effective when students already have some concept of 

the target word, or if the word is surrounded in strong contextual clues. Moreover, Kindle argues, 

teachers should be prepared to switch methods, perhaps employing synonyms or a more 

straightforward definition, if students provide incorrect answers to the questioning. Overall, these 

three strategies are helpful within read-alouds, but teachers may still be left wondering which 

particular vocabulary words they should target. 

Choose Your Words Wisely; Teaching Vocabulary with the Tiered System 

 In the 1980s Beck, and McKeown introduced a unique way to classify words that is still 

helping teachers determine useful vocabulary instruction today. Their tiering system is discussed 

and summarized in Kindle‟s (2009) piece. Tier one words are those that are acquired in everyday 

language, such as “car” and “horse,” and therefore rarely require instruction. Third tier words, 

which appear less frequently, are those specifically utilized in academic language. These are 

usually taught within content areas (Santoro et al., 2008). It is the tier two words that most 

teachers focus on in their vocabulary instruction. Beck, McKeown and Kucan‟s 2002 study also 

points out that these words are “high frequency words of mature language users” (as cited in 

Kindle, p. 202, 2009). Second tier words frequently appear in written language across various 

domains (Neuman & Dwyer, 2009), and are spoken less, making them ideal for instruction during 

read-alouds (Kindle, 2009). These words have been shown to help students expand their 
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vocabulary, especially if they are chosen to be functional, meaningful, varied and significant in 

understanding the story to be read (Santoro et al., 2008). Carefully utilizing this tiered system will 

help teachers to support their students‟ vocabulary with correctly targeted words (Dreher & Gray, 

2009). 

Now Go and Do; The Future of Read-Alouds 

 Teachers have developed and implemented their own instructional strategies for 

vocabulary, often utilizing definitions, synonyms, questioning and tiered words within the context 

of read-alouds. These carefully designed read-alouds do indeed provide children with a powerful 

context for word learning (Biemiller & Boote, 2006). However, many teachers desire a more 

systematic program that effectively supports vocabulary instruction. Ideally, new research will 

respond to this need within the classroom, allowing this „pillar of literacy‟ to be developed in new 

and valuable ways. 
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