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Ateacher can’t get his stu-
dents’ attention and his
volume starts to rise. He
glares at them and tells
them to look at the board.

Some do; most don’t. His volume increas-
es again: “Don’t look at me; look
at the board.” Some kids squirm;
most still look at their teacher.

While telling the students to
look at the board, the teacher’s
nonverbal message, conveyed by
his eyes, is to look at him. No one is
going to look away from a teacher in this
situation. The teacher has sent a mixed
message and increased the likelihood of
having to discipline some students.

Teachers trained in nonverbal class-
room management spend more time on
content, less time on management, and
have more energy at the end of their work
day. That’s the contention of American
teacher and education consultant Michael
Grinder and other experts.

Grinder studied more than
6,000 classrooms to identify the
behaviors of teachers who manage
them well. He discovered that
matching verbal and nonverbal
messages is essential in effective

management and instruction. From his
research, Grinder developed a training
program and resources to preserve rela-
tionships and gain compliance in the
classroom.

Expanding on Grinder’s and others’
work, American education specialist
Kendall Zoller developed Nonverbal
Communicative Intelligence (NCI). NCI
includes the systematic use of gesture,
voice, breathing, and other nonverbal sig-
nals to enhance communication.

“Everything we do as teachers has an
influence in the classroom,” says
Claudette Landry, a former teacher, vice-
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principal, and curriculum consultant with the
Toronto District School Board. “By speaking
loudly, we inadvertently communicate that stu-
dents should also speak loudly. NCI teaches us
skills, methods, and strategies to increase the
congruence between verbal and nonverbal com-
munication.

“NCI does not itself build a healthy class-
room,” Landry said. “Rather, it supports and
extends the methodology the teacher already
uses. By preventing escalation, it helps preserve
the relationship and routines teachers have
already developed with their students.

“NCI is about getting students’ attention for
teaching and learning, and then ensuring they
stay on task,” she continued.

First, teachers identify each student’s domi-
nant learning style: visual, auditory, or kinesthet-
ic. Primary students tend more toward the kines-
thetic, adolescents toward auditory; older chil-
dren and adults are more visual, Landry
explained. “It’s the auditory and kinesthetic stu-
dents who need more managing in the classroom,
and NCI helps train them to be more visual and
therefore more compliant.”

Congruency is one of the most important
elements of NCI. “Don’t send mixed messages,”
Landry explains. “If you want students to look at
the chalkboard, tell them to look, point to it, and
then you look at the board too. Don’t look at
them.”

Getting attention
Above, pause, whisper: One effective atten-

tion-getting tool is “above, pause, whisper” and
was originally described by Grinder. Class vol-
umes fluctuate every five to seven seconds. Don’t
try to talk over students when they’re loud. Wait a
few seconds for the next lull and then speak.
Make sure your volume is two notches above that
of the students so that you interrupt them. Once
you have their attention, pause a few seconds and
then start your message in a whisper. This lowers
the group’s metabolism, allows you to hold stu-
dents’ attention, and lets them hear your message.

All teachers have a range of voices. Grinder
discovered two types effective in classroom man-
agement.

Credible voice: The credible voice has little

modulation. Tone drops at the end of sentences.
The speaker’s chin lowers a bit at the end of sen-
tences.

Keep head, body, face, arms, and hands still
when using the credible voice. Nothing should
distract from what you are saying. Actions, voice
tone, and words all communicate the same mes-
sage. Use the credible voice when giving instruc-
tions, delivering teacher-centered lessons, and
covering important content. Use it when you
want to hold students’ attention and don’t want
questions or comments.

Approachable voice: The approachable voice
is the opposite of credible and uses modulation.
Intonation regularly rises and falls. The voice has
rhythmic, even melodic tones. The head moves
up and down, arms and hands move and are
open. The approachable voice invites discussion,
encourages participation, and makes students feel
warm and welcome.

Try it yourself and hear the difference in this
sentence: “Boys and girls, I’d like your attention
now please.”

Stand in one spot: Landry also advises con-
sistently standing in the same spot when you
want students’ attention. “This lets the visuals see
you and the auditories hear you. Regularly using
this technique trains students that this is the time
for them to be attentive. After a while, when you
stand in that spot, you will have their attention
without having to say a word.”

