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My goal in this chapter is to review theory and practice related to vocabu-
lary learning in adult literacy learners and to draw some implications for 
research, policy, and practice. Vocabulary—the extent of one’s knowl-
edge of word meanings—has long been recognized as a key factor in 
reading comprehension (Davis, 1944). Vocabulary knowledge has also 
been identifi ed as one of the most signifi cant variables in the reading suc-
cess of minority language learners (Fitzgerald, 1995). Given the central 
role of vocabulary in reading, along with the large percentage of English-
 language learners enrolled in ABE programs, it is surprising how few 
studies have focused on vocabulary acquisition and instruction in adult lit-
eracy learners.1 However, a much more extensive body of work describes 

1Among the nearly 900 journal articles listed in ERIC that deal with reading/literacy in 
adult basic education, only 24 (about 3%) focus on vocabulary. Such a small number does 
not necessarily indicate less awareness about the importance of vocabulary in ABE, as less 
than 4% of the articles about reading/literacy in secondary education focus on vocabulary. 
Similarities in relative emphasis aside, however, more than 400 journal articles have been 
published about vocabulary at the secondary level.
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the  vocabulary knowledge and skills of children and young adults, along 
with information about the factors that seem to infl uence vocabulary 
growth (e.g., see Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash, 2003; National Reading 
Panel, 2000; RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). As a point of depar-
ture, therefore, I rely on this research to identify trends in theory, research, 
and vocabulary practices that hold promise for adult literacy learners.2 For 
purposes of this discussion, unless otherwise noted, I use “adult literacy 
learners” to refer to all adults—those who are learning to read in their 
native language as well as those who are English-language learners.

THE LINK BETWEEN VOCABULARY 
AND COMPREHENSION

Vocabulary and reading comprehension are highly correlated (about r = 
.75 for 14-year-olds and r = .66 for 17-year-olds), making vocabulary 
among the best single predictors of comprehension (Thorndike, 1973). 
This fi nding is true for children and, although we have no empirical data 
to prove this, we can assume that it is true for adults as well. A variety of 
hypotheses have been offered to explain the correlation (e.g., see Ander-
son & Freebody, 1981; Mezynski, 1983; and Ruddell, 1994). Each expla-
nation suggests a very different avenue for vocabulary instruction. In this 
fi rst section, four of these hypotheses are introduced, and the potential 
relationships that exist among them during acquisition of reading skills are 
discussed. In the sections that follow, issues of how and what vocabulary 
should be taught are addressed in more detail.

Two of the hypotheses posit a causal relationship between vocabulary 
and comprehension. According to the fi rst hypothesis, the extent of one’s 
knowledge of word meanings directly affects how much is understood. 
Because vocabulary controls comprehension, to improve understanding 
it is necessary to increase the number of word meanings that are known. 
This hypothesis is often referred to as the instrumental hypothesis (Ander-
son & Freebody, 1981).

A second hypothesis contends that comprehension ability affects vocab-
ulary size. The more opportunities provided for reading, the better one is 
at understanding what is read, and the better one is at understanding, the 
more likely new word meanings will be learned. In other words, improve-

2See Gillespie (2001) and Kruidenier (2002) for examples of how this approach has 
been used previously to inform overviews of adult literacy research and practice.
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ment in vocabulary is a consequence—not a cause—of comprehension. I 
refer to this as the byproduct hypothesis. (See Ruddell, 1994, for a similar 
explanation—one she calls “a comprehension-process view.”)

Two other hypotheses about the relationship between vocabulary and 
comprehension point to their link with a third factor. The fi rst such hypoth-
esis suggests that vocabulary and comprehension are correlated because 
both are connected to the extent of background knowledge a reader has 
about what is being read. Once a relevant knowledge base has been built, 
both vocabulary and comprehension will be improved. This is commonly 
known as the knowledge hypothesis (Anderson & Freebody, 1981).

According to a fourth hypothesis, vocabulary and comprehension 
are related because both refl ect an individual’s overall competence with 
language. As learners develop linguistically, their vocabulary and com-
prehension abilities improve. This I refer to as the language profi ciency 
hypothesis. (See Stahl, 1999, for a description of a somewhat related view, 
one that accounts for the relationship between vocabulary and comprehen-
sion in terms of their relationship to “general ability,” or intelligence.)

Hypotheses like these are important because one’s view about the nature 
of the relationship between vocabulary and comprehension has implica-
tions for instruction. For instance, if the instrumental hypothesis is correct, 
comprehension should be improved by teaching word meanings. If any of 
the other hypotheses are correct, however, word-meaning instruction will 
not in itself improve comprehension. Instead, instruction focusing more 
directly on promoting linguistic knowledge and use (language profi ciency 
hypothesis), or increasing topical knowledge (knowledge hypothesis), or 
providing opportunities for understanding (byproduct hypothesis) would 
improve reading.

Studies conducted with students in Grades K–12 support each of these 
hypotheses, leading the RAND Reading Study Group to conclude that:

the relationship between vocabulary knowledge and comprehension is 
extremely complex, confounded as it is by the complexity of relationships 
among vocabulary knowledge, conceptual and cultural knowledge, and 
instructional opportunities. (RAND, 2002, p. 35)

Complex as the relationship may be, however, there is reason to believe 
that these hypotheses may be—to some extent, at least—developmentally 
related. That is, all of them may in fact be “true,” but at different points in 
reading development.

