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Vocabulary Insights
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Imagine starting life 30 million words 
behind the starting line…

Evidence
The case for a vocabulary-rich curriculum

Hart and Risley: 
Impact on 

disadvantaged 
pupils
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www.phonicbooks.co.uk

self esteem
|

education
|

behaviour
|

friendships
|

attendance

Law et al: Sequence of communicative development
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1. Close the gap through explicit vocabulary 
instruction of new language. 

2. Deepen children’s understanding of existing 
stores of vocabulary to help them unlock new words 
as they meet them. 

Cain and Oakhill: 
Multi-faceted 
approach to 
vocabulary 
instruction
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If words convey meaning; then we need to teach them

teach vocabulary cumulatively, deeply and explicitly
|

be precise and be sequential
|

love words
|

revisit and recycle words

avoid word assumption
|

avoid relying on improvisation

avoid word submersion
|

avoid static pupil word lists

Traps to be aware of
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How to avoid the traps
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But which words?

Language of 
emotion

Shades of 
meaning

Homophones 
and homonyms

Idioms and 
colloquialisms

Compound 
words Etymology Morphology

Language for 
life

Curriculum 
language

Language for 
character
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The first building blocks

CORE:
Roots, prefixes and suffixes

|
Idioms and colloquialisms

|
Definitions and examples

|
Beyond the National Curriculum
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Explicit vocabulary instruction: receptive stages

DECODING
Work out what it says on the page

|
letters, sounds and patterns make up the word

DEFINITION
Give it a broad sense of meaning

|
generalise the word and give it a sense of place and meaning 

in your wider web of language understanding

KNOWING

Systems

Beyond definition…
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APPLICATION
Use it correctly in context

|
use in spoken and written situations 

to convey meaning and build context around the word

CONNECTION
connect it with known and familiar language

|
look beyond synonyms and antonyms to create
deep and rich connections between language

USING

CONNECTING

ANALYSING

Explicit vocabulary instruction: expressive stages

ANALYSIS
strip it for parts and deconstruct words into their component 

parts
|

use word origin and etymology to deepen meaning
and build a toolkit of strategies for future language acquisition
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‘Ratty rowed on, his wooden boat 
scraping along the banks of the rivulet.’

Rivulet. That’s an interesting word. I 
want to understand what it means. 

Riv-u-let. Rivulet. 

A rivulet is a very small stream. 

Rivulets can be found running into larger 
rivers.

Rivulet is a word I might use when 
talking about rivers, landscapes or 

flowing water. 

I know that the root word ‘rivus’ is Latin 
for stream and the suffix ‘-let’ usually 

indicates something small, like in froglet, 
eaglet and tartlet. 

Heard in context

Define

Analyse

Link – beyond 
synonyms and 

antonyms

Use in a different 
context
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0
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KNOWING

USING

CONNECTIN
G

ANALYSING

Assessing Competency in Language Acquisition Skills

Assessment Impact

CONNECTING
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Structure
Cumulative, connected and impactful

Elaboration Interleaving

CONNECTING         SWAPPING
AND                  BETWEEN CONCEPTS

SOPHISTICATING

Retrieval practice Spaced practice

REMEMBERING         RETURNING

Cognitive Load Theory 
|

Principles of Instruction 
|

Desirable Difficulties
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Structure

16

Vocabulary is taught 
systematically

|
Words are revisited.

|
Vocabulary is built up 

cumulatively.
|

Words can be 
transferred from 
previously taught 

content or taken forward 
into new studies.

Thoughtfully sequenced; small steps give learning 
coherence and clarity.
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Teacher guides that are

Integral
|

Systematic
|

Contextual
|

Cumulative

Tier 2 and Tier 3 Vocabulary
|

Etymology and  Morphology
|

Idioms and Colloquialisms

Structure
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Practice KNOWLEDGE NOTES SUPPORT 
VOCABULARY ACQUISITION

|
Elaborate and support retrieval practice 
for essential vocabulary and concepts.

|
Can be used to retrieve previous 

knowledge throughout the teaching 
sequence.

|
Helpful in sequencing questions 
throughout the study or theme.

|
Communicates knowledge and

vocabulary clearly.
|

Activates participation
|

Scaffolds difficult vocabulary / concepts.
|

Reduces learned passiveness and 
reliance on worksheets.

|
Activates pupil productivity and retention 

because it does not limit space on a 
worksheet.

|
Supports practical tasks - being skilful and 

working scientifically. 
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Practice – Pupil Vocabulary Organisers

Additional cumulative quizzing – strategy linked

19



Vocabulary Insights with Lauren Meadows and Alex Bedford © Copyright 2020 Unity Schools Partnership / Greenfields Education Ltd 

Evident in 
written and 

spoken 
outcomes

Practice
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What next?

1. Broaden the systematic curriculum planning 
(language of emotion next).

2. Metacognitive scripting for complex explanations. 

3. Meaningful connections between English and the 
wider curriculum through Applied Reading and 
Writing tasks.

4. Strategic use of assessment information about 
language acquisition skills. 
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Open floor: 

What are the key challenges schools 
face in implementing systematic 

vocabulary structures?
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Tweeters:               
please send kind words to

@baronbedford and @GreenfieldsEdu

For more information and examples please visit
www.unity-curriculum.co.uk

or contact:

Alex or Lauren

abedford@unitysp.co.uk greenfieldseducation@outlook.com

http://www.unity-curriculum.co.uk/
mailto:abedford@unitysp.co.uk
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