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(This is the third in the series of articies ori the work in teaching vocab­
ulary being done by Professor Michael Graves of the Univer~ity of Minnesota, 
Minneapolis, and his graduate students. The fourth article will appear in the 
fall M&T.) 

This paper, the third 1n the present series of papers on types of vocab­

ulary to teach, discusses the teaching of words which are in neither students' 

oral vocabulary nor in their reading vocabulary but for which they have an 

available concept. 1 Say, for instance, that students come across the word 

lackadaisical, one which they have neither spcken nor written before. Though 

they nay be able to sound out the word and break it into its various parts cor­

rectly, coming up with something like "lak a day zi kal," this alone is not 

enough to provide the meaning. From sounding out lackadaisical, students are 

likely to come up with meanings for words that sound like parts of it. Does 

lackadaisical have to do with a missing daisy? Or a missing day? Is it anything 

like dazed or a day's cycle? No. The problem with understanding lackadaisical 

doesn't lie with discovering its sound; the problem is to discover its meaning. 

However, if students already have concepts similar to the meaning of a new word, 

establishing a link won't be so difficult a task. In this case, if students under­

stand inactive and unexcited, they are likely to be able to understand lacka­

daisical quite easily. 

I A paper by M. F. Graves, ME'.J Spring 197H, discusses words which are in students' 
oral vocabulary but which they cannot read; a paper by R. J. Ryder, ME'.J Fall 
1978, discusses new meanings for words which are already in the students' 
reading vocabulary but have more than one meaning. 
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A closer look at words for which students already have a concept, but for which 

they lack an appropriate meaning follows in the sections ahead. Among the 

topics to be discussed are the inportance of learn1.ng these words, examples of 

such words, the extent to which these words need to be taught , the :lnportance of 

these words for various ages and grades, the 1.JTt)ortance of these words for dif­

ferent ability levels, how to identify words of this sort, and teaching these words. 

The Inportance of Learn:1ng These 'tk>rds 

Is it :lnportant for students to understand new words like lackadaisical, 

illuminate, or scrutinize? Is it worthwhile spending precious class time on these 

sorts of new words when students already have other words which mean rruch the 

same as the new ones? r,'uch evidence exists which shows that a varied vocabu-

lary can pay off. Most inportant to students is the fact that knowing more words 

can lead to success in school and on the job. Scores on intelligence tests, 

college entrance exams, and other standardtzed tests correlate highly with vocab­

ulary knowledge. Furthernore, a broader vocabulary has been shown to have links 

to job promotions. According to 'lbonas and Robinson (1976) in their book on 

:lnproving reading: 

Did you know that big vocabularies and big paychecks seem to go right along 
together - and the same goes for BIIBll ones? More than any other factor 
studied, vocabulary appears to be related to money IIBk1.ng success •..• Foremen 
had better vocabularies than the men who worked under them. Section nanagers 
had better vocabularies than foremen. And so on up the ladder. (pp.14-15) 

Perhaps less enticing to students, but equally enticing to teachers, is the 

fact that bigger ve>eabularies mean students will caiprehend material easier and 

faster and will generally succeed at reading tasks. Reading is most enjoyable 

to students if they are successful at it. And trying to read sooiething, even if 
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they are greatly interested in it, becomes .cumhersome if too rrany unknown words 

block the message. So, thou~.,h this May 0verstate the case, spendjng time learning 

words like lackadaisical, illuminate, and scrutinize in the present can help 

shape one's success in the future. 

Exa.rrples of Such Words 

Ex~les of words for which students have the concept but do not know are 

found in magazines, newspapers, and books. There are long ones: antidis­

establishmentarianism, mulligatawny, mosstrooper; there are short ones: ~• curt, 

rrulct; there are new ones: robotics, futurist, space shuttle; and there are old 

ones: exuberant, grandiose, obsolete. And they are all hard initially simply 

because neither the written word nor its spoken equivalent carries any meaning 

for students. 

