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Vocabulary Considerations with Differentiated Text for MSL Instruction

• Exploring how to identify words for targeted instruction while differentiating with various types of text. 

• Learning how to integrate essential vocabulary instruction into your multisensory structured language 
instruction.

• Determining the frequency of core and academic vocabulary within both narrative and informational text.
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“End Goal” for your Students

Controlled

Non-Controlled

Enriched/
Grade-Level

GOAL! 

Scaffolded Silent 
Reading with 
Independent 

Success  GOAL!  

Scaffolded Silent Reading 
with Independent Success  

“End Goal” for your Students

Reading & Vocabulary

 
 
 
What role does vocabulary play in reaching  
that goal and how do you address vocabulary  
appropriately in your instruction with text?
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Reading and vocabulary skills develop in a reciprocal 
fashion.
-Jitendra, Edwards, Sacks, & Jacobson, 2004

Vocabulary depends more on exposure to written text 
than oral language because it is developed largely 
through print.
-Nagy & Anderson, 1984; Stanovich, 1986

Provide word-learning strategies that are  
helpful when reading or listening to  
connected text. 

Types of Text in an MSL Lesson
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Types of Text Used in Block 3

Controlled 
Decodable Text

Non-controlled 
Readable Text

Enriched / 
Grade

controlled at 
95% or 
higher

controlled at 
80% or higher,
supported and 

scaffolded

grade/age  
level…

(or higher)

Types of Text in an MSL Lesson

• Controlled Decodable Text

• Non-controlled Decodable or “Readable” Text

• Enriched Text

Lesson Activities with Text 

Oral Reading Fluency/Repeated Reading

Listening Comprehension

Interactive Oral Reading

Scaffolded Silent Reading

Vocabulary Instruction
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Enriched Text 

Text written above a student’s independent reading level. 

Listening Comprehension

Narrative Text Informational Text
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Enriched Text

Narrative Informational

ReadWorks
ReadWorks
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Enriched Text

Narrative Informational

ReadWorks

90% 85%

Core Vocabulary
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Core Words: ‘Word Zones’

http://textproject.org/assets/library/
resources/WordZones_4000-simple-
word-families.pdf

Enriched Narrative Text: Core Vocabulary Narrative Text:  
Core Vocabulary
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Enriched Narrative Text: Core Vocabulary

Narrative Text
I PUSHED the heavy door open and walked into the library. The air in the library 
isn’t like the air anywhere else, first it’s always cooler than the air outside, it feels 
like you’re walking into a cellar on a hot July day, even if you have to walk up a 
bunch of stairs to get into it. The next thing about the air in the library is that no 
other place smells anything like it. If you close your eyes and try to pick out what it 
is that you’re sniffing you’re only going to get confused, because all the smells 
have blended together and turned themselves into a different one. As soon as I got 
into the library I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I got a whiff of the leather 
on all the old books, a smell that got real strong if you picked one of them up and 
stuck your nose real close to it when you turned the pages. Then there was the 
smell of the cloth that covered the brand-new books, the books that made a 
splitting sound when you opened them. Then I could sniff the paper, that soft, 
powdery, drowsy smell that comes off the pages in little puffs when you’re reading 
something or looking at some pictures, a kind of hypnotizing smell.

Bud, Not Buddy – Christopher Paul Curtis96% core words breath

air

leather

cloth

it

stuck

bunch

confused

the ?

The more familiar students are with the words that are in the 
90%, the better their base will be for tackling those in the 10%.
-Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 
Unique Words Require Unique Instruction, 2012
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Narrative Text: Unique Words

sniffing

blended

whiff

drowsy

hypnotizing ?
In narrative text, these unique words can be….

“sophisticated literary words which are often 
part of a semantic cluster (drowsy)”

-Unique Words Require Unique Instruction, Teaching Words 
in Stories and Informational Books  
Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 2012

Descriptive literary words often have synonyms that are more commonly known. We can look at these as 
a set of words on a continuum of intensity. 
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Unique Words

Unique Words

Descriptive literary words often have synonyms that 
are more commonly known. We can look at these 
as a set of words on a continuum of intensity. 

