
Strengthening Literacy and Student 
Community: Intentional Approaches to 
Support Vocabulary and Academic Language

This session is for any educator that engages with students in a semi-structured environment.  We will 
focus on three major areas: academic language, vocabulary, and routines.  The use of academic language 
by both teachers and students exposes students to discipline-specific terminology and promotes student 
speaking opportunities and confidence.  Combining academic language with explicit vocabulary 
instruction supports students in furthering their ability understand discipline specific texts, practices, and 
communication.  As we close our session, we will look at the impact of using routines to maximize time 
and student ability to focus.  

Handouts – Academic Talk: A Key to Literacy (Lesaux)
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Today’s Goal…

Understanding how your direct use of 
• academic language
• vocabulary and background knowledge
• routines 
build student community and literacy achievement 



Why: Using similar 
academic language 

and routine can help 
students feel part of 

a community
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This presentation applies 
to anyone working with 
students in a somewhat 
structured environment!



Literacy is in ALL Areas!  
How do you read, write, and 
talk professionally in your 
content area?



Student knowledge about 
how to read, write, and 
speak in different content 
areas creates community
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How do academic 
language and vocabulary 
build student community 
and literacy?



Vocabulary is in everything!

Geneticists, organisms, phenotype, genotype…   



“Text” Comes in Many Forms

a1x1 + a2x2 +…+ anxn = b



Dispositions

Presumed 
Competence for 

ourselves as 
Teachers

Presumed 
Competence in our 

Students

Reading, writing, & 
speaking in the 
discipline builds 

Content knowledge

How do we help 
students to 
cope, and even 
improve, while 
grappling with
curriculum?

John Hattie

https://www.voyagersopris.com/podcasts/2023/a-conversation-with-john-hattie


Dispositions

To address the needs of all learners and improve literacy 
achievement, Ohio educators will be supported in:

 

• Believing all students can learn to read at or above grade 
level and grow in their skills 

• Implementing scientifically based instructional and assessment 
practices that meet the diverse needs of learners 

• Providing integrated supports and evidence-based 
interventions for students with disabilities 

• Prioritizing learner needs based on data-based decision 
making



Academic 
Language

Teacher 
Talk

Student 
Talk

How do we help 
students to 
cope, and even 
improve, while 
grappling with
curriculum?



• Ohio’s All Students Can Read Series

Academic Language: Teacher Talk & Student Talk
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What is Academic or Professional Talk?

- connected to the specialized and 
sophisticated language of a discipline

- different from basic or conversational 
vocabulary and is essential for 

professional or academic success

Ohio’s Literacy Improvement Pathway 



What is 
Academic 
Talk?

The number of 
complex words 
(academic 
language) used 
by educators with 
students
- Nonie Leseaux – “A Matter of Talk”

An “unattended to, 

uncultivated, lever 

for change” in 

literacy 

achievement.
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• Some Children come to school with too 

little language to support comprehension

• Washing our students in words gives 

them language, background knowledge, 

and more access to meaning

Wash them in Waves of Words 

Ohio’s Literacy Improvement Pathway 



Impact of “Teacher Talk” 
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“In fact, we found that if the 
typical teacher using those 60 
complex words in a 20 minute 
span consistently increased 
those by what we might call 
one standard deviation — or 
used 20 more words during that 
time — we would see almost a 
year’s worth of growth, extra 
growth, in reading in that 
classroom across the year.” 
(Leseaux, 2014)

“Typical”

“Maximum”

“minimum”
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Brainstorm… what words can 
you intentionally use to 
increase your “Academic Talk” 
while interacting with 
students?

What you 

currently 

say…

Academic 

Language 

connection

“Use the little 
feller to tighten 

this piece”

“Line up at the 

door”

Use the 5/32 allen 

key to tighten the 

hex screw 

Assemble 

yourselves in a 

linear fashion

Queue at the door



How do we help 
students feel 
part of a 
community and 
find academic 
success? 

C O N F E R E N C E  P R E S E N T A T I O N 2 1

Teach them the vocabulary and 

language to access that discipline



Academic 
Language

Teacher 
Talk

Student 
Talk

What do we 
do about helping 
students to 
cope, and even 
improve, while 
grappling with
curriculum?



• Ohio’s All Students Can Read Series

Teach Vocabulary



Explicit Vocabulary Routine​ - for any 

discipline!

Step 1: Introduce the word’s pronunciation 
and orthographic features.​

Step 2: Introduce the word’s meaning (student friendly).