Teaching the content
Freeze body:Body language speaks volumes,

so if you want your students to be still, be still
yourself. A still body also helps deliver content.
Zoller talks about the impact of “freeze body” on
students.

Try this. Using your credible voice, walk and
say: “Boys and girls, today we are going to talk
about a very important year in Canadian history:
1867, the year Canada became an independent
country.”

Now say it again, but pause and freeze your
body before you say 1867. The words may be the
same, but the impact is significant. You’ll have
even more impact if you hold the pause for a few
seconds.

The visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learners

TEACHERS TEACHING TEACHERS PAGE 2t3

National Staff Development Council • 800-727-7288 • www.nsdc.org OCTOBER 2008

USE MORE
THANWORDS

For further
information about
NCI, visit www.sierra-
training.com and
www.michaelgrinder.
com or contact
Claudette Landry at
claudette@sierra-
training.com or
Kendall Zoller at
kendall@sierra-
training.com
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are watching and listening. If your body language
and emphasis match your words, you are more
likely to connect with all your students, and your
message will have more impact.

The freeze-body technique is especially
effective with the easily distracted
kinesthetic learner. Zoller argues
that if you are moving and talking,
kinesthetics may be watching more
than listening. To get them to listen
and focus, it makes sense to stand
still and talk.

“An effective freeze-body
implemented when delivering
important content can enhance
memory and focus for all three
learner types in your class,” Zoller said.

Pausing: Pausing is another nonverbal tech-
nique.

“Tony, can you please tell us one of the main
differences between coniferous and deciduous
trees?” Silence. “Tony, do you remember yester-
day we talked about pine trees and maple trees?
Do you remember which is deciduous and which
is coniferous?” Silence. Gentle pushing: “Tony,
what kind of tree is that right outside our win-
dow? Do you know?” Silence.

The teacher keeps asking Tony questions to
help him answer the first one correctly. Landry
said that if Tony is a kinesthetic learner, this type
of pushing is the least helpful thing a teacher can
do. “Kinesthetics need more time to retrieve and
process information, as much as six seconds
more than other children,” Landry said. “The best
thing you can do is wait.”

She encourages teachers to ask one good
question and then keep quiet and let Tony think.
Bombarding him with questions shuts him down.
He doesn’t know which question to answer, and
his thinking becomes muddled.

When teachers give students three or more
seconds of undisturbed wait time, the outcomes
include longer and more correct responses, fewer
I-don’t-knows, and more volunteered answers.

Show, don’t say:Another technique is show,
don’t say. “Class, you have this many minutes to
complete this activity.” Don’t say the number;
hold up two fingers.

“Class, turn to this page please.” Write 27 on

the board, point to it, and look at it, not at your
students. Keep looking at the board for a few
seconds and don’t say the number. The students
will look up to see the number. There’s always
one child who will ask what page. Just point to

the board.
This show-don’t-say technique

encourages auditory and kinesthetic
students to become more visual.

NCI encourages teachers to
associate instruction with actions and
train students to read their gestures.
By practicing such congruency,
teachers show students what they
want done.

At the start of a new year or
semester, teach students your gestures. Associate
them with words for the first few weeks and soon
students will know what you mean when you
hold up a stop hand or when you fan your hands
to show opening a book. Gestures save your
voice and lower exasperation levels.

Transition to independent work
What, why, how: Landry said to manage stu-

dents during the transition from teacher-centered
to independent work and avoid common interrup-
tions, use the sequence what, why, how to intro-
duce all activities.
• What. Boys and girls, today in science we

are going to …
• Why.We are going to do this to follow up on

what we talked about yesterday …
• How. Now look here please (point to and

look at the board, screen, flip chart) and
we’ll read what you are going to do.
Visual exit directions: This last tool is called

visual exit directions. Write clear and complete
instructions on the board before the lesson. When
the inevitable questions arise, avoid eye contact
and say nothing. Instead, point to and look at
your written instructions.

Through repetition, students will learn the
routine and will eventually stop asking many
questions.

The most important 20 seconds: Follow visu-
al exit directions with the Most Important Twenty
Seconds (MITS). Ask if there are any questions.
If something is applicable to everyone, put it on

USE MORE
THANWORDS

At the start of a new
year or semester,
teach students your
gestures. Associate
them with words for
the first few weeks
and soon students
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hold up a stop hand
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opening a book.
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voice and lower
exasperation levels.

