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In light of the impact of vocabulary instruction 
on young readers’ acquisition of word mean-
ings and reading comprehension skills (Elle-
man et al, 2009; Manyak & Manyak, 2021), it is 
imperative that teachers are prepared to teach 
vocabulary effectively. As current ELA curric-
ula are lacking in research-based approaches 
for the instruction of target words, my goal in 
this article is to help teachers learn the science 
behind and practice of quality target word in-
struction. In the next sections, I provide a brief 
summary of the components of comprehen-
sive research-based vocabulary instruction 
and present outcomes from the Vocabulary 
and Language Enhancement (VALE) research 
studies that are the basis of this paper’s prac-
tical recommendations. I then describe and il-
lustrate the VALE approach for target word in-
struction in detail.

Effective Vocabulary Instruction: Quality, 
Quantity, Strategy 
Vocabulary researchers have identifi ed key ele-
ments which have been effective in increasing 
children’s vocabulary knowledge (Graves, 2016; 
Silverman & Hartranft, 2015). In developing the 
VALE framework for vocabulary instruction 
used in his research studies, Manyak conceived 

these elements to be the quality, quantity, and
strategy dimensions of vocabulary instruction 
(Manyak & Manyak, 2021; Manyak et al., 2021).

The quality component involves intensive 
instruction of 6-12 high-value words a week 
using an effi cient, but rich word introduction 
routine and a variety of quick review activities 
loosely based on the Text Talk approach (Beck 
et al., 2013). For example, in VALE-K we creat-
ed PowerPoint lessons for kindergarten teach-
ers that guided them through the following 
10-12 minutes of instruction: (a) saying the word 
chorally several ways (e.g. fast, slow, loud); (b) 
clapping the syllables; (c) the teacher provid-
ing a student-friendly defi nition; (d) the teach-
er using the word in sentences; (e) the teacher 
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leading students in sentences describing how 
an image represented the word meaning; (f) a 
verbal quiz in which students heard a phrase 
linked to a visual and were asked if it was either 
an example or non-example of the target word; 
and (g) using the word in a sentence guided by 
a sentence frame. To support target word re-
view, I made small target word image cards to 
use in playing bingo. Students were given defi -
nitions and turned over the appropriate image 
cards until they had three in a row. 

The quantity component consists of brief, 
but intentional teaching of a collection of con-
tent-specifi c words presented through the-
matic read alouds; they receive less attention 
than the target words but are explicitly taught 
and reviewed on a poster with visuals that sup-
port students’ understanding of the words. 
This instruction, based directly on Blachowicz 
and Obrochta’s (2005) Vocabulary Visit rou-
tine, involves (a) selecting several informational 
texts that focus on a unit topic; (b) selecting a 
set of approximately 16 core vocabulary words 
related to the topic (e.g., recycle, waste, landfi ll);  
(c) discussing a poster featuring related images 
with students; (d) attaching the key words to 
the poster; (e) reading each text aloud to stu-
dents at least two times; (f) discussing the core 
vocabulary words in context; and (g) returning 
to the poster after each read-aloud to review 
the key topic words and add additional words 
that students recalled from the read aloud.

The strategy component includes instruc-
tion in morphological analysis that equips 
young students to be independent word learn-
ers. In second grade, Manyak supplied teachers 
with interactive PowerPoint lessons and inter-
active Jeopardy-style word games to assist in 
teaching and practicing compound words and 
11 of the highest-frequency prefi xes and suffi x-
es. In kindergarten, teachers taught fi ve mor-
phological analysis PowerPoint lessons, four in-
volving compound words and one focused on 
the prefi x un. The lessons were brief, involving 
approximately 10-12 minutes of instruction. Fol-
lowing these explicit lessons, we encouraged 
the teachers to call attention to and discuss 
compound and prefi xed words as they ap-
peared during the day. 

Results of VALE-DI and VALE-K Studies
Outcomes from two VALE studies, one involv-
ing six second-grade dual-immersion classes 
(VALE-DI) and one involving 13 kindergarten 
classes (VALE-K), demonstrate the highly effec-
tive nature of long-term, multifaceted vocabu-
lary instruction guided by the VALE framework. 
In each study, students made accelerated 

growth on standardized measures of general-
ized vocabulary, an uncommon outcome in vo-
cabulary research (Wright & Cervetti, 2017). 

