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Criteria for Selecting Target Vocabulary 
(Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002) 

 

To assist teachers in choosing target vocabulary, researchers have proposed several criteria that focus on these 

considerations: 

1. “Importance and Utility” (p. 19) – Teachers should choose words that are useful in a variety of contexts and 

content areas. Also, teachers should specifically focus on those words that are “characteristic of mature 

language users” (p. 19). 

2. “Instructional Potential” (p. 19) – Teachers should choose words that can be used in a variety of ways. This allows 

children to fully understand the word and to obtain deeper use of the word in a variety of contexts. 

3. “Conceptual Understanding” (p. 19) – Teachers should choose words that provide children with an in-depth 

understanding of concepts. Typically, these words are connected to a concept for which children have some basic 

understanding. 

Another Way to Think About It  

o Tier 2 word 
generous, thoughtful 

o Useful in many contexts or content areas  

enormous, gigantic 

o Definable or explainable in ways or words children already understand  

 comfortable: feels good 

o Important to understanding the text  

nocturnal: sleep all day and stay up all night 

o Appears frequently in other texts  

purchase: buy 

o Interesting to children  

escalator: moving stairs 

REMEMBER: There is no precise formula for choosing target vocabulary. The teacher’s greatest guide will be the 

students and their needs. 
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