Student learning
increases when
educators reflect
on professional
practice and

student progress.

NSDC’S BELIEF



TEACHERS TEACHING TEACHERS PAGE 4t3

National Staff Development Council • 800-727-7288 • www.nsdc.org OCTOBER 2008

the board. Then say something like, “I trust you
can now get to work on your own and complete
this task.”

Wait 20 seconds, silently. Stand still and
watch your class. Use open body language: look
around, keep your arms at your sides and align
your hips and feet. Discourage talking; answer no
questions. If students ask questions, do not make
eye contact. Point to and look at the board or the
textbook for answers.

Once again, you ensure congruency between
your words and your actions. Used with visual
exit instructions, MITS enhances the transition to
independent learning by ensuring kinesthetics
follow teachers’ instructions, not their body
movements.

While waiting, keep still and silent. If some-
one starts to speak, look quickly at the student,
then look away and make a stop sign.

Use the eyes: “Save eye contact for positive
interactions, positive relationships,” Landry said.
Avoid eye contact for negative interactions, when
you don’t want to talk to students, or when you

don’t want to escalate a situation.
When a student interrupts you or a classmate

or when a problem arises, use a visual sign like
holding up a stop hand. Avoid eye contact. Use
your eyes and look where you want your students
to look.

When Susanna drops her book on the floor,
look at her, say her name, then look at and point
to the book. Don’t say anything else, and avoid
further eye contact.

When Vince creates a problem, call out his
name and make a stop sign, but don’t look at him
and don’t say a word. By not making eye contact
you’re not allowing the problem to become per-
sonal.

Nonverbal intervention without eye contact
will decrease unwanted behavior and preserve the
student-teacher relationship.

Using these strategies effectively and consis-
tently requires practice and thought. However,
this approach can help teachers improve how
they manage their students and classrooms.�

WhenVince creates
a problem, call out
his name and make
a stop sign, but
don’t look at him
and don’t say a
word. By not making
eye contact you’re
not allowing the
problem to become
personal.

1. Get everyone’s attention
before starting your lesson.

2. Begin each class by telling
students what will happen
and what they will do.

3. Don’t stay at your desk.
Circulate and monitor
progress as students work.

4. Remember that values are
caught, not taught.
Courteous, prompt,
enthusiastic, in control,
patient, and organized
teachers model ideal
behaviors. “Do as I say, not
as I do” teachers send mixed
messages that confuse
students and invite
misbehavior.

5. Avoid confrontational
escalation. Intervene or
correct misbehavior quietly,

ideally inconspicuously or
face-to-face with the
offender. Do not distract or
catch other students’
attention.

6. Name offenders naturally as
you teach. “And you see,
Corey, this map of Africa
shows …”Corey hears his
name and gets back on
task, and the intervention
doesn’t interrupt others.

7. Explain and enforce clear
expectations consistently.
Refer to your rules as

expectations and tell
students how you expect
them to behave in your
classroom. Use rules that
describe the behaviors you
want, not those things
students cannot do.

8. Avoid escalation by
providing clear descriptions
of what you want students
to do. Focus students on
the desired behavior, not
the misbehavior. Say, “I
want” or “I need”or “I expect
you to …”

9. When you see good
behavior, acknowledge and
praise it, both verbally and
nonverbally. A nod, a smile,
or a thumbs-up reinforces
behavior and does not
distract others.

TRIED ANDTRUE
The September 1986

issue of Phi Delta Kappan
outlines some tested and
true strategies that many
teachers have no doubt
been practicing for years.

USE MORE
THANWORDS



Investment in time pays off

QWhat have you learned about
coaching specifically for the high
school level?

In the high school, it’s all about the content.
Teachers feel they’re being held accountable for
a really high volume of information. The coach-
ing is more about having conversations together,
problem solving, figuring out how we can get
kids engaged and to be successful. I spend a lot
of time having conversations with teachers. The
teachers have such a high confidence level in
their content. I may know their content isn’t
exactly where they think it is, but there’s no way
I can go in and “fix” their content. I have to go at
it in a different way, do things like having deep
conversations as a horizontal, subject-specific
team and looking at student work.

So time is the thing that I learned — the val-
ue of the time to sit down, plan lessons together,
think deeply, ask hard questions, not critical
questions, but questions I don’t really have the
answer for, and then to trust the process.