Consider the situation for children just beginning to read. By the end 
of the primary grades, children can decode and understand about 3,000 
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words, although they recognize the meaning of about 9,000 words when 
heard (Chall, 1983). Young children who are learning to read are much 
better at listening comprehension than they are at reading comprehension. 
Moreover, at this age, the extent of oral language experience still has a 
sizeable impact on growth in knowledge of word meanings and ability 
to understand (Biemiller, 1999). For adults at this stage of reading devel-
opment (learning to decode), the language profi ciency hypothesis seems 
to be the best explanation for the correlation between vocabulary and 
 comprehension.

Once children have learned to decode, the number of words that they 
can read and understand begins to affect directly their ability to compre-
hend (Beck, Perfetti, & McKeown, 1982; Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990). 
At this point in reading development, vocabulary takes on a causal role in 
reading comprehension. To improve their comprehension ability, adults at 
this stage must acquire new vocabulary knowledge (i.e., the instrumental 
hypothesis).

By middle school, the extent to which children have been exposed to 
written language becomes a signifi cant factor in their vocabulary growth 
(McBride-Chang, Manis, Seidenberg, Custodio, & Doi, 1993; Nagy, 
Anderson, & Herman, 1987). What has been comprehended as a result of 
wide and varied reading determines opportunities for incidental learning 
from context, a situation consistent with the byproduct hypothesis. Adults 
at this stage need to read many different types of text, and read more.

By adolescence, the conceptual knowledge readers have about topics 
has an increasingly greater infl uence on how well they understand and 
acquire new concepts from what they read (Bulgren, Deshler, Schumaker, 
& Lenz, 2000). As school-related content-area reading tasks increase, 
background knowledge assumes an increasingly important role in the 
ability to understand the link between vocabulary and comprehension 
(i.e., the knowledge hypothesis). Adults at this stage must use reading to 
learn.

In adult literacy learning research, less curiosity about the nature of 
the relationship between vocabulary and comprehension is apparent than 
in the K–12 literature. Even so, connections with each of the aforemen-
tioned hypotheses can be found. For instance, approaches to adult reading 
instruction that emphasize the use of personal experiences and listening, 
speaking, and writing (Taylor, 1992) would seem to be based on the lan-
guage profi ciency hypothesis.

The view that vocabulary enables comprehension (the instrumental 
hypothesis) seems to be the basis for recommendations that vocabulary 
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words should be taught to adult English-language learners “roughly in 
order of their frequency of occurrence, with high frequency words being 
learned fi rst” (Laufer & Nation, 1999, p. 35).

Other second-language researchers such as Singleton (1999) argue that 
vocabulary is best taught not as knowledge of individual word meanings 
but through instruction in comprehension of the context in which word 
meanings are integrated (the byproduct hypothesis). Reading compre-
hension’s impact on vocabulary growth may also help to explain why, by 
the time the fi fth-grade reading level is reached, the extent of vocabulary 
knowledge of ABE students is no greater than children who read at the 
same level (Greenberg, Ehri, & Perin, 1997).

The notion that domain knowledge infl uences the ability to comprehend 
and acquire new vocabulary (the knowledge hypothesis) would seem to 
be the foundation for content-based approaches to literacy development in 
adults. According to Sticht (1997), for example, young adults in a reme-
dial reading program who lacked knowledge relevant to what they were 
reading required an 11th-grade “general reading” ability to comprehend 
with 70% accuracy. However, when learners had high amounts of knowl-
edge about what they were reading, they were able to comprehend with 
70% accuracy with only sixth-grade “general reading” ability.

More research is needed to establish how the relationship between 
vocabulary and comprehension might differ in adults learning to read from 
the relationship for children learning to read, and whether the relationship 
changes for adults as reading ability develops. What is evident at present is 
that one’s view about the nature of the relationship has signifi cant implica-
tions for practice, affecting what the focus of vocabulary instruction will 
be, as well as what ultimately is learned. Research on these topics is exam-
ined in the next sections.

SOURCES OF VOCABULARY 
LEARNING

Although relatively little has been written about vocabulary learning 
for ABE students, several aspects of vocabulary have been suggested as 
important for instruction within the literatures on K–12 students and sec-
ond-language learners. Three of these aspects have to do with sources of 
vocabulary learning. The fi rst concerns the use of context—recognizing 
clues that signal the meaning of unknown words, as well as the words that 
can signal relationships among ideas in a text. A second aspect involves 
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the use of morphology—identifying word parts that can be used in  making 
inferences about the meaning of unknown words. A third is concerned 
with word defi nitions—understanding what they consist of and produc-
ing them.

Contextual Analysis

Virtually every discussion of vocabulary instruction for struggling read-
ers includes recommendations for teaching students how to use context 
and word parts to fi gure out the meaning of unknown words. Techniques 
like these make sense, particularly given the consensus that most of the 
word meanings we know have been acquired incidentally, using con-
text and morphemic/structural analysis while we read (Graves & Watts-
Taffe, 2002; Stahl, 1999). Aside from a logical connection, however, little 
research exists to support the assumption that specifi c instruction in teach-
ing students how to use word and context clues is benefi cial for increasing 
students’ vocabulary size.

Contextual analysis refers to use of the syntactic and semantic clues 
found in context to derive word meanings. For instance, notice how the 
comparison used in the following sentence could help a reader determine 
something about the meaning of the underlined word: Mary’s quietness 
was in sharp contrast to Mike’s vociferousness. A number of clues of this 
sort have been identifi ed (e.g., see Johnson & Pearson, 1984), and training 
in how to use and apply them can lead to improvements in an adult’s abil-
ity to learn word meanings from context (Sternberg, 1987).

