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INTRODUCTION




Why Teacher Hacks: English?

In today’s fast-paced, information-rich world, the study of English is more vital than ever. Admittedly, we may be biased. We are, after all, English teachers. Yet we find ourselves in an era increasingly defined by division, hostility and a breakdown in communication; the ability to express ourselves clearly, thoughtfully and with empathy is, regrettably, becoming increasingly fractured within our society. 

English, then, is essential.

At its core, English offers the tools to reopen dialogue, to rebuild understanding, to help us reach out and to reimagine connection in a world that sorely needs open dialogue and communication

English is not only the foundation, the bedrock, of the national curriculum, but also a gateway to academic success, to personal expression and social mobility. How lucky we are to be able to teach a subject where we can help students to articulate their thinking, to craft their arguments and to explore the richness and complexities of the human condition through literature that gives us a snapshot of societal thinking in a particular period of time. English is a subject where we can encourage students to find their voices, to add them to the rich tapestry of thoughts and musings that make our subject the brilliant thing that it is. 

Through English, we can help our students to change the world, in small ways that may go unnoticed, or bigger ways that are recognised. English is a subject where, as teachers, we can help students recognise in themselves the adults that they will grow up to be. Beyond identifying verbs and similes, we need to nurture our students to become confident communicators, critical readers and thoughtful writers. We need to think about how we can cultivate their ability to think deeply, to express themselves clearly and to engage meaningfully with the world around them. English is not just a subject, it is a life skill, one that has the ability to change lives for the better.

Yet many learners face challenges when it comes to our subject. It might be they struggle to decode unfamiliar texts, or cannot work out how to get their thoughts down on paper in a clear and coherent way. It might be that they can’t interpret literary meaning. Any barrier can feel daunting, and if we think of the personal challenges we have had to face at some point in our lives, we can appreciate why students might ‘switch off’ at the thought of having to express original views on a text they’re studying in an essay we’ve set them to write in 45 minutes. Reading can be laborious for some. Writing can be threatening. Just because we love a subject, doesn’t mean the thirty faces sitting in front of us automatically do too.

We love our subject and we want to impart that love to our students. Even confident students can find English challenging when it comes to expressing the beautiful complexities and nuances of the discipline. 

To help all learners, students must be taught how to understand complex texts, how to write with control and clarity, how to use grammar to shape meaning and how to read to access subtext. These are not skills that develop automatically. They require deliberate teaching. We need a set of strategies that are high leverage that aim to make the most of every lesson.

English is a subject under constant scrutiny and review. While debate is good, for it can only push us into new ways of thinking and alternative paths for doing things, it is also easy to get lost in the myriad arguments for what we should and shouldn’t be doing. One person on social media argues for one way of teaching, another blogs about another. If they contradict each other, which source are we meant to believe?

Teacher Hacks: English aims to cut through the noise. In this book, we present to you a set of strategies, or ‘hacks’, that are informed by research and have been tried and tested in the classroom. Of course, there is not one way of doing things, and any hack must be adapted to suit the context in which one teaches, but these are a strong starting point, a ‘way in’ and an opportunity for us to try things on for size before implementing them in our classrooms, or de-implementing them if they don’t work. Some of these ideas may be recognisable to you already and some may be brand new. Some you may agree with and some may challenge an established view of what you believe English teaching to be. Any reaction to these hacks is valid, whether you like or dislike an approach. Our sole goal is to be able to spark a thought, whether one that agrees with the ideas in this book or one that diverges from the book completely but helps you to figure out what you need in order to teach effectively and with impact.

In Teacher Hacks: English, you will find a set of strategies that have been presented by a variety of teachers, not just those who teach English, but that have been adapted and used in English contexts. We hope you find these hacks useful for the context in which you teach.




Who is this book for?

This book is written for English teachers at secondary level (KS3 and KS4 learners/learners aged 11 to 16), though many of these approaches will also be relevant to upper primary learners and even A-level. Whether you are an English specialist ECT or someone who has been teaching years, we hope this book provides useful ideas and allows you to reflect on ways in which day-to-day practice could be enhanced further.