Teachers get great insight by taking the time to
look at student work, at lessons, at content. For
example, I could have said to this one particular
group of math teachers, “You just need to know
that kids don’t have to solve systems of equations
in one certain way.” But I said, “What are the
things that you’re thinking about?” We planned a
lesson together. I just shut up, listened, and let
them do it. After each period that we taught the
lesson and debriefed, the lesson changed, and at
the end, they realized that there’s not one way to
do things. And the impact was not just one
teacher, it was a team of teachers. I was facilitat-
ing, but it was the conversations they were hav-
ing together and the insights they got from that
that were so valuable.

I can confidently talk to teachers now and
tell them our time together is a big time invest-
ment, but you get a big bang for your buck.
Because you’re going to learn something, and I
don’t know what it’s going to be, but you’re
going to walk away from this saying, “This was a
good use of my time.”�

LESSONS FROM
A COACH
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Anne Swant is an
instructional coach at
Walla Walla High
School in Walla Walla,
Wash.
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Leaders show us where to stretch

VOICE OF A
TEACHER LEADER

Bill Ferriter is a 6th-
grade social studies
and language arts
teacher at Salem
Middle School, Apex,
N.C.

Join the
conversation with
Bill by visiting
www.nsdc.org/blog/
and offering your
opinion. Bill posts
his provocative
ideas frequently —
be sure to return
often.

Ifyou were to spend a month in my class-
room, you’d likely catch my students
rolling their eyes a few times, tired of the
never-ending life lessons that I slip into
conversations. You see, I’m an old fash-

ioned school teacher, convinced that instruction
stretches beyond the curriculum.

One of my favorite lessons is
the importance of role models.
“Kids,” I’ll say, “No matter how
great you think you are, you can
always find someone to look up to
who has skills that you don’t have.
Don’t resent those people — learn
from them! Careful observation
can make you a better person.”

To reinforce my message, I
start each year telling students
about my personal weaknesses —
and the people who guide my
growth. Driven to be a better school leader, I
have made one such role model my previous
principal, Matt Wight. Spending time studying
Mr. Wight has helped me to learn more about
being influential, I tell my students.

So what makes Matt so remarkable?
For starters, he empowers teachers to make

critical decisions about teaching and learning. In
Matt’s schools, there are no decisions that teach-
ers aren’t centrally involved in. In today’s
accountability culture where a school leader’s
reputation depends on producing results, leaders
are greatly tempted make top-down decisions.
Control becomes important because the risks of
releasing control are great.

Empowering teachers, however, generates
results for Matt that centralized decision-making
could never produce. His teachers feel a sense of
commitment and curiosity that teachers in many
other schools don’t feel. His teachers are motivat-

ed to identify instructional approaches that work
because he expects them to be problem solvers.
Matt has unleashed an often-untapped resource in
schools — the intellectual energies of his teach-
ing staff.

More importantly, though, Matt demon-
strates a sincere commitment to the well-being of

others through meaningful interac-
tions every day. His teachers
know beyond a doubt that Matt
cares for them, because he makes
an effort to connect with everyone
nearly every day, regardless of the
demands of his position. Watching
him share conversations with peo-
ple of such diverse backgrounds
and experiences is nothing short
of amazing. Not only is he gen-
uinely interested, he is genuinely
comfortable and open. This sense

of “service to staff” earns Matt his teachers’
undying loyalty.

What I’ve found so interesting in the years
I’ve known Matt is that formal knowledge and
skill are only a small part of his success. While
he’s clearly competent and well-read — lending
essential credibility to his efforts — the real
levers that drive change in his schools are these
personality traits. His teachers feel valued and
respected. School is much more than work to
them. Instead, it is a professional adventure
shared with likeminded colleagues.

These reflections on Matt’s ability to lead
have been eye-opening for me primarily because
I’m a guy who isn’t naturally driven by develop-
ing relationships. My influence has always been
centered in what I know, rather than who I am.
Lesson learned, though. This year will be a year
of relationship building for me.

After all, role models matter, right?�



For more
information about
NSDC’s Standards
for Staff
Development, see
www.nsdc.org/
standards/
index.cfm

NSDC’s learning standard reminds
us to apply our knowledge of
human learning and change when
we plan or facilitate professional
learning. This standard encour-

ages teacher leaders or coaches to know about
and apply their knowledge of how adults learn
and how change impacts them.