Extent to Which These Words Need to be Taught 

Luckily, readers are often able to assign sensible meaning to words on 

their own through the use of context clues, dictionaries, past experiences, or 

the "ask th._v neighbor" approach. Suppose students don't know what illuminated 

means. But from looking at the context they find: 

The thoughts of Confucius have illuminated the minds of the Chinese 
people for centuries. 

Context here lets students know that the word is a past tense verb or action 

word describing what effect Confucius' thoughts had on the Chinese people. 

Students do not do this consciously, of course, but as native speakers they do 

understand the type of word that "fits" the sentence. Students will probably 

fit in words like "helped" or "changed" in the place of illuminated. 

By using a dictionary the stude~~ finds: 
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illuminated: to give light; enlighten. 

Fran past experience and knowledge students IIBY recall hearing someone talk 

about Confucius' 11BJ1Y wise sayings and this knowledge combined with the defi­

nition of the word will provide an adequate meaning. 

Or, f1nallY; they DBY use the "ask thy neighbor" approach, 

"Hey, Ralph, what's this word mean?" 

"It means lit up, durm\V. 11 

Toough infoI'IIBl meth:xls of vocabulary instruction like the ones above are 

of'ten helpful and eliminate the need to teach sone words, foI'IIRl systematic 

classroan instruction is very of'ten the 11Pst effective way of insuring that 

students assign a correct, mean1ngful label to an :1nportant new word. 

IIIJ?Ortance of These t,,ords for Various ~ and Grades 

Sane teaching of words of this sort is probablY done at all grades, but 

teaching the connections between the old concepts and the new words becomes 

increasinglY 1J1t:)ortant as students advance through the grades. Whereas in the 

primary grades the vocabulary of reading ne.terials were closely controlled, it no 

longer is for students in the higher grades. And this is rightly so. Until 

students becCIIIB fluent in reading, having words in the rmterial be ones which 

they already know sinplifies the beginning reading task; once students decode 

the word they have the meaning. fut exparoing vocabulary beyond what one already 

knows is an 1nportant learning goal, as we have already seen. New words for which 

students lack a meaning but have a similar concept are of'ten the key to under­

standing a classroan ass1@1ment or a world -situation. Students in the junior 

or senior high wtX> cone across the words "in tandem" (meaning "together with" or 

25 



"along with") will need the meaning to understand the present reading as well 

as future readings. 

Iirportance of these Words for Different Ability Levels 

As the number of new words increases with age, so too do the differences 

between age-mates. That is, the number of new words used in texts starts 

increasing dramatically in the middle and secondary grades and so too do the 

differences in the vocabularies of individual students in these grades. The 

teaching task begins to be distinctly more complicated. Some readers possess 

a broader word background than others and hence don't need to be taught certain 

words. Other readers are under a severe handicap because of their lack of word 

power and must be taught a good many more words. Unfortunately, this means that 

not only do better readers know more to begin with, but they can handle more 

difficult words in a given lesson because of the additional background they have 

to call upon. For the poorer students it's a Catch-22 situation: There's more 

for them to learn, and they are less capable of learning it. 

Poorer readers, moreover, will be able to handle fewer words and will need 

more teaching and reinforcement in order to establish strong associations between 

the . new words and their meanings. Poorer readers also need to be taught to make 

full use of any available contextual and structural clues. Most good readers, of 

course, already make use of these clues, which together with their wide reading 

habits has led them to acquire their expansive vocabularies in the first place. 

Briefly then, time spent teaching new vocabulary for which students already 

have a concept is extremely worthwhile for all students but becomes most 

important as students reach the middle and upper grades. In the higher grades, 
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the number of such words used in texts increases, and students' individual 

knowledge of such words becomes very different. Good readers need to be taught 

fewer words, but can probably be taught much more difficult ones. Poorer 

readers can handle fewer new words and will need more instruction and rein­

forcement. fut all students will benefit from vocabulary instruction with 

this sort of words. 