Splitting each chapter into a ‘What’, ‘How’, ‘Why’ structure, we discuss common issues faced by English teachers on a daily basis. Through research, anecdotes and resources, you will find information around what these issues are, how we can address these with our set of tried and tested ‘hacks’, practical tips and resources and why it is important these issues are addressed.

We have picked ten areas of English that can be particularly challenging for both teachers and students. Some of these areas have had entire books written about them. In no way do we seek to replace these. Instead, we offer a way in, which might lead to further research.

We hope that English subject leads and curriculum designers will find this book useful for department CPD, teaching and learning handbooks and whole school literacy initiatives.




What do we hope teachers of English will take away from this book?

Teacher Hacks: English is structured to support the pillars of English teaching: reading, writing, and speaking and listening. We do not champion a single pedagogical approach. Instead, we offer a curated selection of what we think are some of the most effective strategies for teaching English explicitly and with impact. Every chapter is rooted in real classroom experience and not just our own.

We want this book to be a practical companion, something any teacher can have next to them when planning, a book you can read cover to cover or dip into depending on what you are planning on any particular day. Whether you’re looking at ways of teaching vocabulary, helping students consider characters as conscious constructs, or thinking about how you can introduce the idea of a thesis statement to your class, we hope you find that the hacks here save you valuable time in your planning, helping you to raise achievement and inspire confidence in both you and your students.

In our work outside of this book, we have always championed for helping teachers, for saving them time, for sharing resources and ideas. We have poured what we know and what we believe into this practical manual for teaching English. We hope you find it useful.

Please note that, while we have written this book together, we change our pronoun choice to ‘I’ through the hacks for the ease of the reader.

Haili Hughes and Stuart Pryke









FOREWORD



Teaching is complex, and the cognitive demands are substantial. Teachers are seen as masters of their subject from day 1, but teaching requires ‘in the moment’ decisions to be made when knowledge and understanding of the intricacies of curriculum design may be imperfect. Teachers need to learn on the job to quickly develop an understanding of the most effective approaches to teaching, and skilfully use these approaches to deliver subject matter to their students in a way that they will understand.

In recent years, schools have invested a lot of time and thought into how we can codify teaching pedagogy so that it creates consistency, clarity and a shared understanding among teachers. By establishing clear, research-informed methods for instruction, schools can ensure that teachers know and can apply effective practices that are easily replicable and adaptable, and that can contribute towards maintaining high standards across diverse classrooms and curriculums. However, despite all the research, we still grapple with views on the best pedagogy approaches, and this can make continuing professional development (CPD) somewhat confusing.

One area of professional development that does not seem to get the same limelight is subject pedagogy development. We often assume that once a teacher is qualified, they can automatically teach their subject. However, the role of subject pedagogy professional development in schools is a crucial part to support teaching and learning, as it contributes towards the unique demands of each subject in the curriculum. Effective subject-specific pedagogy enables teachers to break down complex concepts into more-accessible steps, making it easier for students to grasp challenging material.

In this book, Haili and Stuart provide a comprehensive guide on how to approach the teaching of English, considering aspects of reading, writing, and speaking and listening. From vocabulary, through literary devices and comparing texts, this book provides detailed guidance on how you might approach teaching these elements in your classroom.

The aim of this book, as with all the books in the Teacher Hacks series, is to provide an insight into a teacher’s classroom; a look through the keyhole to see how expert practitioners approach some of the most complex and challenging elements of their subject. In this book, this is exactly what Haili and Stuart have done. Each chapter is split into a ‘What’, ‘How’, ‘Why’ structure to discuss common issues faced by English teachers and highlight the research and their experience to help tackle them through their hacks.

