Guidelines for Selecting Vocabulary to Pre-Teach
Before Independent Reading

In Focus: Elevating the Essential to Radically Improve Student Learning, Mike Schmoker makes a
passionate case for nonfiction reading. He recommends, "Before the reading of a text, always be sure to
teach any vocabulary that could impede understanding" (p. 77). As simple as this mandate sounds, it's
difficult to execute. First, how many words can you practically pre-teach? Second, how do you know
what words will "impede understanding?" We all have the curse of knowledge, "a difficulty in imagining
what it's like for someone else not to know something that you know." (From The Sense of Style by
Steven Pinker, p. 59)

Here are three guidelines to help avoid the curse of knowledge and also avoid previewing a list of so
many words that students never get to read. With these guidelines, you may be able to focus on five to
ten high-impact words that help students comprehend the text.

Guideline One: Select words that are critical to understanding the content or central ideas.
To implement efficiently, select words:

= that appear in the title, subtitle, or in text features such as subheadings and captions.

= that you would expect to appear in a summary of the article,

= that appear frequently,

= that have multiple meanings that could lead to confusion, and

= that can't be understood by the context alone.

Guideline Two: Select general academic vocabulary.
Choose words:
= that appear in academic texts but are not content specific,
= that are more likely to be used in writing than speaking,
= that are more precise, and
= that add a formal style and objective tone.

Guideline Three: Select words that have parts (roots, prefixes, suffixes) that help students
learn the meaning of other words.

After selecting the vocabulary words, ask students to write their definitions or look at the text where
you have highlighted the words and try to guess the meaning from the context. Then have them share
their thoughts about the definitions. Finally, come up with the official class definition to be copied in
notebooks, in the margin of the text, or onto vocabulary cards for review.

When discussion or analysis of the passage is complete, end with the question, "What words should |
have previewed but didn't?" This will help you see your content from the students' perspective and
avoid the curse of knowledge.
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