How to Identify Words of This Sort 

There are a number of possible sources for finding words of this sort to 

teach. Anong them are teachers' intuitions, students' queries, word lists, and 

the material you will be using. Almost certainly, the vast iraj ori ty of the words 

to be taught should be culled from the content you're going to cover, for there 

are so many of these words that might be taught that if teachers don't restrict 

themselves to those in the content that is to be covered, the teaching task will 

be irrpossible. A brief preview of upcoming reading material will irrrnediately 

limit your sample of words to teach. fut even choosing words from your materials 

alone leaves too much. Consequently, you will have to use other sources as a way 

to limit the words to teach. Most likely, the teacher can, from past experience, 

determine which words will be most important to the subject matter and important 

to the text. Teachers are also likely to have some ideas of what their 

students do and do not know and hence can make some choices based on that infor­

mation. Or the teacher can test students from time to time to discern what they 

know. Testing should be done occasionally to sharpen teachers' intuitions, since 

students' knowledge is not stable from one class to another or one year to the 

next. The teacher can also ask students what they do and do not know, but again, 
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students should be checked from time to time to be certain that students actually 

know what they say they know. 

Another inportant factor to consider when choosing words is frequency. 

Usually, words which are important to the text and the subject rratter will be 

rrore important to the student if they are more. frequent rather than less fre­

quent. The learning of words that appear more frequently in the language is rrore 

likely to be reinforced, and thus such words are more likely to be retained 

and used. 

To help teachers deterniine frequency, the Carroll Word Frequency Book 

(Carroll, Davies, and Ricl'mian, 1971) is useful. In constructing this resource, 

Carroll and his associates sampled from a total of five million running words in 

reading materials used in grades three through nine. The final list contains 

86,000 words. The Carroll list ranks each of the 86,000 words from rrost to least 

frequent and gives the frequency with which the words appear in the written 

language. For exanple, the frequency book indicates that the word whooping 

ranks 10,000th out of 86,000 words and occurs once every 77,000 words on the 

average. One problem with the Carroll text is that it does not distinguish 

between different meanings of a word. So though there are different meanings 

for whooping (as in whooping cough versus whooping crane) the word is listed only 

once, with no distinction made for meaning. 

Another resource useful in selecting words to teach is The Living Word 

Vocabulary (Dale & O'Rourke, 1976). This text lists 43,000 words for grades 4 

through 6, their meanings, and the grade level at which 67 to 84 percent of the 

students tested knew each word and its accompanying meaning. For the word 
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whoop or whooping, !'or_ instance, there are four meanings, so tr.e word is listed 

four times as shown.below. 

Grade 
~ 

6 
4 
8 

Score 
73% 

78% 
90% 
73% 

Word or Phrase 
whoop ---
whoop 
whooping cough 
whooping crane 

Meaning 
a loud gasping noise 
yell 
a children's disease 
a large white & black bird 

Thus we can assume that approximately 73% of the students in an average sixth 

grade would know the meaning of "a loud gasping noise." While the book 

doesn't indicate the percentage of students in other grades who know the word 

with that meaning, corrmonsense suggests that a smaller percentage of the students 

below sixth grade would know the word and a larger percentage of the students 

above sixth grade would know it. 

Both the Living Word Vocabulary and The Carroll Word Frequency Book can be 

useful in helping to decide whi8h words to teach. One caution, though. One 

shouldn't teach an entire list. Instead pick words out of texts, and pick ones 

important to the text. Then teach them before students read the text. It is 

simply easier for students to "learn words if they live them" (Thomas and 

Robinson, 1976). 