Michael Chiles











CHAPTER 1: TEACHING VOCABULARY






This chapter examines the pivotal role of vocabulary in our English classrooms, demonstrating how it can be effectively integrated across reading, writing and oracy instruction. In highlighting the importance of deliberate word selection and repeated exposure, it makes clear that vocabulary development is not acquired through isolated exercises that are segregated from the wider curriculum; word acquisition must be embedded within meaningful literacy activities. Here, I advocate for instructional approaches that not only nurture the linguistic confidence of our students but enhance their communication too. The chapter, through a set of easy-to-use hacks and strategies, stresses that vocabulary teaching must be intentional, responsive and adaptable to meet the diverse needs of our learners, enabling all of them to access complex ideas, engage critically with language and express complicated, nuanced concepts, particularly in the realm of emotional literacy. In doing so, we can avoid offering what Mary Myatt calls a ‘diminished diet’ (Myatt, 2021a) to our students when it comes to vocabulary. Ultimately, vocabulary instruction should not be a concern that lingers on the periphery of our awareness as teachers, but a central component of a broad curriculum that is ‘unapologetically ambitious [and] unashamedly academic’ (Webb, 2018).






READING




What?




‘Vocabulary knowledge is fundamental to reading comprehension; one cannot understand text without knowing what most of the words mean. A wealth of research has demonstrated the strength of the relationship between vocabulary and comprehension. The proportion of difficult words in a text is the single most powerful predictor of text difficulty, and a reader’s general vocabulary knowledge is the single best predictor of how well that reader can understand text.’ (Nagy, 1988, p. 1)





The explicit teaching of vocabulary has experienced a remarkable surge in interest in recent years; I am thrilled by this renewed focus and take particular delight in exploring etymology and tracing how vocabulary has evolved over time. With this focus, educators have been generously equipped with a wide array of strategies for teaching vocabulary effectively in their classrooms. A few more will be offered later in this very chapter! Yet this enthusiasm also calls for caution; with so much emphasis placed on vocabulary instruction, we not only run the real risk of overwhelming students by introducing too many words at once, but also of promoting the misconception that all taught vocabulary needs to be treated as a checklist when it comes to extended writing. It is essential, therefore, to be deliberate and selective in our choices. When deciding on what words to explicitly teach, we might ask ourselves or our subject teams these questions:




	Which words will be the most useful to teach? Why?



	Which words hold relevance across multiple subjects and contexts?



	Which vocabulary will serve students both today and in the years to come?






To ground such discussions and to consider which choices to make, we need to begin by defining the concept of tiered vocabulary. The following definitions are taken from the Department of Education’s Supporting Reading in Secondary Schools: Guidance and Workbook for All Secondary Practitioners.




‘• Tier 1 words are everyday words we usually use in speech like “hot”, “nice”, “ordinary” and “school”.







• Tier 2 words are more complex vocabulary found in writing or formal situations like “analyse”, “evaluate”, “maintain” and “tend”.







• Tier 3 words are subject-specific vocabulary associated with a particular domain of knowledge like “algorithm”, “longitude”, “feudal” and “metaphor”.’ (Department for Education, 2025)





So where should we start when having these discussions about vocabulary selection? Tom Needham argues that Tier 2 words are where the true value of selection lies:




‘Like many other departments, we have tried to focus on Tier 2 words, those “that occur across a range of domains, are characteristic of written texts and occur less frequently in oral language”. Teaching Tier 2 words is a high utility strategy, allowing students access to vocabulary that can be used across a text, other texts and maybe even other subjects.’ (Needham, 2018a)





This is not at the expense of Tier 3 vocabulary by any means. As Mary Myatt says:




‘The concepts and big ideas [of the curriculum] are generally Tier 3 vocabulary. They are the gateways into the individual subjects. If we want pupils to know more and remember more, it’s worth spending time teaching them, talking about them, and showing them in lots of different contexts.’ (Myatt, 2022a)





This is precisely why the debate over which words to teach remains so vital, and why we must continually revisit the questions posed earlier.