Outside of the laboratory, however, the kinds of texts used in school, as 
well as those that readers encounter in everyday life, do not always afford 
the opportunity to use contextual clues successfully because sentences do 
not always offer clear clues to meaning (Beck, McKeown, & McCaslin, 
1983; Schatz & Baldwin, 1986). Moreover, vocabulary instruction that 
focuses on context can be especially problematic for students who have 
reading diffi culties. In order to improve vocabulary using these tech-
niques, students must have a base of word meanings on which to build and 
the ability to recognize and use the context clues expressed in what is read. 
Like their younger counterparts, less-skilled adolescent and adult readers 
have without a doubt acquired much knowledge about word meanings via 
incidental encounters with words in context. Frequently, however, their 
base of word knowledge is tied to specifi c contexts and characterized by 
experiences with words that tend to be aural in nature, rather than written. 
Consider, for example:



3.  VOCABULARY INSTRUCTION IN ABE 49

. . . the man who assumed that benefi cial must have something to do with 
money because he remembered that there used to be a company called “Ben-
efi cial Finance.” Or the teen who defi ned ancestor as “one of your relatives 
who you don’t see too much.” Or the student who said a controversy was 
“something to do with government.” Or the one who said about desist, “My 
high school teacher used to say that—cease and desist—I think it means sit 
down, shut up, and pay attention.” (Curtis, 1997, pp. 81–82)

Kuhn and Stahl (1998) analyzed the results from 14 studies designed 
to teach students how to derive meaning from context. Their conclusion 
was that providing learners with opportunities to engage in wide and var-
ied reading at a challenging level is as effective in building vocabulary as 
instruction with context clues per se.

Still another way in which contextual analysis is involved in word 
knowledge and text comprehension is via the category of words known as 
signal words. Signal words, such as similarly and nevertheless, help point 
out the connections among ideas in a text. Understanding (and use) of sig-
nal words improves steadily throughout adolescence (Nippold & Schwarz, 
1992), although many less-skilled readers do not realize any benefi t from 
them, either because they fail to attend to them, or because they fail to 
understand their meaning (Harris & Sipay, 1990).

In its review of studies of vocabulary instruction at the K–12 level, the 
National Reading Panel made little if any reference to signal words and 
their instruction. However, in the area of writing, teaching students to use 
signal words to combine sets of sentences into increasingly complex struc-
tures has been shown to improve the quality of their written products (see 
Hillocks & Smith, 2003 for a review). Comprehension may be improved by 
a similar instructional approach, particularly for students who lack under-
standing of the textual “road map” provided by this category of words. 
Signal words also occur quite frequently over a wide range of academic 
texts, making them good candidates for instructional focus with learners 
seeking to improve their content-area literacy skills (Coxhead, 2000).

In summary, the limitations in vocabulary knowledge and weaknesses 
in comprehension characteristic of learners who struggle with reading 
often prevent much growth in word meanings via a contextual approach 
(Curtis & Longo, 1999). In particular, less-skilled readers have been 
shown to have a tendency to focus too narrowly on some aspects of the 
context while missing others, and to have problems separating the mean-
ing of the context from the meaning of the word itself (Beck, McKeown, 
& Kucan, 2002; Curtis, 1987). Instead, reading widely—especially mate-
rials that include challenging words—may be a more effective approach 
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for  incorporating context in vocabulary learning. In addition, instruc-
tional focus on those words that have meaning within the context of other 
words—signal words—may improve comprehension and written expres-
sion (see also Tuley, 1998).

Morphological Knowledge and Skills

As grade level increases, instances of basic morpheme patterns (i.e., pre-
fi xes, suffi xes, roots) of Latin and Greek origin become more frequent in 
content-area textbooks. These tend to be patterns that older students with 
reading diffi culties are unfamiliar with, both because they lack knowledge 
of the meanings of word parts and because they have had limited experi-
ence using the parts they know as a way to derive the meaning of unfamil-
iar words (Henry, 1999, 2003).

Knowledge of common English suffi xes (such as -tion, -ment, and -less) 
grows considerably between fourth grade and high school, and is related to 
reading comprehension in children (Nagy, Diakidoy, & Anderson, 1993) 
and in adult English-language learners (Qian, 1999). Children’s awareness 
of the structure of words also seems to be signifi cantly related to their abil-
ity to defi ne them (Carlisle, 2000), although many high school students 
remain unaware of how word parts can help in deriving meaning (Stahl, 
1999). Success in reading is also tied to the ability to use clues to mean-
ing found when words from different languages share the same or similar 
form and have at least one sense in common (i.e., cognates). For instance, 
bilingual Hispanic children who varied in their profi ciency in reading Eng-
lish also varied in the extent to which they took advantage of cognates as 
aids in comprehension (Garcia, 1991).

Not surprisingly, then, vocabulary instruction that teaches the meaning 
of common roots, prefi xes, and affi xes as an aid in determining the mean-
ing of words is recognized as a basic instructional method in a number of 
texts written for practitioners (e.g., see Blachowicz & Fisher, 2002; Stahl, 
1999), as well as in reviews of vocabulary research studies (e.g., see the 
report of the National Reading Panel, 2000). What is surprising, however, 
is the paucity of research evidence supporting the effectiveness of mor-
phemic analysis instruction as a way to improve vocabulary and compre-
hension (Baumann et al., 2002). In part, this may be because studies of 
morphemic analysis instruction have tended to be short-term, limiting their 
impact to a study of the transfer of the particular roots and affi xes taught, 
rather than allowing for a long-term assessment of the value of morphemic 
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analysis as a strategy for independent word learning (Baumann, Edwards, 
Boland, Olejnik, & Kame’enui, 2003). In addition, however, morphemic 
analysis is now viewed by many experts as helpful, but not suffi cient in 
and of itself, for improving comprehension (Baumann et al., 2003).

