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RESOURCE 

Robust Vocabulary Instruction: A Sample Menu of Instructional Activities 
and Assessments 

FOR YOUNGER STUDENTS 

1. Example/Non-Example 
Ask students to indicate which statements, descriptions or comments are instances of the 
given vocabulary word. This works well as an early activity. 

• “If I say something that sounds incredible, say the word.” 
• “If I say something that is an example of something that is incredible, wave your 

hands.” 
• Offer two alternatives. “Which would be incredible?”  
• Ask students to choose between two different situations that are described. “Would 

it be incredible if you won a million dollars in the lottery or if you found a dime on 
the sidewalk?” 

2. Word Associations 
Word associations give students something to respond to by relating what is presented with 
one of the target words. 

• Target Words: Impatient and furious 
Which of the following comments goes with the target word?   
“I am tired of waiting for my friend. I think I will leave.” 
“My brother broke my new IPod!” 

• Ask students to come up with an association. It can be a person, movie, or a 
common experience. 

Word Associations Reasons/Explanations 

clever Magician tricks Magicians wouldn’t be fun to watch 
if their tricks were easy to figure out. 

courage John Glenn when 
orbiting the Earth 
for the first time 

He may have had an accident in 
outer space and may not have been 
able to return home. 

• Idea substitution:  Students hear a sentence that has to do with one of their words.  
They indicate which word and revise the sentence to include the new word. 
Target Word:  Restrictions 

“Children had to follow many rules in order to be able to swim in the 
community pool.” 
“There were many restrictions for children at the community pool.” 
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3. Generating Situations, Contexts, and Examples 
Students are asked to generate context or situations for statements or questions about 
their words. 

Develop a situation for a specific context 
• What would make a coach say this to his team?  

What a clever team you are! 
What a determined team you are! 
What a lethargic team you are! 

Develop situations across contexts 
• What might a timid cat do when a stranger enters the house? 
• What might a person do if they encounter a mysterious stranger on the street? 

Develop comments that people might make that are associated with target words 
• What might a person say about a greedy person? 
• What might a person say to another to show sympathy? 

Small group Activity:  Different groups develop descriptions of 
• Three things that a clever dog might do 
• Three things a greedy person might do 
• Three things that are gruesome 
• Three things that display prejudice 

Small group Activity: Create scenarios and have students act out the scene. The rest of the 
class has to determine which words are being reflected by the students’ actions. 

4. Word Relationships 
Students think about and respond to how two words might be related. 
Describe how two vocabulary words might be related or connected: 

• Impatient/demand - An impatient person might demand getting his ticket without 
waiting in line.  

• Exhausted/diligent - A diligent person who runs a company may become exhausted. 

Provide more structure by phrasing a question around two words 
• How might something that is disguised be clever? 
• How might someone who has standards be controversial? 
• How might something that is repulsive be gruesome? 

5. Writing 
A goal of vocabulary instruction is to get students to use the words they are learning 
verbally, as well as in writing. Students could work individually, in pairs, or in small groups 
to answer questions in writing. Students could also work together to create stems for 
others to answer. 
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Provide students with sentence stems and have them complete the thought.  
Target words: clever, cunning 
• The wolf was cunning because… 
• The chicken was clever because… 

Extended writing opportunities: 
• Think of a time when you were clever or cunning. Write about what made you feel 

that way. 
• Think of something that you could describe as repulsive or gruesome. Write a 

paragraph to tell about it. 

Assess Students’ Understanding 
Provide students with formats that show a deeper understanding than simply restating the 
meaning of the word. A few of the formats listed above can also be used to assess students’ 
understanding of the words. 

Select the word that best completes each sentence and then explain how it’s used in that 
sentence: 

mysterious  lethargic  clever  repulsive  

1. The _________________ stranger appeared slowly from behind the shadows and 
startled all of us. 

2. The principal came up with a _______________ plan that convinced all students to 
participate in the cleanup effort.  

3. I feel so ________________ in the hot summer months that all I want to do is stay in the 
house and nap. 

Respond to each question below: 
1. Why might a clever person be called to deal with a repulsive smell? 
2. When might you choose to behave in a mysterious manner? 
3. What do you do when you’re feeling lethargic? 

Read the following paragraph and choose two vocabulary words that could represent the 
context. Explain how they reflect what’s happening in the paragraph. 

There was a sudden knock on our door, and my mother jumped to answer it. She stopped 
suddenly, however, when she saw a stranger running down our walkway away from our house. 
She looked through the peephole and saw the stranger had left a package. We looked closer 
and saw the most disgusting picture on the outside of the package. My mom always has good 
ideas, so she immediately called the police and told them to get to our house ASAP! 
(mysterious, repulsive) 
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Assessing Non-Readers 
The formats listed above can be used orally when assessing student individually. The following 
can be used when assessing students in groups. 

Present information orally and have students answer them on a response sheet marking 
YES/NO or Happy/Sad faces. 

Does reluctant mean excited about doing something? 
Does enormous mean really tiny? 
If you were really, really hungry, would a morsel of food fill you up? 
If you are exhausted, would it be a good idea to take a nap? 

Have students draw a picture that represents the meaning of a word. In most cases, it is 
clear if students understood the meaning. If it isn’t clear, ask individual students to 
provide an explanation. For beginning writers, have students draw a picture and write a 
sentence explaining how the picture represents the word. 