Alex Quigley advocates for immersing classrooms in rich vocabulary instruction, emphasising the teaching of morphology and etymology as key strategies to develop what he terms ‘word consciousness’, an active awareness and nurtured fascination with words and what they mean. He explains:




‘This love of language and continual curiosity about what words mean, where they are from, and their legion of connections, feels like the end-game of great vocabulary teaching. With careful cultivation, this curiosity can be fostered and it can help fuel our pupils’ school success.’ (Quigley, 2021)





Yet the fundamental question remains, why? Why is it important for students to acquire vocabulary at such breadth and depth? As linguist David Crystal puts it:




‘Education is the process of preparing us for the big world and the big world has big words. The more big words I know, the better I will survive in it. Because there are hundreds of thousands of big words in English, I cannot learn them all. But this does not mean that I shouldn’t try to learn some.’ (Crystal, 2007)





While Crystal’s observation is expressed in a light-hearted way, he captures an important truth. There is a deeper moral imperative to consider. Data from the Reading Agency’s ‘The State of the Nation’s Adult Reading: 2024 Report’ tells us there is significant decline in the number of people who read regularly for pleasure, dropping from 58% in 2015 to 50% today. The report goes further, highlighting that among young people ages 16 to 24, a quarter are not regular readers and 44% of this group can be categorised as a ‘lapsed reader’, one who previously enjoyed reading regularly but has stopped entirely or drastically reduced their reading frequency (The Reading Agency, 2024).


This becomes particularly alarming when we consider the findings of Dugdale and Clark (2008), who highlight the impact of low literacy levels on someone’s life. The profile of someone with low literacy levels includes: more likely to live in overcrowded housing, less likely to vote, more likely to lead solitary lives without any children, more likely to live in a non-working household (National Literacy Trust, 2011). On the other hand, regular readers in the UK reported fewer feelings of stress and depression than non-readers, along with high life-satisfaction levels, and ‘44% of regular readers said reading had improved their mental health and wellbeing, compared with 23% of lapsed and non-readers’ (The Reading Agency, 2026).


This, then, brings to mind the importance of Mark McCourt’s perspective around the design of curricula:




‘There is a lie that continues to circulate in our system, subtle and smiling, dressed in the language of relevance and engagement. It suggests that the children who come from homes without books, without tradition, without stability, need something less demanding. That they should be shielded from the rigour of canonical texts, or complex scientific ideas, or abstract mathematics. That Shakespeare is beyond them. That Bach is meaningless to them … School is not meant to reflect back a child’s existing world. It is meant to offer new worlds. It is meant to take the child by the hand and lead them to places they never knew existed, places beyond their postcode, places they have every right to belong.’ (McCourt, 2025)





When viewed through the lens of vocabulary, our mission becomes crystal clear: to ensure all students have access to the very best language and literature. We must not restrict what students are allowed to read simply because they struggle. We should not teach different words for different pupils depending on their prior attainment. As Myatt cautions, we should never offer learners a ‘diminished diet’ (Myatt, 2021a). Reading allows students to transcend their ‘existing world’ (McCourt, 2025) and explore new possibilities. Yet with a generation of reluctant readers, and students who may never pick up a book at home, it is up to us as educators to open doors to the richest and most challenging texts. Vocabulary instruction is essential in this effort. We must think of thoughtful, impactful ways to help students in accessing complex language. We must ensure no student is excluded or held back, purely because a text is considered challenging and we must continually reflect on our vocabulary instruction to meet the needs of all our learners.









How?





[image: Icon of a lock.] HACK #1.1: I SAY, YOU SAY


Effective vocabulary instruction begins the moment a new word is introduced. As English teachers, we are constantly teaching new words and, unlike other domains where the focus is often placed on Tier 3 vocabulary, English requires us to navigate a large number of Tier 2 words as well. This reminds us of the need to be selective. While we aim to expose students to as many words as possible, this cannot come at the expense of other priorities.