What is learning?
Learning is a process of change. Learning

can be accidental, unanticipated, and unplanned.
Another term used to describe this kind of learn-
ing is informal learning. For example, I had an
unexpected learning moment after a rather casual
conversation over lunch where my guest
expressed a point of view very different from my
own. I listened carefully, probed her thinking,
and shared my own views. I left the conversation
with a different perspective.

Sometimes learning is planned and purpose-
ful. This occurs when the learner intentionally
engages in an experience in which some change
is the expected outcome. That outcome is fre-
quently a change in a KASAB. A term used to
describe this form of learning is formal learning.
For example, I clearly recall the series of work-
shops I attended to learn coaching skills.

How we define learning depends on the out-
come of the learning process. The KASAB model
provides a useful framework for thinking about
different kinds of learning. This model identifies
five different kinds of changes that occur as a
result of learning or some intervention. (See chart
on p. 8.)

Sadly, much of the professional development
teachers have experienced focuses on transferring
knowledge and developing skills. Informational
or demonstrative learning focuses on the facts,
principles, or concepts. It is what a learner knows

about. Operational or procedural learning focuses
on the learner’s know-how, the capacity to do.

However, deep learning, often called trans-
formational learning, occurs at the level of
beliefs, values, and motivation rather than only at
the level of knowledge and skills.
Transformational learning is long-term and
results in behavioral changes. Transformational
learning is deep change that occurs at the core of
the learner. Learning at this level promotes a
change in practice.

How we learn
Cognitive psychologists for decades have

been exploring how learning occurs. From the
work of Vygotsky,
Piaget, Kolb, Luria,
Freire, Knowles,
Kegan, and others, we
have learned that there
are processes that sup-
port learning, yet not all
adults or students learn
in the same way. Some
are whole-to-part learn-
ers and others are part-to-whole learners. Some
learn best by jumping in and experimenting
through a hands-on approach; others learn best
by hearing about or observing. Some want theory
and research; others want practical. Some want
time to think about, process, draw pictures of, or
reconstruct what they learn; others seem to just
get it.

Multiple factors affect how we learn as
adults. Our need to learn is one. When adults
express a desire or understand the reason for
learning, they are more open to learning.
Sometimes when learners perceive that they have
little choice in learning or when the learning
doesn’t appear relevant to their particular situa-
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Apply knowledge of learning
Joellen Killion is
deputy executive
director of National
Staff Development
Council.

FOCUS ON NSDC’S
STANDARDS

LEARNING
Staff development that
improves the learning of
all students applies
knowledge about human
learning and change.



tion, they seem less willing to engage in the
learning process.

Another factor that affects how we learn is
our sense of efficacy. Efficacy is our confidence
that we know how to teach and that we make a
difference. A high level of efficacy often means
that learners are more confident that what they
are learning will strengthen their practice and
give them more options. A low level of efficacy
often means that a learner is less confident and
less willing to examine his or her practice and

consider alternative approaches. A learner with
low efficacy often looks outside of himself or
herself for the reason for problems rather than
considering what he or she can do to address the
problem.

Certainly other factors affect how people
learn. Time, resources, expectations, and the cul-
ture in which the learning occurs influence learn-
ing. One other important consideration is how
learners experience learning.

How do learners experience learning?
Learning is a process of change. When indi-

viduals engage in either informal or formal learn-
ing, they respond in different ways. In landmark
research in the 1970s and ’80s, a team of
researchers at the Southwest Educational

Development Laboratory studied how teachers
experienced the implementation of new science
curriculum. Led by Bill Rutherford, Gene Hall,
Shirley Hord, and Susan Loucks-Horsley, the
development of the Concerns-Based Adoption
Model (CBAM) (see Hall & Hord, 2000) provid-
ed educational leaders with a practical theory to
guide the implementation of change efforts in
education.

The research has four key components. The
first is Stages of Concern. (See chart on p. 9.)

Other key components include Levels of Use,
Innovation Configuration Maps, and change
facilitators. Of particular interest to coaches is
Stages of Concern. Stages of Concern identifies
seven stages of responses learners have in a
change initiative. Knowing a learner’s stage of
concern helps the change facilitator identify the
most appropriate intervention or action to support
the learner. For example, if a learner expresses a
management concern, indicating that he or she
doesn’t know how to find the necessary resources
to implement the new instructional processes, a
coach can zero in on this need and address the
concern with the hope of removing barriers to
implementation.

