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Focusing on Vocabulary Building 
Vocabulary building strategies are some of the most important tools an educator can have in her teaching 

toolbox, and teaching students to break apart words (morphology) is one of those strategies no teacher 

should be without.  Quoting the film The Firm, “it’s not sexy, but it’s got teeth!”   

Did you know…? 

• Approximately 60% of English words are of Greek or Latin origin 

• Twenty prefixes make up 97% of prefixed words in printed school 
English, and just four of those (un-, re-, in-, dis-) make up the first 58% 

• Words with inflectional endings (plurals, possessives, s-v 
agreement, tense markers)  account for most words students see/read 

• By middle school, a student needs to have learned approximately 
9,000 word families to comprehend academic reading texts 

 

The ability to manipulate and analyze words is a critical skill for reading 

success. As teachers, we know that. A vocabulary goal is likely written into 

many IEPs. Whether signed, spoken, or both, word knowledge is what sets apart good readers.  However, the 
task of learning the number of words being used each week is daunting for a student with language delays.  In 

addition, a teacher can feel completely overwhelmed by the expansive number of words she is required to 
teach that student, knowing those language delays are present. Using time wisely is imperative and prioritizing 

which words and word parts are of the most importance becomes crucial. 

Where to begin? I found myself beginning by choosing the most obscure words in a text, thinking that they 
needed the most emphasis. Now I know this was not the best way to go about teaching vocabulary. A better 

way for teachers to use their time and skill is to teach the highest frequency words and word parts first.  For 

example, since the prefixes un-, re-in-, and dis- make up roughly 58% of all prefixed words, this is a great place 

to start. With inflectional endings such as plurals and possessives making up most of the words students see 

and read, they are another great place to begin.   

As for word lists of the most commonly used content area vocabulary, https://lead4ward.com/resources/ is 
very helpful and provides lists by grade. I am also excited that Supporting Success has added two new 

resources for effective vocabulary instruction: Academic Vocabulary for Middle School Students by Greene 
and Coxhead, and the Vocabulary Handbook, by Diamond and Gutlohn. Each book includes excellent 

research-based lists for content areas and strategies for teaching the words our students really need to know 

to comprehend increasingly complex subject matter. Need help knowing exactly where to start? The Academic 
Vocabulary book includes a free downloadable Vocabulary Size Test to use with your students. The Vocabulary 

Handbook includes a pre/post-test for students to test their knowledge.  

Another great resource for vocabulary instruction is Latin and Greek Roots, by Stokes. If you like hands on 

activities, Latin and Greek Roots has multiple activities using minimal preparation and common objects. Here 

you will find a fun way to teach words and word analysis.  What are you waiting for?  Seize the day!   
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