Unique Words Require Unique Instruction

Teaching Words in Stories and Informational Books 

Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 2012

Unique words in narrative text…

…might only appear once in text and not always specifically related to the overall content,  
making these words challenging for students.

Narrative Text: Unique Words
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Unique Words

Narrative Text
I PUSHED the heavy door open and walked into the library. The air in the library 
isn’t like the air anywhere else, first it’s always cooler than the air outside, it feels 
like you’re walking into a cellar on a hot July day, even if you have to walk up a 
bunch of stairs to get into it. The next thing about the air in the library is that no 
other place smells anything like it. If you close your eyes and try to pick out what it 
is that you’re sniffing you’re only going to get confused, because all the smells 
have blended together and turned themselves into a different one. As soon as I got 
into the library I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. I got a whiff of the leather 
on all the old books, a smell that got real strong if you picked one of them up and 
stuck your nose real close to it when you turned the pages. Then there was the 
smell of the cloth that covered the brand-new books, the books that made a 
splitting sound when you opened them. Then I could sniff the paper, that soft, 
powdery, drowsy smell that comes off the pages in little puffs when you’re reading 
something or looking at some pictures, a kind of hypnotizing smell.

Bud, Not Buddy – Christopher Paul Curtis

90% 85%

Core Vocabulary
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Enriched Informational Text: Core Vocabulary
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Enriched Informational Text: Core Vocabulary

Informational Text Climbing the Walls - ReadWorks

Move over, Spider-Man!  Now you don't have to be a comic-book superhero to 
creep up walls. Scientists have recently invented a powerful tape. Someday, 
people may be able to use it to climb walls.
To make the tape, scientists studied gecko lizards. The little lizards are great 
climbers. They can cling to smooth walls and hang from glass ceilings.
What is the secret to the gecko's power?  A gecko has millions of tiny hairs on the 
bottom of its feet. The hairs create a natural force between the gecko's feet and 
the wall.
U.S. Geological Survey- Scientists are developing a sticky tape based on the 
hairs on a gecko's foot.
Scientists modeled the new tape after the feet of geckos. The tape is covered 
with billions of tiny plastic hairs. "It's like Velcro," said one scientist.
It will be a long time before the sticky tape is ready for people to use. One 
scientist believes it may be ready in a few years. Until then, the little lizards are 
still the climbing champions!

88% core words

Informational Text: Unique Words

comic

superhero

creep

cling

gecko

lizard

geological

Velcro

champions

? Unique words in informational text…

…can be specifically related to content and 
often repeated, making them easier than 
some of the narrative unique words.

In informational text, these unique words can be….

“technical words that convey specific concepts in their own subject area (geological)”

-Unique Words Require Unique Instruction, Teaching Words in Stories and Informational Books  
Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 2012

General Academic Vocabulary
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General Academic Vocabulary

Academic words are a type of specialized 
vocabulary that appears most frequently in 
written academic text. 

Academic words are a type of specialized vocabulary  
that appears most frequently in written academic text. 
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Informational Text:  
Academic Vocabulary

Academic Word List
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Enriched Text: Academic Vocabulary

Informational Text Climbing the Walls - ReadWorks

Move over, Spider-Man!  Now you don't have to be a comic-book superhero to 
creep up walls. Scientists have recently invented a powerful tape. Someday, 
people may be able to use it to climb walls.
To make the tape, scientists studied gecko lizards. The little lizards are great 
climbers. They can cling to smooth walls and hang from glass ceilings.
What is the secret to the gecko's power?  A gecko has millions of tiny hairs on the 
bottom of its feet. The hairs create a natural force between the gecko's feet and 
the wall.
U.S. Geological Survey- Scientists are developing a sticky tape based on the 
hairs on a gecko's foot.
Scientists modeled the new tape after the feet of geckos. The tape is covered 
with billions of tiny plastic hairs. "It's like Velcro," said one scientist.
It will be a long time before the sticky tape is ready for people to use. One 
scientist believes it may be ready in a few years. Until then, the little lizards are 
still the climbing champions!
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Academic Word List

Academic Resource: Victoria University of Wellington http://www.victoria.ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/sublists/sublist01

Academic Resource: Victoria University of Wellington http://www.victoria.
ac.nz/lals/resources/academicwordlist/sublists/sublist01 

Academic Vocabulary - vocabulary students 
need to access grade level complex texts.

