
A long with the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) 
comes a fresh discussion about the role of vocabulary 
development. A key instructional shift in the English 

Language Arts component is a heightened emphasis on “regular 
practice with complex text and its academic language” (www.
achievethecore.org). As most would readily acknowledge, a 
student’s knowledge of academic language is vital. 

Research shows that vocabulary is correlated with reading 
comprehension and academic achievement (Stahl & Fairbanks, 
1986). More recently, a national report analyzing the relationship 
between knowledge of word meaning and comprehension on the 
NAEP reading assessments (NCES, 2012) indicates that vocabulary 
continues to be predictive of reading achievement. Consequently, 
teaching students to meet the vocabulary expectations in the 
Standards will enhance their literacy development as well as 
prepare them for Common Core assessments.

Where are the Vocabulary Standards?
But where is vocabulary in the Standards? We traditionally expect 
vocabulary standards to be part of Reading, but in the design of 
the CCSS they are more elusive. References to word knowledge 
are peppered throughout the strands of the ELA Standards. 

For example, Reading Standard 4 establishes that students 
will determine meanings of words and phrases across Literature, 
Informational Text, History/Social Studies, Science, and 
Technical Subjects. Reading Foundational Skills Standard 3 
requires that students use meanings of prefi xes, suffi xes, and roots 
to determine meanings of unfamiliar words. Use of expressive or 
precise vocabulary can be found in the Writing Standards for ELA 
and History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects.

The bulk of the new vocabulary requirements is actually found 
in Language Standards 4-6, which are the standards focused on 
vocabulary acquisition and use. Although vocabulary is housed 
at the end of the ELA Standards, the authors of the document 
fully intended for vocabulary to be integrated into instruction 
in all areas. As they state, “The inclusion of Language standards 
in their own strand should not be taken as an indication that 

skills related to 
conventions, effective language 
use, and vocabulary are unimportant to reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening; indeed, they are inseparable 
from such contexts” (National Governors Association Center for 
Best Practices [NGA Center] & Council of Chief State School 
Offi cers [CCSSO], 2010, p. 25 and 51).

When we study the Standards carefully, we see that there 
are actually two ways that knowledge of word meanings has 
been integrated. One is diction analysis; the other is vocabulary 
acquisition, knowledge, and use. 

Diction
“Diction” is not a word that is used in the Standards, but it relates to 
analyzing authors’ word choices, nuanced interpretations of words 
and phrases in text, and appropriate and expressive word choice. 
Diction analysis is in play when we interpret Reading Standard 4. 
When students interpret or analyze an author’s word choices as part 
of close reading lessons, they are also engaging in interpreting how 
those word choices contribute to the meaning of the text. 

Vocabulary Acquisition and Use
Vocabulary acquisition and use is the other area that is stressed 
in the Standards. Within Language Standards 4-6, expectations 
for vocabulary learning generally fall into six major patterns: 
1) use of context; 2) meanings of word parts; 3) reference materials; 
4) fi gurative language; 5) word relationships and nuances; and 
6) knowledge of academic and domain-specifi c words and phrases. 

• Use of Context

Use of context to determine meanings of unfamiliar words is 
emphasized in the Standards. The ability to use context is at 
the heart of vocabulary knowledge on the NAEP assessment, 
which “assesses word meaning within the context of particular 
passages” (NCES, 2012, p.1). The assessment prototypes 
released by both the Partnership for Assessment of Readiness 
for College and Careers (PARCC) (www.parcconline.
org) and the Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium 
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(www.smarterbalanced.org) also rely heavily on the use of 
context to assess vocabulary knowledge and use. For example, 
students will need not only to choose the correct meaning of 
a word as it is used in a particular passage, but in a related 
question, choose words in the passage that helped them decide 
the appropriate meaning for that context. In some cases this is 
in multiple choice format (PARCC prototype examples), and 
in others the student must locate and highlight or drag and 
drop the word or phrase that provides clues to the meaning of 
the selected vocabulary word (Smarter Balanced practice test). 
Clearly, teaching students to use sentence and passage-level 
context to determine the meanings of words and phrases is 
paramount for success on Common Core reading assessments.

• Meanings of Word Parts 

Morphology means using knowledge of the meanings of affi xes 
(prefi xes and suffi xes) and common roots to determine the 
meanings of unfamiliar words. Morphological awareness helps 
students determine multisyllabic words in context and increase 
comprehension (Moats, 2011), and this skill is critical for 
advanced vocabulary development. For example, if a student 
knows that the Latin root bell- means war, than words like 
antebellum and belligerent make more sense. Rasinski, Padak, 
Newton, and Newton (2011) recently stated that “the next 
quantum leap for vocabulary growth… will come when the 
systematic study of Latin-Greek derivations is embedded into 
vocabulary programs for the elementary…grades” (p. 135). 
A focus on the meanings of Greek and Latin roots begins in 
fourth grade in the CCSS and continues throughout middle 
school. Determining the meanings of multisyllabic words by 
using knowledge of their parts is another way students need to 
learn vocabulary skills.

• Using Reference Materials 

Beginning in primary grades, students are expected to be able 
to use reference materials (both print and digital tools) such 
as glossaries, dictionaries, and thesauruses to determine correct 
pronunciation and meanings of words. Students need regular 
practice with all types of reference materials in all content areas.

• Figurative Language 

The ability to interpret fi gurative language in text is included 
in the vocabulary cluster of standards. The English language 
is riddled with words and phrases that make little sense 
to speakers of other languages, but are fundamental for 
understanding an author’s meaning. For example, a passage 
containing the idiom “a wolf in sheep’s clothing” may initially 
be diffi cult for students to interpret but is an important clue 
to a character’s dishonesty. Interpreting and using fi gurative 
language (i.e., similes, metaphors, personifi cation, hyperbole, 
etc.) is important for deep comprehension in English texts. 

• Word Relationships and Nuances

Knowing synonyms and antonyms helps a student better 
understand a vocabulary word. Understanding subtle shades of 
meaning between the words shout and scream helps a student 
more fully comprehend the author’s intended message. When 
we engage students in instruction focused on word relationships 

and nuances, we help students own words by placing the words 
into a network of meaning. Students need to be involved in 
numerous activities where they explore these types of networks.

• Knowledge of General Academic and Domain-specifi c Words 

and Phrases 

Beck, McKeown, and Kucan (2002) described word levels in 
their classic research about vocabulary. Tier One words are words 
students already know and do not need to be taught. Tier Two 
words are words that students will encounter across a variety 
of contexts (i.e., splendid, human). Tier Three words are words 
that are usually found in disciplinary texts (i.e., isotope, magma). 
“General academic words and phrases” can correlate with Tier 
Two; “domain-specifi c words and phrases” can correlate with 
Tier Three. Beck and her colleagues suggest a focus on Tier Two 
words for vocabulary study with instruction in Tier Three words 
as they are encountered in content area texts.

Meeting the Challenge
The abilities to analyze author’s word choices and acquire and use 
new words help students more deeply comprehend text. As we 
implement the Standards, let’s take every opportunity to expand 
students’ word knowledge for their literacy success. 
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