
Building Vocabulary Teaching Aid
As you build children’s vocabulary, you help them understand concepts and ideas, hear the
sounds of language, become comfortable with complex sentences, and understand what 
they hear and read.

The Three Tiers of Vocabulary

We divide vocabulary into three different tiers based on the complexity of the words and 
how often they are used.

Tier 1 words
are common and easy to understand, and children learn a lot of these words as 

infants and toddlers before coming to preschool and Pre-K. Some examples are table, 
mad, and with.

Tier 2 words
are sophisticated words that can be used in many
contexts and situations. Pushing-in Tier 2 words 

should be a daily goal. Some examples include endure, 
original, contain, annoyed, and particular.

Tier 3 words 
have specific meanings 
and are used only when 

talking about certain subjects 
or occupations. Some examples 

are geologist, reptile, and pollution.
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Vocabulary knowledge has two important dimensions: breadth and depth.

Breadth of vocabulary is the number of words students know. Breadth ensures students have enough 
words to understand a wide range of texts.

Depth of vocabulary is how well a student knows a word. Depth includes knowing multiple meanings,
connotations, and how a word functions across contexts.

Breadth and depth work together to support comprehension and expression.

Incidental Exposure involves learning new words through listening and engaging in conversations,
listening to, or reading books. We learn most words from incidental exposure.

Direct Instruction involves a teacher explicitly guiding students through new content in a structured,
step-by-step manner.

Ways to Build Vocabulary

A language-rich environment supports children’s vocabulary development. Here are five ways to create an 
environment that builds vocabulary.

•	 Use Words Frequently:
 Did you know that children need to hear a word about 12 - 20 times before they can start using   
 it independently? Children can’t use sophisticated Tier 2 words if you don’t use those words yourself  
 throughout the day.

•	 Define Words:
 Give child-friendly definitions for Tier 2 words. Try to define words without breaking the flow of
 normal conversation.

	à Use the build-up and break-down strategy- use the new word in a simple sentence, then say
another sentence that explains the meaning.		

•	 Create Interesting Contexts:
 Plan read-alouds, centers, and small-group activities that provide children with opportunities to use  
 the sophisticated Tier 2 words you have chosen to teach. If children have engaging experiences   
 while learning new vocabulary, they will remember and use those words again. By creating
 interesting contexts, you give children a strong connection between words and their meanings.

•	 Restate:
	 Restate a child’s response using more complex syntax and vocabulary.



•	 Use Safety nets:
	 Safety nets are vocabulary scaffolds that support children’s use of vocabulary words in their

expressive language. Safety nets are particularly helpful for children learning English and those who  
have difficulty with word retrieval.

	
	

	à Either/Or: Provide a choice. One word is the target Tier 2 vocabulary word, and one is a word   
that means the opposite.	

	à Phonemic Cue: This scaffolding technique involves the teacher providing the first phoneme or  
the first few phonemes of the target vocabulary word.	

	à Ask for a Synonym: Ask students to give a synonym for a word they used. If the word has been  
taught, use a gesture associated with the word as an additional scaffold.	

•	 Read Aloud:
	 Reading aloud exposes children to words and language structures they may not hear in everyday   

conversation. Language in books is often richer, more varied, and has more complex vocabulary.	
	à Model vocabulary use during think alouds
	à Craft questions that require children to use vocabulary as part of the answer
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