Coxhead (2000) defined academic words as 
a type of specialized vocabulary that appears 
most frequently in written academic text. 

Academic words are often supportive to a topic 
rather than central to a topic and often come 
from Greek or Latin roots

(e.g., transport and export) 

Academic Vocabulary for 
Middle School Students

by Jennifer Wells-Green 
Averil Coxhead

Enriched Text Student-Friendly Definitions

Often, it is the vocabulary that breaks down a 
student’s understanding of text. The discussion 
of vocabulary, idioms, phrases, and word usage 
within context must happen in a “natural” way, 
with easy, smooth interaction.

create

To create something 
means to cause it to 
happen or exist.
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Core and Academic: create, tiny, plastic, survey

Non-controlled “Readable” Text

Interactive Oral Reading

Scaffolded Silent Reading

Text that is controlled at 80% or higher. Can be read by  
student with scaffolds and supports from instructor. 

Non-Controlled Decodable or “Readable”

Narrative Text Informational Text

ReadWorks
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Non-Controlled Decodable or “Readable”

Narrative Informational

ReadWorks

It is essential that student encounter numerous texts that build facility with core vocabulary.

-Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 2014
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Non-controlled “Readable”: Narrative Unique Words
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Andrew ran all the way home. Then he remembered he had to go to 
Mrs. Burrows’ house to get the key. The secret recipe for freckle juice 
was folded carefully in the bottom of Andrew’s shoe. He was going to 
put it inside his sock, but he was afraid if his foot got sweaty, the ink 
might blur and he wouldn’t be able to read it. So, inside his shoe was 
safe enough. Even if it was windy, nothing could happen to it there. He 
made up his mind not to read it until he got home. He didn’t want to 
waste any time getting there. And he wasn’t the world’s fastest reader 
anyway, even though he’d gotten better since last fall. Still, there might 
be some hard words that would take a while to figure out. Andrew 
pressed Mrs. Burrows’ doorbell.

Freckle Juice, Judy Blume

Non-controlled “Readable”: Narrative

Narrative Text94% core words freckle

blur

doorbell

?

Determining Meaning of Words

Explain to students that it’s 
impossible to know all of the  
words they might encounter  
in text.

Teacher can….

• quickly explain

or

• elicit discussion, providing easy-to-understand clarifications 
and, as needed, explain their own thinking

Text Notations
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Text Notations

Teach students to monitor their own word 
understanding. For example, have them 
circle any unknown vocabulary word and 
put a question mark above it.

Teach students to monitor their own word 
understanding. For example, have them circle  
any unknown vocabulary word  
and put a question mark above it. ?

He was going to put it inside his sock, but he  

was afraid if his foot got sweaty, the ink  

might blur and he wouldn’t be able to read it.

Non-controlled “Readable”: Informational Unique Words

© 2019 WILSON LANGUAGE TRAINING CORPORATION. ALL RIGHTS RESERVED. 5555

Non-controlled “Readable”: Informational

Reptiles are cold-blooded animals that have backbones. They live both 
on land and in water like amphibians. Reptiles have lungs from the time 
they are born, not gills, like amphibians.

Reptiles also lay eggs. Some reptile eggs have soft shells and some 
have hard shells. They lay their eggs on land. A few snakes hold the 
eggs inside their bodies until they hatch. Very few rare reptiles do give 
birth to live young, never making real eggs.

Many different groups of animals are classified as reptiles. These 
include animals such as crocodiles, alligators, turtles, tortoises, snakes, 
and lizards.

Reptiles - ReadWorks87% core words reptiles

cold-blooded

backbones

amphibians

gills

lizards

?
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Determining Meaning of Words

Vocabulary instruction 
must be interwoven into 
word-study work.
-Boardman et al; Murray et all, 
2010; Wilson & O’Connor, 1995

Students should know that they might need to use:

• the text around the word, including any embedded definitions or synonyms.