One easy way to support vocabulary learning is the ‘I say, you say’ approach, which helps students rehearse the pronunciation of new terms. Science teacher Pritesh Raichura says of ‘I say, you say’:




‘During an explanation, I teach lots of words that are brand new to pupils because they are highly subject-specific. For example, the words “covalent” or “ionic” or “ionic compound”. When I encounter such a word during an explanation, I might say: “I say, you say: covalent!” and pause, and expect 100% of pupils in the room to chant, “covalent!” back to me.’ (Raichura, 2025)





This is a strategy that can be adopted across any subject, but I think it holds particular value in English for several reasons. As Raichura highlights later in his blog, the technique is low on accountability. It doesn’t take much effort for students to simply repeat a word back to their teacher, especially when a clear cue is given in order for this process to commence. While it may not be a rigorous approach in isolation, it excels at ensuring full participation from every student. Beyond that, it’s an easy and effective hack to seamlessly integrate into a lesson and can help maintain or increase the pace of classroom instruction, particularly if things are going slowly (Raichura, 2025).


‘I say, you say’ is useful for whole-class repetition, but also can work on an individual basis. A student may stumble over pronunciation when reading something out loud to the class, for example, and so the strategy can be used to model to them in a low threat way. It serves too as an effective way to add extra emphasis to words you want students to remember.


While a strategy like this may not be new to English teachers, it is a valuable reminder of the power of repetition. Students need multiple exposures to new words and repeated practice is essential if they are to internalise the vocabulary in question. When I first introduced ‘I say, you say’ in my classroom, my students took a while to warm up to it, perhaps because it was a strategy they associated more with modern foreign languages than English. Now, they readily participate and are prepared to repeat my selected words whenever prompted.


Beyond pronunciation, the ‘I say, you say’ approach is also an easy and effective way to recapture students’ attention when their minds begin to wander. Let’s bring their focus back with vocabulary!








[image: Icon of a lock.] HACK #1.2: READ, RE-READ AND READ AGAIN


One hack that has significantly enhanced the accessibility of texts in my vocabulary teaching is the idea of ‘Read, re-read and read again’. Drawing inspiration from Alice Vissar-Furay’s research on academic reading, the hack places particular emphasis on the idea of pre-reading. While it’s impossible to explicitly teach every word in a text that students might struggle with, we can still approach challenging vocabulary holistically, considering its role within a broader passage that students will be reading. After all, we have to be sure that students understand what they are reading.


The strategy itself embodies the mantra of ‘teach fewer things in greater depth’, diving deep into the content to ensure pupils secure the knowledge they need. With that in mind, let’s consider how it works.


Imagine presenting students with a passage of text known to contain vocabulary that will very likely act as a barrier to their understanding of what is happening. This might be fiction or non-fiction, such as an academic article. For the purpose of this explanation, let’s consider an extract from Charles Dickens’ A Christmas Carol, an appropriate example due to the potential challenge provided by unfamiliar 19th-century language. Consider the following passage from stave 2, where Scrooge is taken to witness his younger self as an apprentice at Fezziwig’s workshop.




“Why, it’s old Fezziwig! Bless his heart; it’s Fezziwig alive again!”


Old Fezziwig laid down his pen, and looked up at the clock, which pointed to the hour of seven. He rubbed his hands; adjusted his capacious waistcoat; laughed all over himself, from his shows to his organ of benevolence; and called out in a comfortable, oily, rich, fat, jovial voice:


“Yo ho, there! Ebenezer! Dick!”


Scrooge’s former self, now grown a young man, came briskly in, accompanied by his fellow-prentice.


“Dick Wilkins, to be sure,” said Scrooge to the Ghost. “Bless me, yes. There he is. He was very much attached to me, was Dick. Poor Dick. Dear, dear.”


“Yo ho, my boys!” said Fezziwig. “No more work to-night. Christmas Eve, Dick. Christmas, Ebenezer. Let’s have the shutters up,” cried old Fezziwig, with a sharp clap of his hands, “before a man can say Jack Robinson.”


You wouldn’t believe how those two fellows went at it. They charged into the street with the shutters -- one, two, three -- had them up in their places -- four, five, six -- barred them and pinned then -- seven, eight, nine -- and came back before you could have got to twelve, panting like race-horses.





