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Academic Vocabulary 
 
Researchers such as Kinsela, 2003; Becks, 2002; Marzano, 2005; and Scarcella 2003, stress that vocabulary knowledge is strongly correlated to academic 
achievement. Academic language or vocabulary is essential to reading comprehension, learning, and applying concepts. This type of vocabulary used during 
instruction is known as Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP). It differs from the language used in daily social interactions, known as Basic 
Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS). The WIDA Consortium categorizes academic vocabulary from content areas into three categories – General, Specific 
and Technical language. ESOL teachers can use WIDA’s Performance Definitions to guide their planning for systematic and explicit vocabulary instruction. As the 
students progress towards attaining English language proficiency, their use of more complex vocabulary must also increase. 
 

Engaging English language learners with vocabulary across the curriculum in multiple contexts and language domains helps them build word consciousness 
(metalinguistic skills) as well as gain a deeper understanding of concepts. Closing the vocabulary gap for ELLs will level the playing field by providing them a 
strong foundation for the knowledge and skills needed in the 21st century. 
 

The list on the following page delineates the type of vocabulary needed to access each content area during the marking period. Specific Language Vocabulary 
words are listed by content because they are important to learning the vocabulary in context during the marking period, however, they may also be used in other 
content areas. 

 

MENU 

General Language Vocabulary 
Words required for basic communication. They are 
often learned through context. 

Specific Language Vocabulary 
They are academic words that appear in high 
frequency across content areas and need to be 
taught explicitly. (Listed in orange.) 

Technical Language Vocabulary 
Words limited to a specific content, low frequency, 
and best taught in a relevant context. (Listed in 
black.) 

• Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills (BICS) 
• Highest frequency vocabulary 
• General content vocabulary  

• Appear frequently across content areas (e.g., 
describe, synthesize, analyze, pattern, solution) 

• Multiple-meaning words used in a variety of 
contexts and contents 

• Provides an efficient way to express a known 
concept 

• Low frequency words or phrases 
• Limited to a specific content  
• Best taught in context as needed 

Click on link for professional development: 

 What is Academic Language?  
http://www.colorincolorado.org/webcasts/academiclanguage/ 

 Articles on academic vocabulary building 
http://www.scoe.org/docs/ah/AH_kinsella2.pdf 
http://innovativocab.wikispaces.com/file/view/MarzVocabiGami.pdf 
http://www.aea267.k12.ia.us/literacy/files/Vocabulary/choosingwords/Which_Words_to_Teach.pdf 

 Models and strategies for Vocabulary Awareness and Mastery - This model for vocabulary instruction promotes vocabulary building and comprehension 
(see Slides 19 and 20 when visiting link below) 

http://www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/development/resources/ELLs/player.html 
http://www.elltoolbox.com/vocabulary-activities.html 

 The Language of Mathematics: Indirect Comparison - Which line is longer? 
https://mymcps-instruction.mcpsmd.org/sites/ic/_layouts/mcps.olc.home/resourceview.aspx?ResourceID=2690&ViewPage=1 

 Academic Language Function Toolkit 
http://orh.sweetwaterschools.org/files/2012/06/Academic-Language-Functions-toolkit.pdf 

http://www.colorincolorado.org/webcasts/academiclanguage/
http://www.scoe.org/docs/ah/AH_kinsella2.pdf
http://innovativocab.wikispaces.com/file/view/MarzVocabiGami.pdf
http://www.aea267.k12.ia.us/literacy/files/Vocabulary/choosingwords/Which_Words_to_Teach.pdf
http://www.montgomeryschoolsmd.org/departments/development/resources/ELLs/player.html
http://www.elltoolbox.com/vocabulary-activities.html
https://mymcps-instruction.mcpsmd.org/sites/ic/_layouts/mcps.olc.home/resourceview.aspx?ResourceID=2690&ViewPage=1
http://orh.sweetwaterschools.org/files/2012/06/Academic-Language-Functions-toolkit.pdf
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Note: Use this document to select the requisite academic vocabulary necessary to make the content of the curriculum comprehensible for ESOL students. Words are 
listed in the order they are addressed during the marking period and grouped according to the context in which they are taught. Specific Language Vocabulary used 
across contents is listed in Orange and Technical Language Vocabulary is listed in Black. 

 
 
MENU 

 

General Language Vocabulary  
Select words based on students’ needs to communicate in the classroom and school and to complete specific tasks.  

describe, compare, sort, predict, sing, ask, answer, who, what, where, when, why, how, question, answer, similar/same, different, graphic organizer, rules 

Thinking and Academic Success Skills Vocabulary – Analysis and Collaboration 
analysis, similarities, differences, patterns, attributes, collaboration, responsibility, respectful 

Specific Language Vocabulary and Technical Language Vocabulary by Content 
Art attribute, pattern, lines, shape, color vocabulary, primary/secondary color 

Health 
Education 

communication, verbal, nonverbal, emotions, feelis, express, character traits, uniqueness, medicine, health, friend, healthy/unhealthy, choice, body, 
describing, unique, medicine, drug 

Information 
Literacy 

attribute, question, answer, similar, category, character, setting, problem, solution,  beginning, middle, end, fiction, non-fiction, picture book, call 
number, sign, text features  

Math 

describe, compare, predict, similar, different, create, sort, roll, count, more (greater than), less than (fewer than), the same (equal to), how 
many?, tally mark, directional and positional words (e.g., above, below, beside, in front of, behind, next to), two-dimensional shapes (e.g., circle, 
rectangle, triangle, square), sort, rule, color, shape, size, repeat(ing) pattern, number, block, cube, calendar, thickness, position, cube, a pair, a set, 
match, description of location/position (corner, side, middle), linear measurement of comparisons (longer, shorter, taller, wider, and higher) 
language of comparisons for quantity  (more, less, equal)  

Music voice, sing, movement/motion, high/low sounds, slow/fast, tempo, beat, loud/soft, strong/weak, whisper 

Physical 
Education 

rule, line, move, space, movement words (e.g., hop, jump, gallop, slide, bend, stretch, twist, turn), go/stop, heart, muscles, heart rate, pulse, exercise  

Reading 
predict, describe, prediction, author, main character, setting, problem, solution, action, major events, illustration/image/picture, beginning, middle, 
end 

Science 
and 

Engineering 

compare, similar, different, similarities, differences, senses (see, hear, smell, touch, feel, taste), observe, natural world, human-made world, 
weather words, weather-related clothing, cloud, attribute, wind, temperature, thermometer, water cycle, seasons, indoors/outdoors 

Social 
Studies 

rules, routine, fair, responsible, safe, problem, solution, symbol of the United States, attribute, American flag, patriotic song, Star Spangled Banner, 
Pledge of Allegiance, Statue of Liberty, bald eagle, George Washington, president, leader 

Writing character, setting, problem, solution, beginning, middle, end, feedback, revise, idea 

https://mymcps-instruction.mcpsmd.org/sites/ICResources/Lists/Resources/5cb9e1bf-57c1-439c-a923-621c89218422/Kindergarten%20-%20Analysis/player.html
https://mymcps-instruction.mcpsmd.org/sites/ICResources/Lists/Resources/64b402ed-69b0-41af-afeb-5407ae99e242/Kindergarten%20-%20Collaboration/player.html

