Vocabulary and context

by J. Giasson (1) 

It is often the case, especially with students at risk, that one has the tendency to explain many of the new vocabulary words before reading starts.  However, this way of proceeding, even if occasionally effective, tends to leave the students in a passive state, and it doesn't incite them to actively search for the meaning of the words in  the texts.
We suggest to teachers a strategy for the learning of vocabulary in which the students are active and engaged in the process of reflection:

· Choose, within the text, 6 to 10 words that the students probably do not know, or choose words which have multiple meanings.
· Write the words on the board, leaving enough space between lines to write their definitions
· Ask the students to define the words;  if they don't know them, ask them to make an educated guess.  (an hypothesis!)
· After the reading of the text, ask students to compare their initial definitions with those that they surmised from reading the text.
· Discuss with the students the various "hints" used to find the meaning of the words.
So as not to interfere with the understanding, it is recommended that teachers use this strategy sparingly, and when use to re-read the text again after the vocabulary activity.
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