Morphology has also been implicated in adult literacy learners’ diffi cul-
ties with spelling (Viise, 1996; Worthy & Viise, 1996). As Shaughnessy 
(1977) summarized the situation:

Aware that things often have to change when letters are added at the begin-
nings or ends of words, students are not prepared to make these changes 
deliberately. Here again their unfamiliarity with the “carpentry” of words 
keeps them from being able to apply some of the useful rules for affi xation, 
which requires the perception of syllables and stress and an understanding 
of the way certain letters . . . affect the pronunciation of vowels. (p. 171)

In summary, little evidence exists in support of direct instruction in par-
ticular root words or affi xes as an effective approach for improving vocab-
ulary and comprehension. Discussion of morphological features of words 
may be a useful component of vocabulary instruction for both children and 
adults, however, and attention to prefi xes, suffi xes, and roots may lead to 
improvements in spelling for adult literacy learners.

Defi nitional Skill

The way in which readers defi ne words changes signifi cantly during read-
ing development (McGhee-Bidlack, 1991; Nippold, Hegel, Sohlberg, 
& Schwarz, 1999). Whereas younger children (and less-skilled readers) 
defi ne words in terms of functions (“You sit on a chair”) and specifi c con-
texts (“my rocking chair”), more profi cient readers produce defi nitions 
that contain information about category memberships and essential fea-
tures (“A chair is a seat for one person; it has four legs and a back”).

In the case of familiar words, increased understanding of what consti-
tutes an appropriate defi nition appears to underlie the difference in the way 
that younger and older students defi ne words. With less familiar words, 
though, differences in categorical and feature knowledge about the words 
themselves seem to play a role in how words are defi ned (Nippold, 1998). 
For instance, with abstract words like idleness, Nippold and her colleagues 
(1999) found that 6th- and 9th-grade students produced less complete defi -
nitions (“It’s like laziness—just sitting around all day and doing nothing”) 
than did 12th-grade students and college students (“It’s associated with a 
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state of laziness or lack of productivity; isn’t necessarily a negative thing, 
though—could also be a state of relaxation or rest”).

The ways in which words are defi ned has signifi cance in vocabulary 
learning for at least two reasons. First, as illustrated earlier with the words 
benefi cial, ancestor, controversy, and desist, a learner’s defi nition of a 
word often refl ects the extent to which he or she is having diffi culty sepa-
rating the meaning of that word from the context in which it occurs. And 
second, appropriate defi nitions—those that contain information about 
essential features and category memberships—provide learners with the 
basis they need for understanding and building new relationships among 
words and concepts. For example, although a functional defi nition of chair 
and couch would be the same—a place for people to sit—a more formal 
defi nition of each word’s meaning would make apparent the similarities 
and differences between them, thereby facilitating understanding of new 
vocabulary, like divan or pew.

Research on defi nitional skill has also called our attention to the dif-
ferences that exist between the kinds of defi nitions helpful for vocabulary 
learning and the kinds of defi nitions found in most dictionaries (Mc Keown, 
1993). As Beck et al. (2002) and others have pointed out (see also Miller 
& Gildea, 1987), dictionaries tend to use vague language and fail to spec-
ify how the target word differs from other similar words (e.g., couch: an 
article of furniture used for sitting or reclining). In contrast, based on 
her research, McKeown (1993) found that in order for defi nitions to be 
instructionally effective, they should: (a) pinpoint a word’s meaning by 
explaining its typical use, and (b) use language that is readily accessible.

Summing up, understanding the nature of word defi nitions and the abil-
ity to produce them are skills related to growth in reading ability. Although 
these aspects of vocabulary learning are yet to be examined in any depth in 
adult literacy learners, it seems likely that a signifi cant relationship exists 
for this population as well, as they develop their ability to read. Of particu-
lar importance for older learners may be fi nding ways that tools like dic-
tionaries can be used effectively to arrive at adequate defi nitions for word 
meanings that are unknown (Blachowicz & Fisher, 2002).

In this section, three aspects of vocabulary representing sources of 
vocabulary learning—contextual analysis, morphological knowledge and 
skills, and defi nitional skill—were described. In the section that follows, 
two additional aspects of vocabulary suggested as important for instruc-
tion within the literatures on K–12 students and second-language learn-
ers are discussed. These aspects—breadth and depth of knowledge about 
word meanings—have to do with the nature of vocabulary learning.
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THE NATURE OF VOCABULARY LEARNING

Vocabulary breadth and depth are dimensions of a person’s vocabulary 
repertoire. Vocabulary breadth refers to the number and kinds of word 
meanings known. Vocabulary depth refers to the fl exibility and precision 
of word-meaning knowledge.

Breadth of Vocabulary

The breadth of a learner’s word knowledge (also referred to as vocabulary 
size) is the number of words for which the individual has at least some 
familiarity with their meaning. Simply put, vocabulary breadth is impor-
tant because the more word meanings learners know, the easier it is for 
them to acquire new ones.

Estimates of the number of words known by the time students reach high 
school vary widely, ranging anywhere from 15,000 to 45,000 root words 
(Biemiller, 1999; Biemiller & Slonim, 2001; Stahl, 1999). Regardless of 
the fi gure we accept, breadth of vocabulary clearly grows tremendously 
during the years between kindergarten and 12th grade. For instance, in 
typically developing readers, vocabulary size more than doubles between 
the 6th and 12th grades. This is not so for older learners with reading dif-
fi culties, however. Studies of vocabulary size in adolescent poor readers 
are sparse, but clinical work suggests that as many as one out of every two 
teens may have vocabularies that are weak enough to cause comprehen-
sion problems (Curtis & Longo, 1999). Greenberg et al. (1997) found that 
ABE students reading at the 3rd- and 4th-grade levels had larger vocabu-
laries than children reading at the same levels; however, by the 5th-grade 
reading level, no differences between the children and adults were found. 
Inner-city adults seeking help from a literacy program have also been 
shown to have vocabularies well below average (Gottesman, Bennett, 
Nathan, & Kelly, 1996).