In the last year of VALE-DI, the students 
grew from 43 to 53 in Normal Curve Equivalents 
(indicating accelerated growth in comparison 
to the norming sample) on the Gates-MacGin-
itie Vocabulary Subtest (GMVS, 2000), a stan-
dardized vocabulary test frequently used in 
research. Further, this group showed highly 
accelerated growth in general English vocabu-
lary, as measured by the GMVS, in comparison 
to the students in the project teachers’ prior 
year. Finally, although the emergent bilinguals 
scored below their native English speaking 
peers on the fall and spring administration of 
GMVS, after participating in the multifaceted 
vocabulary instruction, the gap between the 
two groups narrowed signifi cantly on the end-
of-year test (Manyak & Kappus, 2021). 

Similar growth was evident in the fi rst year 
of the VALE-K project. The group of just un-
der 200 participating students made signifi -
cant growth on the Peabody Picture Vocab-
ulary Test-4 (PPVT; Dunn & Dunn, 2007). The 
fall mean standard score (98.29) of the entire 
VALE-K sample was slightly below that of the 
norming sample, and the VALE-K spring mean 
score (107.38) was well above that of the norm-
ing sample. Analyzed inferentially, results on the 
paired samples t-test comparing the VALE-K 
students’ pretest and posttest mean standard 
scores attained statistical signifi cance and had 
a medium effect size (d � 0.66). Overall, these 
outcomes suggest clear benefi ts of long-term, 
multifaceted vocabulary instruction based on 
the VALE framework. In order to prepare teach-
ers to take the fi rst step in providing such in-
struction, the approach to quality-oriented vo-
cabulary instruction used in the VALE projects 
is described next, with a specifi c focus on the 
VALE target word introduction routine.

The Quality Component: VALE Target Word 
Introduction Routine and Review Activities
Quality-oriented vocabulary instruction in-
volves the teaching of individual word mean-
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ings with the goal of producing a deep under-
standing of these words. Research indicates 
that this type of instruction should provide 
multiple encounters with and active process-
ing of target words (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986). 
There is a limit to the number of word mean-
ings that can be taught through intensive 
quality-oriented instruction. However, if target 
words are chosen carefully, such instruction 
can equip students with an understanding of 
high frequency, lesser known terms as well as 
key words in thematic content.

In the VALE-DI study, Manyak used the 
Sakiey & Fry (1984) list of 3000 frequent words 
in texts as a source for the weekly target words. 
According to Fry (1997), the fi rst 300 words in 
the list represent approximately 67% of all the 
words students encounter in their reading. The 
teachers included 120 words that appeared be-
tween words 626 and 1325 on this frequency 
list, as these were words drawn from Increas-
ing Fluency with High Frequency Word Phras-
es for Third-Grade (Rasinski & Fry, 2007), a re-
source teachers used to practice fl uency and 
reinforce vocabulary knowledge. Half of the 
target words were these high frequency words, 
and the other half were chosen by teachers as 
high-value curriculum words; they taught 12 
of these words a week for 20 weeks. Examples 
of typical less-familiar frequent words used in 
VALE-DI include amount, control, section, and 
nation. 

Similarly, for the VALE-K study, Manyak and 
I used the Sakiey & Fry list to identify less-fa-
miliar frequent words for instruction in kinder-
garten. These words would appear with some 
frequency in children’s texts and lessons in the 
later elementary grades but would be unfamil-
iar to many K-1 students. We analyzed words 
from Sakiey and Fry’s (1984) list of 3000 most 
frequent words in texts for children in grades 
3-9, identifying 185 words we believed would 
be less familiar but teachable to kindergarten 
students and would also be of the highest utili-
ty (e.g., pattern, order, action, describe, include, 
increase). At the outset of the school year, the 
teachers reviewed the list of suggested words 
that they felt would be diffi cult to teach. 

In developing the VALE target word intro-
duction routine, Manyak wove together the 
following research-based instructional moves: 
(a) calling attention to the orthographic fea-
tures through decoding; (b) clapping sylla-
bles and repeating the word (Chambre, Ehri 
& Ness, 2020); (c) providing a student-friendly 
defi nition and examples of word use (Beck et 
al., 2013); (d) discussing an image of the target 
word (August, Artzi, Barr, & Francis, 2018; Gruhn, 

Segers, Verhoven, 2020); (e) creating questions 
that link to background knowledge and require 
students to think deeply about the meanings 
(Neugebauer et al., 2017); (f) quizzing students 
with examples and non-examples of use (Beck 
et al., 2013); and (g)  prompting and supporting 
students in using the word orally or in writing 
(Silverman & Hartranft, 2015). We provided les-
sons for the participating teachers that includ-
ed scripts such as the example in Figure 1. 

