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 Developing Vocabulary

Background Information

The Vocabulary Diagram enables students to apply 
grade-level phonics and word analysis skills to 
break down individual words and examine them 
in di� erent categories.  Students look at a given 
word in terms of its part of speech, its Greek or 
Latin roots, a�  xes, its synonyms and antonyms, 
its cognates (related words), the people or things 
that illustrate the word, a drawing, evidence/
support from the text, and original sentences.  
By examining words in this dynamic manner, 
students gain a clearer understanding of the 
multidimensional nature of the words they study 
(Nagy and Scott 2000).  Analyzing a single word 
through di� erent vocabulary categories makes 
it possible for students to recognize and decode 
a greater number of unknown words during 
reading and promotes better long-term retention 
of vocabulary words.  The science teacher should 
select the target word for this graphic organizer 
carefully, making sure that students will be able 
to complete each category.  Students should only 
complete one Vocabulary Diagram per lesson or 
perhaps unit, otherwise the word study becomes 
overwhelming and tedious.

Grade Levels/Standards 
Addressed

See page 38 for the standards this strategy 
addresses, or refer to the Digital Resource 
CD (standards.pdf) to read the correlating 
standards in their entirety.

Activity

As students are reading a selection from a 
science textbook, trade book, article, or other 
informational text, locate a dynamic word that is 
essential to understanding the text.  Distribute 
the Vocabulary Diagram activity sheet (page 77, 
vocabularydiagram.pdf) to students and instruct 
them to place the selected word in the diamond 
at the center of the graphic organizer and identify 
its part of speech.  Ask students to refer to the 
text to write the sentence that contains the word 
in the rectangle at the bottom left.  Have them 
identify any synonyms and antonyms for the word 
and place those in the oval on the left.  Next, have 
students break down the word to identify the 
Greek or Latin roots and any a�  xes, if present, 
and place these in the oval to the right.  Instruct 
students to include words that have the same 
Greek or Latin root as the selected word in the 
trapezoid.  Ask them to draw a picture illustrating 
the meaning of the word in the square.  Instruct 
them to think of a person or thing that exempli� es 
the word and add this to the circle.  Have students 
to write one or two sentences that clearly 
demonstrate their understanding of the de� nition 
in the rectangle at the bottom right as they acquire 
and use accurately the new vocabulary.  As a class, 
share ideas on the activity sheet displayed for the 
class, and discuss each word as needed.

Differentiation

Complete some portions of the Vocabulary Diagram 
activity sheet for English language learners to allow 
them to concentrate on other areas (e.g., synonyms, 
antonyms, part of speech, a�  xes, and roots).  They 
will also bene� t from whole classroom instruction 
and completion of the diagram.  Above-level 
students should be encouraged to independently 
select a word that they � nd challenging and 
complete the form independently.

Vocabulary Diagram
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Developing Vocabulary

Vocabulary Diagram (cont.)

Grades 3–5 Example

Drawing

Sentence from Text

Cephalopods are found in all oceans of the 
world and at all depths.

Original Sentences

 1. Cephalopods have large heads and 
tentacles.

 2. Cephalopods cannot live in fresh water.

People or Things

octopus, squid, cuttle� sh

Synonyms

large head and 
tentacles

Antonyms

arthropod (segmented 
legs) = bugs

Parts

cephalo = head
pod = foot

Word

cephalopod

Part of Speech

noun

Related Words

cephalic

encephalitis
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 Developing Vocabulary

Vocabulary Diagram (cont.)

Grades 6–8 Example

Drawing

Sentence from Text

Material that is biodegradable decomposes 
with the help of microorganisms because it is 
made of organic material.

Original Sentences

 1. Plastic bags at the grocery store are not 
biodegradable because they do not 
break down.

 2. Paper is biodegradable because it decays 
after a short period in land� lls.

People or Things

plants, paper, things made 
from plants

Synonyms

green, ecological, 
environmentally friendly, 

decompose

Antonyms

non-biodegradable, 
permanent, 
everlasting

Parts

bio (life)

de (down, away)

grad (step or go) 
able (is, can be)

Word

biodegradable

Part of Speech

adjective

Related Words

biology, degrade, 
biosphere, graduate
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Developing Vocabulary

Vocabulary Diagram (cont.)

Drawing/Example
in� uenza virus

chicken pox virus
E. coli bacteria

Sentence from Text
Scientists examine pathogenic organisms to 
� nd the roots of various diseases. 

Original Sentences
 1. While E. coli is commonly found in the 

human intestine, it can also be very 
pathogenic.

 2. The bacteria is not only pathogenic to 
birds but also to humans.

People or Things
viruses 

bacteria
fungi

Synonyms
unhealthy, septic, illness

Antonyms
healthy, sanitary

Parts
path = disease, feeling

gen = something produced

Word
pathogenic

Part of Speech
adjective

Related Words
pathology

pathogenetic 

Grades 9–12 Example
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