In another study of low-literacy adults, Davidson & Strucker (2002) 
also found that knowledge of word meanings was an area of great need. 
The expressive vocabularies of their study participants averaged below 
the 7th-grade level, and their receptive vocabularies (as measured by the 
PPVT–III3) were below the 10th percentile of the norming population.

3The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test–Third Edition (PPVT–III) is an individually 
administered test of listening (receptive) vocabulary. A learner is shown four pictures and 
asked to indicate (verbally or nonverbally) the picture that best represents a word spoken 
by the examiner (Dunn & Dunn, 1997).
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Davidson and Strucker (2002) examined the reading errors of native 
and nonnative speakers of English. They found that native speakers 
made twice as many real-word substitutions (e.g., saying “property” for 
 prosperity) as nonnative speakers, whereas nonnative speakers made 
nearly three times as many phonetically plausible substitutions (e.g., say-
ing “so-litary” for solitary) as native speakers. Given that the native speak-
ers had larger English vocabularies than did the nonnative speakers, this 
pattern of results suggests that breadth of vocabulary knowledge affects 
not only comprehension, but can also affect word recognition, at least 
among ABE  learners.

Depth of Vocabulary

Knowledge of word meanings is rarely (if ever) an all or nothing matter. 
Depth of vocabulary refers to how much learners know about the mean-
ings of the words they are familiar with, along with the connections that 
exist among the word meanings they know.

Developing depth of vocabulary knowledge is the process of clarifying 
and enriching the meanings of known words and building interconnec-
tions among them. To illustrate, consider Fig. 3.1. In this example, depth 
of vocabulary knowledge about the target word (stretch) refers not only 
to how much is known about the meaning of that word (i.e., its link to the 
meanings of exercise and extend), but also to the interconnections that 
exist between the meanings of those words and other words that are related 
(e.g., practice, exert, taut, etc.).

FIG. 3.1. Example of a semantic map.
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Like breadth of vocabulary, depth of vocabulary knowledge changes 
with development. One aspect of vocabulary depth has to do with acquisi-
tion of new meanings for known words. For example, by 4th grade, 90% 
of children know that list can mean “to write down in order,” but it is not 
until college age that a majority know that it can also mean “to tilt” (Dale 
& O’Rourke, 1981). Among native and nonnative speakers, the more word 
meanings one knows, the more one tends to know about the meanings of 
known words (Curtis, 1987; Qian, 1999).

Knowledge about categories of words has also been shown to change as 
a function of development. For example, understanding of words used to 
make distinctions among cognitive states such as knowing and believing 
and inferring becomes more precise with age and literacy development 
(Booth & Hall, 1994; Nippold, 1998). Adult literacy learners, on the other 
hand, often tend to be infl exible in their use of words. For example, Byrne, 
Crowe, Hale, Meek, and Epps (1996) found that adults with low literacy 
levels seemed unable “to appreciate that one word may have more than 
one meaning, and that more than one word can be used to express the same 
meaning” (p. 43).

Another aspect of vocabulary depth that changes as a function of devel-
opment is the level of abstractness that learners use to characterize word 
relationships. For instance, when Anglin (1970) gave the same set of words 
to children and adults and asked them to sort them based on similarity in 
meaning, younger children put together words based on thematic, concrete 
relationships (like putting eat with apple, and cold with air), whereas adults 
grouped them based on more abstract categories, like parts of speech (e.g., 
eat with live and cold with dark).

A useful framework for thinking about these differences in depth as 
well as breadth of word meaning knowledge is Dale’s (1965) “stages of 
word knowledge.” According to Dale, four stages of comprehension are 
involved in word knowledge: words whose meanings are known (Stage 
4); words whose meanings are recognized in some contexts but not others 
(Stage 3); words that have been seen or heard, but whose meanings are not 
known (Stage 2); and fi nally, words that have never been heard or seen 
before (Stage 1).

Vocabulary breadth refers to the number of words in Stages 3 and 
4—that is, words for which a learner has at least a minimum amount of 
knowledge about their meanings. Vocabulary depth refers to words that 
are in Stage 4—words for which a learner has suffi cient knowledge of 
their meanings to understand and use them in a variety of contexts and to 
recognize their relationships to other words.



56 CURTIS

Although instruction that leads to Stage 3 knowledge is usually suf-
fi cient for demonstrating that a word is known (particularly when know-
ing is measured by a typical multiple-choice test), instruction that leads to 
Stage 4 knowledge is required to improve comprehension (Curtis, 1987).

EFFECTIVE APPROACHES 
TO TEACHING VOCABULARY

Arriving at conclusions about effective vocabulary instruction in low-
literacy adults has proven to be diffi cult (Kruidenier, 2002). A handful 
of studies have found that vocabulary increases as a result of instruction 
(Byrne et al., 1996; Gold & Johnson, 1982; Lazar, Bean, & Van Horn, 
1998; McDonald, 1997; Nickse, Speicher, & Buchek, 1988; Philliber, 
Spillman, & King, 1996). However, those studies do not identify specifi c 
approaches, nor do they include control groups in their design. One study 
found no effect of literacy instruction on vocabulary (Venezky, Bristow, 
& Sabatini, 1994). In another study—the only one that used a control 
group—reading vocabulary improved, but oral vocabulary did not (Gold 
& Horn, 1982).