The VALE-DI teachers taught 10-12 target 
words a week for 28 weeks and posted them 
on a vocabulary word wall to support review. 
Review activities included Two-in-One, where 
students wrote one sentence with two target 
words; Connect Two, where students chose two 
words and explained how they are connected; 
and Headbands, where students wore the word 
on their head and had classmates give clues to 
help them guess the word. After two months, 

Figure 1

Target Word Lesson for the Word “Excess”

 1.  Excess. Everybody say excess. Now say it in a whisper. 
Now in a loud voice. Now slowly. Now fast! Now, let’s 
separate it (clap or chop) into syllables: ex|cess. How 
many syllables? What is the fi rst sound?

 2.  Excess means there is too much of something. When 
you use an excess of glue on your art work, it doesn’t 
dry and can stick to other things. Eating an excess of 
candy makes it hard to sit still.

 3. Examples:
  I had an excess of food for dinner and got a stomach 

ache.
  I packed an excess of books in my backpack, and now 

it is too heavy to move.
  I used an excess of black crayon on my drawing, so it is 

too dark.
 4.  Look at the picture. How does it show excess?
 5.  Either/Or (show slides with images for each example 

on Smartboard):
  I am going to say some sentences. If it is an example 

of excess, then say excess. If it is not an example of ex-
cess, be silent:

  A cup of water that is so full, water spills down the 
sides (students say excess).

  An empty nest (students say nothing).
  Five sheets of paper towels to dry your hands (stu-

dents say excess).
 6.  Turn to your partner and say the sentence:  When I 

use an excess of ___________, I ___________.
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the target words were removed from the word 
wall to allow for a new collection of target words. 
However, the previous words were stored in an 
envelope labeled Old Friends, and the teach-
er periodically pulled out several of these “old 
friends” and asked the students to give mean-
ings and use them in sentences.  Figure 2 and 
Figure 3 show two of these review activities.

The VALE-K teachers introduced 6 words a 
week in two approximately 12-minute blocks 
across two days. They used the three remaining 
days of the week for review. The review includ-
ed having students name the word shown in 
the image and then asking the students to use 
the word in a sentence. Another review was the 
game Flyswatter. Two teams, each represent-
ed by one student with a fl yswatter, stood in 
front of the white board which displayed 9-12 
word images. When the teacher called out 
the defi nition of the word, the students raced 
to tap the correct image with the fl yswatter. 
The fi rst team to earn 10 points won. Figure 4 
shows teacher-created vocabulary word walls 
that were used for the fl yswatter game and 
as visual aids. Another popular review activity 
was bingo using the application Bingo Bak-
er. Teachers entered 3 weeks of word images 
into the app which created individual bingo 
boards for students on Chromebooks in order 
to review words by linking the images to their 
defi nitions. Students excitedly identifi ed words 
with the goal of achieving bingo. 

In summary, the VALE Target Word Intro-
duction Routine provides teachers with a struc-
ture to ensure consistent, robust instruction of 
target words that can be readily implemented 
using words identifi ed in their ELA curriculum 
or chosen by referencing research-based lists. 
Moreover, consistent review activities ensure that 
students have multiple opportunities to use the 
words which will reinforce word meanings. 

Figure 2

Students Playing Headbands

Figure 3

Connect Two Form

Figure 4

VALE-K Word Wall
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Conclusion
It is my hope that district administrators, curric-
ulum designers, and teachers recognize the ef-
fectiveness of the VALE Target Word Introduc-
tion Routine, facilitate its implementation, and 
strive to dedicate at least 10-15 minutes a day 
to this quality dimension of vocabulary instruc-
tion. A teacher in VALE-DI used this routine for 
four years after the end of the project—even 
when his district adopted a new ELA curricu-
lum. He said, “The new curriculum has taken 
the place of identifying words to teach, but 
the instructional practices (the most import-
ant part in my opinion) are very much in place, 
and we are better because of it.” Thoughtful 
consideration and application of this routine 
by teachers will greatly enhance their students’ 
word learning and thus have positive effects on 
improving reading outcomes.  
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