• their mental model of the text, connecting words to imagery.

• their emerging understanding of morphology.

Controlled Decodable Text

Interactive Oral Reading

Scaffolded Silent Reading
Text that is controlled at 95%  or higher. 

Narrative Text Informational Text
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Controlled Decodable Text

Narrative Informational
A Dolphin’s Life

Dolphins live in oceans stretching all across the planet. In 
fact, there are about 40 different kinds of dolphins in the 
world. These mammals are known for their extreme 
intelligence and their lively conduct. They are thought to 
have as much knowledge as apes.

Dolphins are part of the whale family, and they live in 
families called pods or schools. These schools can range 
from 2 to 30 depending on the kind of dolphin. A family of 
dolphins may develop because of a special bond such as a 
mother and her child. They will watch over each other and 
protect one another from physical danger. 

Scientists have learned that a pod of dolphins will match up 
and hunt for food together, too. This phenomenon 
sometimes involves dolphins who arrange themselves in a 
line like a wall to trap and catch fish.

The Online Science Class

As Ralph scratches his chin and stretches his legs, he 
restlessly stares at his laptop. He has been awake since six 
a.m. to watch for the post about the new online science 
class project. Ralph intends to begin the work right away. He 
has plans to attend college in a few years, so he must do his 
best in each class he takes.

Ralph rechecks all the switches and adjusts the volume on 
his laptop. He should hear a sound when the post goes live, 
so he makes a quick run to the kitchen to grab a snack. As 
he walks back to his laptop, Ralph thinks, "How long will this 
take?" 

Ding! Finally, his instructor posts the project with an apology 
at the end for its lateness. 

closed, v-e, open, -le

Syllable Types
closed, v-e, 

open, -le
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Controlled Decodable Text

Narrative Informational
A Dolphin’s Life

Dolphins live in oceans stretching all across the planet. In 
fact, there are about 40 different kinds of dolphins in the 
world. These mammals are known for their extreme 
intelligence and their lively conduct. They are thought to 
have as much knowledge as apes.

Dolphins are part of the whale family, and they live in 
families called pods or schools. These schools can range 
from 2 to 30 depending on the kind of dolphin. A family of 
dolphins may develop because of a special bond such as a 
mother and her child. They will watch over each other and 
protect one another from physical danger. 

Scientists have learned that a pod of dolphins will match up 
and hunt for food together, too. This phenomenon 
sometimes involves dolphins who arrange themselves in a 
line like a wall to trap and catch fish.

The Online Science Class

As Ralph scratches his chin and stretches his legs, he 
restlessly stares at his laptop. He has been awake since six 
a.m. to watch for the post about the new online science 
class project. Ralph intends to begin the work right away. He 
has plans to attend college in a few years, so he must do his 
best in each class he takes.

Ralph rechecks all the switches and adjusts the volume on 
his laptop. He should hear a sound when the post goes live, 
so he makes a quick run to the kitchen to grab a snack. As 
he walks back to his laptop, Ralph thinks, "How long will this 
take?" 

Ding! Finally, his instructor posts the project with an apology 
at the end for its lateness. 

closed, v-e, open, -leControlled Decodable: Narrative Narrative Text:  
Core Vocabulary
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Controlled Decodable: Narrative

The Online Science Class

As Ralph scratches his chin and stretches his legs, he restlessly stares at 
his laptop. He has been awake since six a.m. to watch for the post about 
the new online science class project. Ralph intends to begin the work right 
away. He has plans to attend college in a few years, so he must do his best 
in each class he takes.

Ralph rechecks all the switches and adjusts the volume on his laptop. He 
should hear a sound when the post goes live, so he makes a quick run to 
the kitchen to grab a snack. As he walks back to his laptop, Ralph thinks, 
"How long will this take?"