Even so, from work done with children and adolescents, we can identify 
some general principles of vocabulary instruction that seem likely to be 
applicable to adult literacy learners as well. These include emphasis on 
direct instruction, differentiation of word meanings, promotion of word 
consciousness, and engagement in wide reading.

Direct Instruction in Word Meanings

After reviewing the research on vocabulary learning, the National Reading 
Panel concluded that direct instruction was highly effective for vocabulary 
learning. Indeed, many experts now recommend vocabulary instruction 
that is intensive—that is, new word meanings are introduced, learners 
are provided with multiple opportunities to actively process and extend 
those meanings, and precise and sophisticated use of the word meanings is 
encouraged (Beck et al., 2002; Curtis & Longo, 2001; Stahl & Fairbanks, 
1986). Such an approach would seem to be particularly important for adult 
learners, who have missed out on so many opportunities throughout the 
years to acquire vocabulary knowledge (Greenberg et al., 1997).

In a recent discussion of the challenges associated with direct vocabu-
lary instruction, a panel of experts concluded that, “Effective vocabulary 
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instruction presupposes choosing the right words to teach” (RAND Read-
ing Study Group, 2002, p. 36). Beck and her colleagues have described a 
scheme—called word tiers—that helps in thinking about which words 
should be part of general vocabulary instruction (Beck et al., 2002). In tier 
one are basic words like store and girl and truck. Tier two consists of more 
abstract words that are common in a variety of school subjects, like com-
plex and consequence. In tier three are words that are of low frequency and 
are associated with specifi c domains, like trajectory and photosynthesis. 
(See also Laufer & Nation, 1999, who distinguish among high-frequency 
words, high-utility academic vocabulary, and domain-specifi c technical 
vocabulary.)

Because words in the fi rst tier occur so frequently in spoken language, 
not much instructional time usually needs to be spent on teaching their 
meanings, especially to native-language speakers. English-language learn-
ers—particularly those in the initial stages of language development—
may need more assistance, depending on native-language skills and cul-
tural considerations (Ernst-Slavit, Moore, & Maloney, 2002).

Words in tiers two and three are ones associated with academic lan-
guage. Because of their connection with specifi c domains of knowledge, 
tier-three words are often best taught within the particular content area 
in which they occur. Due to the high utility of tier-two words, however, 
direct and systematic vocabulary instruction that incorporates them can 
have a powerful infl uence on students’ vocabulary development, and as 
a result, comprehension. This seems so especially for English-language 
learners, where deep and extensive experiences with vocabulary words 
seem to produce the best results (Gersten & Jiménez, 1994).

When making choices about which word meanings to teach, teachers 
most often select vocabulary words from the texts that students are read-
ing. Work with adolescents with reading diffi culties suggests that a much 
broader approach can be effective (Curtis & Longo, 2001). Meanings to 
be taught can be expanded beyond those that appear in the learners’ read-
ing materials. All that is required is that the instructed word meanings be 
related to what students are reading, and that learners receive guidance in 
their application of those meanings. (For example, even though the word 
decision does not appear in the current paragraph, the meaning of deci-
sion does apply, providing an opportunity to teach its meaning.) Similarly, 
research shows that grouping words thematically is not necessary if vocab-
ulary instruction is varied and rich (see Stahl, 1999 for a summary of this 
work). In fact, learners can often be hindered in building their own connec-
tions among meanings when those connections are built for them a priori.
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Word lists have a long tradition as tools to help teachers make deci-
sions about which words to teach. For instance, in the introduction to their 
Teacher’s Word Book, Thorndike and Lorge (1944) wrote:

A teacher should decide, concerning many words which occur in books or 
articles to be read by the class, whether to have the class learn the word well 
enough so that the ability to know the sound and the important meaning 
or meanings of the word when they see it will be a permanent part of their 
stock of word knowledge, or merely inform them of its meaning temporar-
ily so that they can understand and enjoy the reading matter in which it 
occurs. (p. x)

More recent lists suitable for use with adult literacy learners include the 
most frequently used high-utility words (Corson, 1997; Coxhead, 2000), 
as well as words important for survival and success (Davis & McDaniel, 
1998).

Differentiating Word Meanings

Highlighting distinctions among word meanings can enhance the suc-
cess of vocabulary instruction. This sort of semantic analysis—whether 
it involves comparison, classifi cation, analogical reasoning, or fi gura-
tive language—has been found to be among the most powerful strate-
gies teachers have for enhancing student reading achievement (Marzano, 
Pickering, & Pollock, 2001). For instance, to build rich and interconnected 
networks of word meanings, open-ended analogies—analogies with more 
than one correct answer (e.g., confi ne : fences :: constrict: ?)—seem to 
work particularly well. With more than one correct answer, learners can be 
encouraged to make their reasoning explicit, providing opportunities for 
discussion of additional relationships among meanings to be discovered 
and evaluated (Curtis & Longo, 2001).

Techniques that involve graphic representations of the relationships 
among word meanings are also effective tools for promoting discussion of 
similarities and differences. For example, semantic mapping involves mak-
ing a visual representation of the relationships that exist among vocabulary 
words and concepts, along with the categories in which they fi t. (The sche-
matic of stretch and related words shown earlier is an example of a seman-
tic map.) Semantic feature analysis involves building a matrix that identi-
fi es both the common and unique characteristics (or features) of words that 
belong to a particular category (Johnson & Pearson, 1984). For example, 
a semantic feature analysis for the concept game is shown in Fig. 3.2. Via 
semantic feature analysis, students learn which characteristics are defi n-
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ing attributes (i.e., common to all examples of a concept—like rules) and 
which ones are specifi c to particular examples (like ball).