Teaching These Words 

Drill and repetition usually are not enough to insure that students really 

learn a word before they come across it in their reading. According to Spache and 

Spache (1973), 

Words are not learned as of a certain date because of a certain number of 
repetitions. Rather, words are thoroughly understood only as a group of 
associations is built around each word,associations which include multiple 
meaning, and visual, auditory, and perhaps kinesthetic imagery. (p. 511) 

There may be times when you simply want to supply students with a meaning though. 
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If a word is a particularly 1.nf'requent one, such as poltroon, meaning "a 

coward," it nay not be worth the time it talces to help students thoroughly 

learn it. Or if there are too nany new words in a piece, such as in Hamlet 

or Macbeth, spending time on all of them is too tedious and boring and 

probably would result in teaching too nany for students to retain anyway. 

Finally, we sanetimes want students to read for enjoyment, and time spent 

teaching vocabulary nay be deflating; all the student needs is a definition 

(exuberant means "very happy") to be able to go on. And certainly a good deal 

of the time when reading for enjoyment, the student need not be· taught all of · the 

words to understand what is read. 

Most of the time, though, we do want to preteach words which we want 

students to retain. Then they will not only understand the word the first time 

they see it in cootext but they will remember it 1n subsequent sightings. 

Various theories of memory smw the need for the hurren mind to inmediately 

organize and classify inccming info:rnation, to put it into a proper slot so 

to apealc if the new infonre.tioo is to be remembered. (No:rnan, 1976; Rumelhart 

& Ortony, 1977; Iantsch, 1977) As an instructional rnetmd it is effective to 

present new words in sane sort of organizational group, such as words pertaining 

to Australia - outback, down under, bo<ililerang, aborigine. More difficult 

words can be presented in a group with nenbers of an old category students 

already understan:l. You can surround the new word neopnyte with words which mean 

sanething similar - new. ~ beginner, am novice. 

Presenting the words in a context similar to · or the S8IlV;! as one students 

will encounter when they read is another aid and helps arouse associations. 
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Also, to test the learning of new words, it; helps to test the!!! in context. 

In general, there is a tr.ree step procedure for preteaching vocabulary 

for which students lack a meaning but have a concept. First, provide the 

word in an appropriate context. next, re late the word to student's past 

knowledge. And finally get students to invoke some sort of concrete :images 

related to the word. These steps are easy to follow and only require that a few 

minutes be spent on each word that will be taught. As an exfil1l'.)le, the words 

lackadaisical and outback will be taken through all three steps below. 

Lackadaisical 

Step one. Provide the word in an appropriate context. Suppose that it 
appears in the following cont.ext : 

Dr. Andrews assigned Monica to stuff the envelopes with anti-smoking 
literature. · Unfortunately, Monica had assrnned that she would be · 
answering phones and greeting people at the Club's Cancer Society 
Booth. Not getting the job she wanted 11'.ade Monica rather lacka­
daisical about stuffing the envelopes. 

~-'.J 

This passage provides certain contextual clues which can aid in pinning down 

meaning. Helping students to spot contextual clues is :i.J!Iportant, since they can 

use such clues outside the ciassrob!'l to assign meaning. The syntax of the con­

text in this passage indicates that lackadaisical is an adjective. Again, this 

is not to say_that students will identify it with the word "adjective," but they 

will know from its position in the sentence that it denotes an adjectival sort 

of meaning, a trait of Monica's. From the meaning of the context, students 

could guess such adjectival synonyms as angry, sloppy, disenchanted, and 

uncaring and go on reading. &It if students are to really retain the word, and 

if the teacher is to ensure that students have an accurate meaning, the word 

will have to be taught. 
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Step Tl«:). Relate .the word to students' past knowledge. 

Here the teacher can provide the meaning, 1n this case "unexcited" or 

"inactive. 11 Students already understand these 'l10rds and have used them before. 

They can substitute what they already lmow 1n the place of the new 'l10rd and nake 

sense of the passage. 

Step Three. Invoke concrete inBges about the word. 