Change challenges everyone. Any form of
professional development requires change.
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FOCUS ON NSDC’S
STANDARDS

TYPE OF CHANGE DEFINITION TEACHER EXAMPLE

Knowledge Conceptual understanding of information,
theories, principles, and research.

Teachers understand mathematical concepts they teach.

Attitude Beliefs about the value of particular
information or strategies.

Teachers believe students’ competence in mathematics is important to
their success, both within and beyond school.

Skill The ability to use strategies and processes to
apply knowledge.

Teachers know how to employ a variety of instructional strategies to
help students visualize mathematical concepts.

Aspiration Desires, or internal motivation, to engage in a
particular practice.

Teachers want their students to understand and perform well in
mathematics.

Behavior Consistent application of knowledge and
skills.

Teachers consistently employ inquiry-based instructional practices in
mathematics to help students acquire a deep understanding of math
concepts.

K A SAB MODEL

Source: adapted from Assessing Impact: Evaluating Staff Development, by Joellen Killion. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, 2008.
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FOCUS ON NSDC’S
STANDARDS

STAGES OF
CONCERN

TYPICAL EXPRESSIONS
OF CONCERN

TYPICAL COACH RESPONSE/INTERVENTION

6. Refocusing “Perhaps if we thought about
integrating this with our
social studies program, we
could accomplish more.”

• As we think about how to adapt what we are learning, how do we ensure that we
incorporate the essential features of these instructional strategies and not lose the
essence?

• Let’s take some time to plan how we might do that.

5. Collaboration “How can I learn about what
others are doing?”

• In our next team meeting, let’s take some time to hear how others are doing with
implementing these strategies and how their students are doing.

• I will be happy to take your class while you observe your colleagues to see how it is
going in their classes.

4. Consequence “How will this affect my
classroom practice and my
students?”

• If you implement these new strategies, how do you anticipate your students will
respond?

• I am willing, if it is helpful, to observe several students in your class when you teach
these strategies to watch how they respond. This might help you understand more
thoroughly how these strategies support student learning.

3. Management “Where will I find the time to
do this?”

• I am glad to help you make sense of this. When can we meet to discuss your
questions?

• I wonder if we could discuss this with other teachers who are asking the same
questions you are?

• Here are some strategies others have used.

2. Personal “Wait! How can I possibly
think about something new?”

• I understand your concern about how this will affect you. I wonder if you want to
know what others have said about how it has impacted them.

• Tell me how you think this will impact you. What are you anticipating?
• What relationship do you see between this and your professional goals?

1. Information “I’d like to know more about
what that is.”

• What do you want to know?
• How can I help you with this?
• Here are some resources to give you more information.
• Please check the web site.

0. Awareness “I heard about that.” • What have you heard?
• What are you interested in knowing?
• I can provide more information if you’d like or share some resources that would help

you know more.

Transformational learning, change that occurs at
the level of beliefs, aspirations, and behaviors,
reconfigures how learners think and act. When
teacher leaders and coaches clarify the types of
change they expect and teachers want as a result
of professional learning, use their knowledge of
how various factors influence learning, and are
skillful in responding to learners as they experi-

ence change, they will be more prepared to lead
learning within their schools and districts.

Reference
Hall, G. & Hord, S. (2000). Implementing

Change: Patterns, Principles, and Potholes.
Boston, MA: Allyn & Bacon.�

S TAGES OF CONCERN
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B y C a r l a T h o m a s M c C l u r e

Astudy published in Education and
the Treatment of Children (Nelson
& Stage, 2007) suggests that
teachers can implement contextu-
ally-based, multiple meaning

vocabulary instruction with relatively little train-
ing. Such instruction especially benefits students
with low vocabulary and reading comprehension
achievement.

What was the purpose of this study?
Researchers J. Ron Nelson and Scott A.

Stage were curious about the effects of explicitly
teaching words that have multiple meanings. As
they reviewed existing research, they found no
studies on such instruction. Yet, they reasoned,
this type of instruction should help to improve
comprehension. Once students learn to look for
contextual clues that affect meanings, they can
apply this strategy to new words. The researchers
designed a study to assess how contextually-
based, multiple meaning vocabulary instruction
affects student learning.