The length of the extract provided may vary depending on the focus and purpose of the lesson but, as teachers, it’s important to anticipate the elements students are likely to find difficult. To support understanding, we should identify words that we believe will benefit from explicit, deliberate attention before reading begins.


With this in mind, and before presenting the passage itself, I introduce students to a vocabulary grid containing the selected words alongside student-friendly definitions. The accessibility of these definitions is extremely important. They must be written to open the door to the text, not to create another barrier, for if they are overly complex or abstract we risk alienating students further from the very material we want them to access. From the Carol extract, we might draw out the following words.








	Word


	Definition







	capacious


	Having plenty of space inside; very large or roomy.







	benevolence


	A kind and caring attitude toward others.







	jovial


	Cheerful and full of good humour.







	briskly


	Quickly and with energy.







	-prentice


	A shortened form of ‘apprentice,’ meaning someone learning a trade or skill from a master.










Figure 1.1 Words and definitions


Once students have been introduced to the selected vocabulary and their definitions, you can follow-up with a range of activities, depending on the needs of the class and your context. These aim to help reinforce and consolidate understanding, promoting retention and preparing students for the deeper engagement with the text that is about to follow.




	Pronunciation with ‘I say, you say‘: Go through each word using the ‘I say, you say’ technique. Model the correct pronunciation, then have students repeat it back. A student cannot truly understand or use a word confidently if they are unsure how to say it.



	Visual representation: Ask students to draw a simple image or icon to represent each word. One can easily assess their understanding of the terms based on their justifications of what they have drawn.



	Context-free sentence construction: Have students use a selection of the words in sentences unrelated to the current text. In this case, sentences would have nothing to do with A Christmas Carol. This helps reinforce word meaning and encourages students to consider how words can be applied in different contexts. For this activity, you might want to pick two or three words for students, especially if the text itself contains archaic language that is not appropriate to put into sentences now.



	Inference and prediction: Ask students to predict what they think the extract might be about, based solely on the vocabulary grid. Encourage them to verbalise their reasoning, make inferences and justify their predictions using the vocabulary as evidence.



	Interleaving and retrieval practice: Use the vocabulary to create links with prior learning. Are there any words that connect to earlier topics, texts or themes? For example, students studying A Christmas Carol at GCSE might recognise that the word ‘benevolence’ (in this example) connects to An Inspector Calls. They may identify that the Birling family lacks benevolence at the start of that play, whereas the younger generation begin to learn its value, highlighting an emerging dichotomy when it comes to the moral path each character treads. This activity, then, turns vocabulary into a tool for revision and cross-textual thinking.





Regardless of which activities you choose, the core aim remains the same: students must actively engage with the vocabulary, whether that’s discussing it, debating it or transforming it. Students may not flawlessly understand at this point, but doing something with these words is important. Inferences and predictions may be correct at this stage, but that’s okay. Clarification will come in time. What matters at this stage is the interaction with the language.


With these foundations in place, the reading can begin. As you read through the text for students, pay close attention to the vocabulary that has been pre-taught. Be prepared to pause when these words appear. This is where the ‘Read, re-read and read again’ strategy really comes into its own. The process may look something like this.




Teacher: [Reading the text] ‘Old Fezziwig laid down his pen, and looked up at the clock, which pointed to the hour of seven. He rubbed his hands; adjusted his capacious waistcoat …’ There’s that word ‘capacious’ that we discussed previously. Who can remind me of what ‘capacious’ means again?


Student 1: Large? Having plenty of space.


Teacher: In full sentences please.


Student 1: If something is ‘capacious’, it means having plenty of space inside. It is very large or roomy.


Teacher: Good work. So let’s read that again, but this time we’ll replace the word with the definition. ‘Old Fezziwig laid down his pen, and looked up at the clock, which pointed to the hour of seven. He rubbed his hands; adjusted his large and roomy waistcoat …’ What do you think Dickens is saying about the character of Fezziwig here? Student 2?