Ding! Finally, his instructor posts the project with an apology at the end for 
its lateness. 

closed, v-e, open, -le

88% core words96% restlessly

stares

post

intends

rechecks

switches

adjusts

instructor

?
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Controlled Decodable Text Controlled Decodable: Informational
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Controlled Decodable Text

Informational Text A Dolphin’s Life

Dolphins live in oceans stretching all across the planet. In fact, there are 
about 40 different kinds of dolphins in the world. These mammals are 
known for their extreme intelligence and their lively conduct. They are 
thought to have as much knowledge as apes.

Dolphins are part of the whale family, and they live in families called 
pods or schools. These schools can range from 2 to 30 depending on 
the kind of dolphin. A family of dolphins may develop because of a 
special bond such as a mother and her child. They will watch over each 
other and protect one another from physical danger. 

Scientists have learned that a pod of dolphins will match up and hunt for 
food together, too. This phenomenon sometimes involves dolphins who 
arrange themselves in a line like a wall to trap and catch fish.
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Controlled Decodable: Informational

A Dolphin’s Life

Dolphins live in oceans stretching all across the planet. In fact, there are 
about 40 different kinds of dolphins in the world. These mammals are 
known for their extreme intelligence and their lively conduct. They are 
thought to have as much knowledge as apes.

Dolphins are part of the whale family, and they live in families called 
pods or schools. These schools can range from 2 to 30 depending on 
the kind of dolphin. A family of dolphins may develop because of a 
special bond such as a mother and her child. They will watch over each 
other and protect one another from physical danger.

Scientists have learned that a pod of dolphins will match up and hunt for 
food together, too. This phenomenon sometimes involves dolphins who 
arrange themselves in a line like a wall to trap and catch fish.

closed, v-e, open, -le

Informational Text

Informational Text: Academic Words

planet

mammals

intelligence

conduct

range

bond

physical

phenomenon

involves

?
Core AND Academic
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Controlled Decodable Text: Informational 

?
planet

mammals
intelligence

conduct
range
bond

physical
phenomenon

involves

Teaching Vocabulary During Word-Study Work

• Directly teach students the meaning of selected 
words that correspond to the taught language 
structure.

• Then repeatedly weave into subsequent lessons 
for reinforcement and distributed practice.
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Explicit and Targeted Instruction

Vocabulary 
Notebook

create

“Did you create new 
rules for the game?”  

disrupt
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Teaching Vocabulary During Word-Study Work

Multiple Meanings Word Matrix
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Teaching Vocabulary During Word-Study Work

ab
cor
dis -rupt-

er
ing
ion
ly
uredis

pro
inte

r

Pete Bowers – WordWorks

Word MatrixMultiple Meanings

Pete Bowers – WordWorks
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Teaching Vocabulary During Word-Study Work

ab
cor
dis -rupt-

er
ing
ion
ly
uredis

pro
inte

r

Pete Bowers – WordWorks

Word MatrixMultiple Meanings

Vocabulary Instruction

• Including embedded discussion with connected text

• Engaging in structured and purposeful discourse

• Requiring students to listen and speak with understanding
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Vocabulary Instruction

• Including embedded discussion with connected text

• Engaging in structured and purposeful discourse

• Requiring students to listen and speak with understanding
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Vocabulary Instruction

• Including embedded discussion with connected text

• Engaging in structured and purposeful discourse

• Requiring students to listen and speak with understanding
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Vocabulary – Quick Discussion Vocabulary – Further Study

Some words or phrases will be explained quickly.
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Vocabulary – Quick Discussion

Some words or phrases will be explained quickly.

“However, sea creatures don’t really 
appreciate humans lurking around them.”

Others will require more discussion and study.
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Vocabulary – Further Study

Others will require more discussion and study.

“Despite the financial backing, creating 
a clock that could last for 10,000 years 

proved to be a challenge.”

Vocabulary Instruction

•  Understanding the role of core and academic vocabulary will help 
you better identify which words to teach and how to teach them.

•  The discussion and explanation of vocabulary, idioms, phrases, and 
word usage with content must happen in a “natural” way, with easy, 
smooth interaction. 

As we challenge students with increasingly complex texts, a strong  
vocabulary is going to be students’ greatest asset.

Unique Words Require Unique Instruction 
Teaching Words in Stories and Informational Books  
Elfrieda H. Hiebert, 2012