Semantic mapping and semantic feature analysis have both been shown 
to be more effective techniques for secondary-school students who are 
learning content-area concepts than simply providing the students with the 
defi nitions of the concepts (Bos & Anders, 1992). A drawback of both 
techniques is that their effectiveness depends on the teacher being present 
and the material being suited to being introduced in a certain way. In other 
words, they are strategies for teaching, not activities that can be student 
initiated and student directed (Weinstein & Mayer, 1986).

Analogical reasoning and graphic representation have both been com-
bined in a technique known as concept anchoring, an instructional tool 
designed to improve secondary school students’ comprehension of com-
plex concepts (Bulgren et al., 2000). Concept anchoring connects new 
information to what is already known via a visual display that relates key 
characteristics of the new concept to similar characteristics of a familiar 
one. For instance, the workings of a camera (a familiar object) would be 
used to teach about the functioning of the human eye (a new concept). 
When compared to what they learned from a more traditional, lecture-
style presentation of information, Bulgren and his colleagues found that 
high school students at all ability levels (including students with learning 
disabilities) had improved understanding of new concepts when a con-
cept-anchoring approach was used.

Word sorts are another technique that has been suggested as effective 
for adult learners in promoting discussion of classifi cation of words and 
their defi ning characteristics (Olle, 1994). In a word sort, students are 
presented with a set of words (e.g., food-related terms) written on cards 
and they are asked to sort the words into columns. Teachers can provide 
 learners with the categories to use, or ask them to establish their own cat-
egories (see also Blachowicz & Fisher, 2002). Regardless of the approach 

FIG. 3.2. Semantic feature analysis of the concept “game.”
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used, students should be asked to explain why they sorted the words in the 
ways that they did.

Promoting Word Consciousness

Increasingly, vocabulary experts have been pointing to the importance of 
nurturing students’ awareness of and interest in words and their meanings 
(Anderson & Nagy, 1996). Graves and Watts-Taffe (2002) describe fi ve 
approaches to fostering consciousness about words in learners. The fi rst 
involves modeling enthusiasm for and skill in using words adeptly. The 
second has to do with providing opportunities to experience pleasure from 
manipulating the looks, sounds, and meanings of words. The third entails 
involving learners in instructional activities where “rich, precise, interest-
ing, and inventive use of words is valued” (p. 150). The fourth consists of 
encouraging students to engage in research projects that investigate words 
and their meanings. The fi fth involves providing instruction that enhances 
students’ understanding of the complexity of word knowledge and vocab-
ulary learning.

As noted by the RAND Reading Study Group (2002), research has yet to 
demonstrate the specifi c role that word consciousness plays in vocabulary 
learning and any subsequent improvement in comprehension. Practitio-
ners, however, have identifi ed techniques that lead to positive results when 
they are part of a program of vocabulary instruction. For example, encour-
aging struggling adolescent readers to report “sightings” of vocabulary 
words (Beck et al., 2002) in newspapers and magazines and on television, 
and to use their vocabulary words in both speaking and writing  motivates 
them to generalize vocabulary learning and see it as something that is 
not purely academic (Curtis & Longo, 1999). Vocabulary self-selection, 
where students and the teacher are all responsible for nominating poten-
tial vocabulary words for further study, has also been shown to increase 
engagement (Haggard, 1982; Ruddell & Shearer, 2002). Awareness of 
relationships among cognates—words similar in form and meaning in dif-
ferent languages, like rhyme and rima, and excellent and excelente—is 
a specifi c type of word consciousness that has signifi cance for English-
 language learners (RAND, 2002).

Engaging in Wide Reading

The importance of the role of wide and varied reading in the develop-
ment of vocabulary knowledge has long been recognized and is well docu-
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mented (e.g., see Anderson, Wilson, & Fielding, 1988; Cunningham & 
Stanovich, 1991). Signifi cantly, however, engaging in reading alone is not 
always suffi cient to improve word knowledge, especially with regard to 
vocabulary learning in students with reading diffi culties (Jenkins, Stein, & 
Wysocki, 1984). Growth in vocabulary for these students seems to require 
that reading be followed by other activities that extend their understand-
ing, such as discussion of what has been read (Stahl & Clark, 1987). In 
particular, the greatest gains seem to occur when learners have opportuni-
ties to engage in activities that promote their understanding and elabora-
tion of contextual use of meanings (Anderson & Nagy, 1996).

Learners also seem to retain meanings of new vocabulary best when 
they are encouraged to generate their own elaborations of context (Curtis 
& Longo, 2001). For example, when introducing word meanings, learn-
ers should be directed toward coming up with contexts already familiar to 
them in which the new words can be applied. Once meanings have been 
introduced, students should be provided with multiple opportunities (via 
discussion and writing activities) to apply the new word meanings. In this 
way, vocabulary instruction is always occurring in context, but the empha-
sis is on helping the learner make inferences about contexts in which word 
meanings fi t (rather than asking them to make inferences about word 
meanings from context they have been given).

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR 
RESEARCH, POLICY, AND PRACTICE

As noted at the outset, few studies exist in the area of vocabulary acqui-
sition and instruction in adult basic education. Consequently, fi rst steps 
toward improving policy and practice will require development of an 
agenda for research. Many avenues are possible, but the ones with most 
promise may be those that build on what has already been learned from 
existing K–12 research.