Step 3: Illustrate the word with examples (and non-

examples)​

Step 4: Check students’ understanding.

Archer & Hughes Explicit Instruction: Effective and Efficient Teaching 



Blueprint for Vocabulary

Receptive
Received 
(listening/ reading)

Expressive
Convey 
(speaking/writing)

Reading 
Vocabulary

Writing 
Vocabulary

Speaking
Vocabulary

Listening
Vocabulary

Taken from The Comprehension 
Blueprint, Nancy Hennessey

Who is doing the speaking during 
vocabulary instruction?



Archer & Hughes Explicit Instruction: Effective and 
Efficient Teaching 
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• Words that are unknown

• Words that are critical to 

understanding

• Words that students are 

likely to encounter in the 

future and are generally 

useful (Stahl, 1986)

• Difficult words that need 

interpretation

Which words? Relieved
Relief from worry or anxiety.

(relaxed, comforted)

I was relieved to hear that the due date was 

extended!

When something that is difficult is over, you 

feel ____.  

Which face is my relieved face?

When Maria was told the soccer game was 

canceled, she said, “I’m so relieved.”  Why 

might she feel relieved?

Think of a time when you felt relieved because 

something difficult was over.  

Tell a partner:  One time I was relieved was___



Sample Vocab from REWARDS 
Plus Social Studies



Sample Vocab from REWARDS 
Plus Social Studies





The “Vocabulary Gap”

In one of the most ____ places in the world the 

___, a people have ____ over a ____ years. They 

are the ____. For the ___, the ___ is a place ___ 

with life.  Depending on how far north they live, 

the ___ find everything from ___ ___ and ___ to 

____.  (3 rd grade passage on a state assessment)

Vocabulary....

IS content

Builds Background

Unlocks Reading 
Comprehension







Why “world” 
knowledge is so 
important

“Knowledge erased the 
comprehension gap. Thus, 
knowledge building may be key to 
assisting adolescents in 
understanding rigorous texts.”

“Building Background Knowledge Through Reading: 
Rethinking Text Sets” Sarah M. Lupo, John Z. Strong, 
William Lewis, Sharon Walpole and Michael C. McKenna



.



Would it been 
helpful to do 
some prior 
vocabulary 
work with …

leg before

• Leg-before wicket (lbw) is one of the ways 
in which a batsman can be dismissed in 
the sport of cricket. Following an appeal 
by the fielding side, the umpire may rule a 
batter out lbw if the ball would have 
struck the wicket, but was instead 
intercepted by any part of the batter's 
body (except the hand holding the bat).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VwII4y5vpyU
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❑ Provide daily opportunities for 

academic talk.

❑ Go beyond comprehension 

questions.

❑ Facilitate rich discussion.

❑ Connect academic talk to 

academic writing.

❑ Spend more time on planned 

vocabulary teaching.

❑ Focus carefully on the words we 

choose to teach.

❑ Teach word-learning strategies.

Quality of 
Instruction and 
Our Words

Resource to share: Academic Talk: A Key to Literacy by Nonie Lesaux



How do we help 
students feel 
part of a 
community and 
find academic 
success? 

C O N F E R E N C E  P R E S E N T A T I O N 3 7

Use consistent instructional 

routines.



Instructional routines are a little 

bit like a standard play in sports. 

If everyone knows the play, then 

the game runs more smoothly.

Consistent Instructional Routines

Instructional Routines 

become “background 

knowledge” and free up 

precious cognitive 

space for more rigorous 

types of thinking



Using Routines

While instructional routines 
benefit us as teachers, they are also 
very helpful to students... students' 
cognitive energy must be divided 
between the task and the content.  

However, if an instructional 
routine is used, students can 
place their attention solely on 
the content, which is exactly 
where we want them to focus  (from 

Explicit Instruction , p. 195).



Using Routines

Frees up students’ mental 
“bandwidth”

Bandwidth is to our cognitive capacity 
and our ability to pay attention, make 
good decisions, stick with our plans and 
resist temptations. 

It correlates with intelligence and SAT 
performance, impulse control and 
success on diets. (from Scarcity by Sendhil 
Mullainathan & Eldar Shafir)

Creates psychological safety



Note the routines we 
discussed to support 
student vocabulary and 
access

•

• explicit vocabulary routine

• expectation of academic 
language usage in 
conversation by both them 
and you



Student knowledge about 
how to read, write, and 
speak in different content 
areas creates community



Why: Using similar 
academic language 

and routine can help 
students feel part of 

a community

4 3
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