Draw a picture that shows the word drenched. 
Draw a picture that shows someone who looks furious. 

Have students find pictures in magazines that represent the meaning of a word and write 
a sentence explaining how the picture represents the word. 

OLDER STUDENTS 

1. Facets of Word Meaning 
Begin with the context of the story as a basis for discussing the words. Provide students 
with discussion starters. 

• Many students believe it is inevitable that cliques eventually will form in every 
school. How do you think the characters in “Freak the Geek” would respond to that 
statement? 

• How are the events in “Freak the Geek” a reflection of the humiliation suffered by 
many middle and high school students?  

• Is it inevitable that all students will face some form of humiliation in high school? 

2. Relationships Among Words 
Encourage students to consider how meanings interact. 

• How can you be livid without being agitated? 
• Would a frugal person ever host a lavish banquet?  
• How might someone who was humiliated still maintain integrity? 

3. Students’ Use of Words 
Divide students into groups and have them create sentences using the vocabulary words. 
Have them share their sentences and have other students explain how the sentence 
demonstrated the word’s meaning. 
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• Inevitable/diligent – It might be inevitable that a diligent person will succeed in life.  
• Skeptic/inclination – A skeptic might have an inclination that the party would not go well. 

4. Writing 
A goal of vocabulary instruction is to get students to use the words they are learning verbally, 
as well as in writing.  Students could work individually, in pairs, or in small groups to answer 
questions in writing. Students could also work together to create stems for others to answer. 

Provide students with sentence stems and have them complete the thought.  
Target words: advocate, versatile 
• The lawyer was an advocate because…? 
• The player was versatile because…? 

Extended writing opportunities: 
• Think of a time when you were feeling melancholy. Write about what made you feel 

that way. 
• Think of a current event that you could describe as catastrophic. Write a paragraph 

to tell about it. 
• Choose one of our words (malicious, distinguished, or empathetic) and describe how 

a character from a book you’ve read reflects that word. What about that word made 
you think of that character? 

Additional Activities 
The following activities are often used in the elementary classrooms, but depending upon your 
students, they still may work in upper grades. They also come in handy when used as quick 
checks for understanding.  

Word Associations 
Ask students to come up with an association. It can be a person, movie, or a common experience. 

Word Associations Reasons/Explanations 

Adept Professional soccer 
player 

In order to reach the level of 
professional in soccer, the player 
must be extremely skilled  

Frugal College student College is expensive, so she might be 
careful with how she spends money. 

Generating Situations, Contexts, and Examples 
Students are asked to generate contexts or situations for statements or questions about their words. 
Students’ ideas can be presented orally, in writing, or through actions (actions with words). 



 

 2021 UNIVERSITY OF PITTSBURGH 6 

 Examples based on Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2013). Bringing words to life: Robust 
vocabulary instruction. New York, NY: Guilford Press.  

Develop a situation for a specific context 
• What would make a coach say the following to his team?  

What an exuberant team you are today! 
What a lethargic team you are today! 

Develop situations across contexts 
• What might a timid cat do when a stranger enters the house? 
• What might a person do before entering a dilapidated home? 

Develop comments that people might make that are associated with target words. 
• What might a person say about a distinguished person? 
• What might a person say to another to show empathy? 

Small group Activity: Different groups develop descriptions of  
• Three things that a malicious person might say. 
• Three things that your parent could say that would cause you to be astonished. 
• Three things in your home you always need to replenish. 

Provide more structure by phrasing a question around two words. 
• How might someone who was humiliated still maintain integrity? 
• How might something that is repulsive be gruesome? 

Assessing Students’ Understanding 
Provide assessments that demonstrate that students know the word—not just the meaning of 
the word. Create assessments that move beyond typical matching, fill-in-the-blank, and 
multiple-choice items. Many of the formats described above can be used to formally assess 
students’ understanding of the words. 

Respond to each question below: 
1. Why might a versatile thinker be helpful to someone in a melancholy mood? 
2. When might you display an exuberant aggressiveness? 
3. Explain a situation that could have catastrophic results. 

Present items that ask students to distinguish between an example and a non-example 
of a word. 

Proclaim 
A woman refuses to talk to reporters  A woman tells reporters which candidate 
about the election. won the election. 

Present items that require students to apply the word’s meaning to understand the 
context of its use. 

Rhonda sent out invitations to all the family, including Uncle Charles, who was a hermit. 
What do you think Uncle Charles’s answer was to the invitation? Why? 
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Read the following paragraph, and then choose two vocabulary words that could 
represent the context. Explain how they reflect what’s happening in the paragraph. 

I can’t believe we just won the lottery, the big lottery, the biggest jackpot ever! I have 
been jumping around the house for days. Then, along comes my wife, “Debbie Downer,” 
to put her spin on things. She keeps telling me to keep things in perspective and not 
spend money, but I can’t help myself. For the first time in my life, I can buy whatever I 
want, and I plan to take advantage of the situation. Again, the negative one keeps saying, 
“Go ahead. Spend all your money, and then you’ll see how bad things can really be. We’ll 
be worse off than we are now. Winning the lottery never works out for anyone.” 
(exuberant, pessimist)  

Have students write original paragraphs that demonstrate their understanding of the 
words and provide an explanation for how that paragraph reflects those words. 

Have students write a paragraph, include the targeted vocabulary words, and provide an 
explanation for the role those words play in that particular context. 

 
 


