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Step Up to Writing Strategy Spotlight

Breaking Down Definitions

“| ook these words up in the dictionary, copy down the definitions and
write a sentence for each one.” How many times have those words bean utterad
within the walls of our schools? Sadly, for many students, the task becomes an
exercise in frustration or busywork. Research indicates that for teaching the
meaning of unknown words, it is a fairly ineffective strategy. Looking for
somathing with more educational muscle? Road-on..

Four steps are involved in breaking down definitions.

Assigning is not
teaching.

Choose the most
important words and
directly teach them to
wvour students. It’s
easiest to break down
definitions using the
overhead projector or
document camera
while your students
make a copy in their
notes.

Did you know?
Students have about a
15% chance of figuring
out the meaning of an
unknown word using the
context cues. That
means in a challenging
book with 20 unknown
words, the average
student will figure out
the meaning of three of
them. Those aren’t
good enough odds!
Which students are most
likely to learn meanings
of unknown words while
reading independently?
Those who already have
the largest vocabularies!
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4. Add an example.

2. Put the word to be defined in the first column.
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Use additional words to describe or explain the word.
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1. Use tﬂgg-culumn paper or fold paper inte three columns and label them.

Exanmple

Example

3. For nouns: Think about the definiticn and decide to which category the
waord belongs and jot it after the dash in columin two. This is the hardest
part for struggling students! It requires a let of modeling on your part.

Think about the definition and decide on a synonym (a word

that means the same thing) and jot it after the dash, beginning with “to”.
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The cxample is something that will be personally
meaningful for the student, perhaps an illustration (quick sketch), an
example, a symbol, a few words to describe a situation that applies to the
ward/term, or in some instances, a non-examplea.