For instance, researchers have suggested a number of hypotheses to ac-
count for the relationship between vocabulary and comprehension in chil-
dren. Research to establish (a) the relative importance of each of these hy-
potheses in understanding the link between vocabulary and comprehension 
among adult learners, and (b) whether some of these hypotheses have more 
relevance than others at certain points in adult reading development could 
provide useful information for informing policy and practice. Addi tional 
research would study which word meanings and vocabulary skills produce 
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the greatest impact for ABE literacy learners. Research could also deter-
mine if different words or skills are more appropriate for some learners than 
for others or at some points in reading development more than others.

Better understanding about the cumulative effects that reading diffi cul-
ties can have on adults’ vocabulary knowledge and word learning would 
be benefi cial as well. Among children with reading problems, for example, 
struggles with word identifi cation result in an inability to develop fl uency 
in word recognition. Lack of fl uent word recognition then causes these 
students to avoid reading, which in turn leads them to miss out on oppor-
tunities to develop vocabulary knowledge. Generally referred to now as 
the “Matthew Effect” (Stanovich, 1986)—good readers continue to get 
more and more skilled, poor readers continue to fall farther and farther 
behind—interactions like these appear to be fertile areas for further explo-
ration among adult learners.

Investigation concerning the impact that social class and language dif-
ferences have on the interaction between vocabulary and comprehension 
in adult learners may also yield important results. Among economically 
disadvantaged children, for example, growth in knowledge of word mean-
ings begins to decelerate at about the fourth-grade level, followed by word 
recognition and spelling, and fi nally, by the ability to comprehend text 
(Chall, Jacobs, & Baldwin, 1990). Chall and others (Becker, 1977, and 
Biemiller, 1999) have concluded that these children need more intensive 
interventions focusing on vocabulary if they are to have any chance at 
keeping up with their more advantaged peers. The same trends may hold 
for adult literacy learners. If this is the case, the instructional implications 
may be the same or different. Similarly, vocabulary seems to play a greater 
role in the comprehension skills of children who are profi cient bilingual 
readers than it does for profi cient monolingual readers (Jiménez, Garcia, 
& Pearson, 1995). The same may be true for the development of reading 
skills of ABE learners.

Better tools for identifying which ABE literacy learners might benefi t 
from a vocabulary intervention, as well as for assessing how much growth 
results, would also advance the fi eld. At present, success on most stan-
dardized vocabulary tests requires only minimal knowledge about word 
meanings (Curtis, 1987). As a consequence, if the purpose is to obtain a 
rough estimate of the range and level of a learner’s vocabulary knowledge, 
then tests of this sort can be helpful. However, if the purpose is to under-
stand how well learners know the meanings of words that are familiar to 
them, and how profi cient they are in using their vocabulary knowledge 
when comprehending, other measures will need to be developed.
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Finally, as recognized by the National Reading Panel (2000), the role 
that technology can play in improving vocabulary learning and instruction 
for all learners is in its infancy, but would seem to hold particular promise 
for the needs of adult literacy learners. The capability for building adults’ 
background knowledge via multimedia “texts” and for improving vocabu-
lary knowledge via digital texts already exists. In addition, however, com-
puters would seem to be the optimal way to customize the vocabulary 
knowledge and skills that adult learners need. Technology would afford 
ways to provide the multiple opportunities needed to experience new word 
meanings in a variety of contexts, and to ensure that vocabulary knowl-
edge and skills are introduced and learned in active and generative ways.

Concerning policy, at least two important implications can be drawn 
from the literature on vocabulary learning in adult literacy learners. The 
fi rst has to do with the ways in which the success of adult literacy pro-
grams is measured. Based on the descriptions of programs contained in 
the literature, instructional impact frequently is assessed using tools that 
estimate gains in “total reading”—a composite of vocabulary and com-
prehension. Identifying and disseminating best practices in vocabulary, 
however, will necessitate use of assessments that more directly measure 
relevant kinds of word-meaning knowledge and skills in ways that will be 
useful to teachers.

The second implication for policy has to do with professional develop-
ment. As research identifi es the processes and practices that teachers can 
use to promote vocabulary learning, technical assistance will be required 
so that program personnel can become familiar with the research and its 
implications for vocabulary instruction.

Finally, with regard to the vocabulary practice, no defi nite conclusions 
can be drawn, due to the paucity of research on what works with adult 
literacy learners. From my clinical work, though, I would venture to pre-
dict the following. Too many adults with a history of reading diffi culties 
are getting caught in the following predicament: Their lack of vocabulary 
knowledge is causing them comprehension problems, and their compre-
hension problems are preventing them from overcoming their vocabulary 
defi cits. For many of these learners, a multistage approach to vocabulary 
instruction may be required. For example, to teach students the meaning of 
the word “persistent,” teachers could take the following approach:

1. Stage One: Teachers use direct instruction to introduce word mean-
ings, and then solicit examples from learners of familiar contexts in 
which those meanings could apply (e.g., Can you think of a time when 



64 CURTIS

you were persistent? Do some occupations require more persistence than 
others?).

2. Stage Two: Teachers guide learners through further understanding 
and application of the new word meanings with oral and written activi-
ties that extend the meanings (e.g., Can persistence ever be extinguished? 
Could persistence ever be a barrier to success?).

2. Stage Three: Teachers provide learners with independent opportuni-
ties to use their new understanding (e.g., When reading the following arti-
cle about the Wright Brothers, think about the role that persistence played 
in their accomplishments.).

It is this sort of intensive vocabulary instruction identifi ed as effective 
with younger readers—instruction that helps them focus on creation of 
meaningful contexts that make connections to what they already know—
that may be the only way to help adult learners to turn their situation 
around.
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