How was the study conducted?
The study involved 283 3rd- and 5th-grade

students in 16 classrooms in a small Midwestern
public school district.

The eight teachers in the control group
received no training and continued to deliver the
core language arts curriculum. The eight teachers
in the experimental group attended a two-hour
training session on contextually-based, multiple
meaning instruction and learned instructional
activities to embed into the core curriculum. The
researchers used pre- and post-test scores on the

Gates-MacGinitie Reading Tests (4th ed.) to
measure outcomes.

How was the supplemental vocabulary instruc-
tion conducted?

Over four months, students in the experi-
mental group received instruction on 36 target
words. The words were
selected from 80 words that
were among the 1,000 most
frequently and widely used
words in grades three through
six. Each target word had two
to four meanings and, accord-
ing to a national inventory, all
were words that 4th through
6th graders were likely to
struggle with.

Teachers taught each tar-
get word over two days. On
Day 1, they introduced the
word (e.g., accident) and related words (e.g.,
fluke, mishap, by chance), had students discuss
sentences that presented the related words in con-
text, and wrote sentences using the words. On
Day 2, teachers presented the target word’s histo-
ry and meanings and had students write sentences
illustrating the different word meanings. Students
then matched the related words presented on Day
1 to the appropriate meanings for the target word,
completed a definition activity for the multiple
meanings, read short passages and labeled usage
of the target word as “expected” or “unexpected,”
and wrote brief stories using each of the target
word meanings.

What were the findings?
Vocabulary knowledge. Third- and 5th-

Carla Thomas McClure
is a staff writer at
Edvantia
(www.edvantia.org), a
nonprofit research
and development
organization that
works with federal,
state, and local educa-
tion agencies to
improve student
achievement.

Going beyond word definitions

RESEARCH
BRIEF

TEACHING MULTIPLE-MEANING WORDS IN CONTEXT CAN BOOST COMPREHENSION



grade students with low initial vocabulary and
comprehension achievement who received the
supplemental instruction made modest improve-
ments in their vocabulary knowledge, compared
to students who did not receive the treatment.
Students with average or high initial vocabulary
and comprehension, however, showed no signifi-
cant improvement.

Reading comprehension. Third-grade stu-
dents, regardless of their initial vocabulary and
comprehension achievement, made moderate
gains in reading comprehension, as did 5th
graders with low achievement in these areas.

What’s the take-home message for educators?
Earlier studies (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986)

have shown that providing word definitions but
no contextual information has no significant
effect on reading comprehension. Although the
present study has several limitations (e.g., its

four-month timeframe, the geographic and size
limitations of the sample), it suggests that explic-
itly teaching words with multiple meanings, in
context, can boost reading comprehension, espe-
cially for 3rd graders. It can also help older ele-
mentary students with low achievement in vocab-
ulary knowledge and comprehension.

References
Nelson, J.R. & Stage, S.A. (2007).

Fostering the development of vocabulary knowl-
edge and reading comprehension through contex-
tually-based multiple meaning vocabulary
instruction. Education and Treatment of Children,
30(1), 1-22.

Stahl, S.A. & Fairbanks, M.M. (1986). The
effects of vocabulary instruction: A model-based
meta-analysis. Review of Educational Research,
56, 72-110.�
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Directions

1. NSDC grants permission to any NSDC member to make up to 30 copies of this survey for use with groups in their
communities. Provide pens and pencils for anyone taking the survey.

2. Distribute one copy of the survey to each person in the group. Allow about 20 minutes for individuals to respond to the
questions.

3. To present the results, read each question aloud and then present the correct answer. Since there are clear correct
responses to these questions, avoid embarrassing the survey takers by asking them to reveal their responses publicly. They
will discover how their perceptions compare to the factual information as the answers are revealed.

4. Lead discussion on implications of these answers.

The relationship between professional development and student learning is becoming clearer to
many, especially those who work regularly in the classroom.
NSDC created the Professional Development IQ test as a tool to stimulate conversation about

what educators and stakeholders know about teaching and professional learning. The survey is intended
to surface perspectives and assumptions about professional development, not point up wrong answers
from those responding.

Each question and answer includes a citation so users can locate the original material to delve more
deeply into the information.

NSDC
TOOL
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See answers on pp. 15-18
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