To nake lackadaisical more concrete, the students can think of how they 

might use the word. Have they ever been lackadaisical? Have they ever ~ed 

to go to a rovie with frieoos, but instead had to now the lawn or clean up 

their roan? Were they then perhaps lackadaisical about caipleting the crore? 

What other situaticns can students think of where saneone might be lackadaisical? 

The rore concrete :tneges that the teacher can arouse in students the nore solid 

the learning will be. 

Q.itback. 

Step One. Provide the word in an appropriate context. Assume that outback 
appears in the following sentence: 

The outback in Australia is very barren and peopled with uncivilized 
tribesmen. 

To teach the word, you could ask students to guess the possible meaning of the 

underlined word or leave the word out of the sentence and ask them to guess what 

word is missing. (Likely guesses are words like "desert" or "wilderness.") 

Step 'lwo. Relate the 'l10rd to students' past knowledge. 

In this case, the teacher can tell students that the new vocabulary word has 

to do with Australia and get them to discuss what they know about Australia. As a 

further measure, the teacher can get students onto a rore familiar, but related 

topic; they could talk about things like the boondocks, the sticks, and the wild 
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here in the United States. 

Step Three. Invoke concrete irrages about the word. 

The most graphic way to imprint the word outback in students' minds is to 

bring in a film about Australia or have books and pictures available. Use 

these as supplements to teach the word. 

These then are some methods of teaching these words. After being exposed 

to these methods and encountering the words in their reading several times, 

students will have cemented the words in their memory. 

Conclusion 

In surrrnary, words for which students already have a concept but lack a 

meaning are abundant in the reading material of middle and upper grade students. 

Since there are too many possible words to teach, teachers need to restrict 

themselves to those words found in material they will be using and important to 

the text and the subj ect matter. In addition, teachers can use their own intu­

itions, students' questions, and word lists to pare down the number of words to 

teach. Once the words have been chosen, a few minutes of classroom time needs 

to be taken for preteaching the words. Each word should be first set in con­

text, then related to students' past experiences, and finally given concrete 

interpretation. 

Words for which students already have a concept but lack a meaning can 

certainly be learned. But learning the associations between a new word and an 

old concept will take more than one exposure to the word and will require rrore 

than simply giving students the meaning of the word. Of course, this takes time. 

But the few minutes of classroom time spent on preteaching and reinforcing these 
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words can lead to a lifetime of lmowing and using them. It certainly seems 

worth the effort. 
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FOR WRITING STANDARDS: IT IS BEST TO ASK FOR EVERYTHING 

!avid V, Harrington 
Gustavus Adolphus College 
St. Peter, Minnesota 

In the mid 1950's, in ll\Y first years of teaching writing, before becoming 

confused about standards and expectations, I regularly told Jl\Y college classes­

that the norm for acceptable writing was a paper free of errors in spelling, 

granma.r, usage, and punctuation; a paper limited to a rranageable idea, developed 

with illustrations and evidence; a paper reasonably organized with connecting 

links joining the various parts. A paper that satisfied these essential criteria 

was worth at least a "C." It was worth an even better grad·e 1f the idea or the 

experience related in it were especially distinctive, instructive, or interesting. 

I think this was a conrnon pattern annng teachers at that time. The rraj or change 

I would make now is to reverse the sequence in reciting criteria. It is doubtful, 

however, whether I or anyone else consistently maintained this standard. But 

uncertainty about standards is less damaging than insistence upon an inadequate 

standard. 

It is easy to remember rrany students, in those days mostly girls, intimating 

that error-free writing should be worth an "A." Other students, mostly boys, 

argued nore openly that making a fuss over spelling and punctuation errors was 

a waste of time. When they graduate, they will hire low-salaried secretaries 

with sufficient con:petence to solve such petty mechanical problems for them. 

Instead of encircling and underlining a couple of dozen minor typographical 

errors, the teacher should be admiring the quality of their ideas, even though 

these ideas too of'ten seem painfully conrnonplace. I didn't always have the 
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