Student 2: He’s physically big? So he needs bigger clothes?


Teacher: What else? What about his personality?


Student 2: He has a big personality. His physical size mirrors his big personality? Just like Scrooge’s harsh physical description mirrors his personality.


Student 3: Could it also show that he’s eating well compared to the poor in London? It shows he’s getting enough to eat or has the money to purchase the resources he needs to live?


Teacher: Excellent. We’ll discuss those ideas in greater detail in a bit. So… ‘Old Fezziwig laid down his pen, and looked up at the clock, which pointed to the hour of seven. He rubbed his hands; adjusted his capacious waistcoat …’





When we foreground vocabulary in this way, we enable ourselves to model for students what it means to be intellectually curious about language. While it will not be practical to do this for every passage we encounter, intentionally slowing down and spending more time on a carefully selected section of text can be incredibly powerful.


Through this approach, we complete the strategy of ‘Read, re-read and read again’. We start by reading the original text, then re-reading with key words substituted for their student-friendly definitions, and finally read again, this time reverting back to the text as originally written, alongside a brief discussion of the word’s effect or connotation, or inferences around why the writer has chosen that particular word at that moment.


A common and understandable critique of this sequence is that it disrupts the flow of the reading experience. Pausing frequently (especially during a good bit!) can feel frustrating, but the solution isn’t to abandon the approach, but to apply it judiciously. Be selective with the passages you choose, or maybe think about reading the extract through in its entirety once before returning to the text to revisit the vocabulary in more detail, allowing for both analysis and immersion in the story.


This kind of structured repetition is valuable and ‘really helps when a lack of understanding, or misunderstanding, of the vocabulary has the opportunity to hamper comprehension … a lesson spent reading is not a lesson wasted’ (Pryke and Staniforth, 2022, p.58).








[image: Icon of a lock.] HACK #1.3: CHORAL RESPONSE


Once definitions have been established, whether through explicit instruction or more holistic approaches like ‘Read, re-read and read again’, it can be valuable to engage students in active retrieval of vocabulary in order to strengthen understanding and retention. For example, one could ask students to write words on mini whiteboards in response to vocalised teacher definitions, encouraging 100% class participation. However, in moments where maintaining the pace of the lesson is important, a choral response may be more useful. This is another technique used by Raichura, who says:




‘Choral response is about posing a question to the class which has a short answer, pausing and then saying: “On 3…1, 2, 3!” And the class will chant the answer in unison after “3”. For example: “Plants make a sugar called glucose during photosynthesis. What sugar do plants make during photosynthesis? On 3 [Pause] 1,2,3!” The class shouts out ‘Glucose’ in unison.’ (Raichura, 2025)





I’ve chosen to include this technique in a chapter on vocabulary because, as an English teacher, I’ve found it particularly effective for consolidating word knowledge. As Raichura rightly notes, the key to choral response is that answers must be short and precise because you are expecting and wanting students to say the same word or phrase. It would not be suitable for questions requiring extended or interpretive responses, as distinct answers would be an impossibility. However, for vocabulary retrieval, it is ideal. If I were to ask, ‘Which word means a kind and caring attitude towards others? 3…2…1…’ and held my hand to my ear to signal for a collective answer, the whole class would respond, in unison, ‘benevolence’.


Unlike ‘I say, you say’, this technique places more of a cognitive demand on students because they are not simply echoing the teacher but recalling and producing vocabulary independently, even though they are saying it all together as a group. As such, 100% participation may not be achieved. Students may falter or hesitate, but these moments give you immediate data, for they signal the need for reteaching or revision of particular terms.


As a side note, this strategy also works particularly well for checking student knowledge of characters and key literary terms. It is essential, however, to establish clear expectations around accountability. Students need to understand that a response is always expected, otherwise it is likely the strategy will not work. They can murmur with uncertainty, yes, but not responding is not an option.








[image: Icon of a lock.] HACK #1.4: FRAYER MODEL


No chapter on vocabulary instruction would be complete without mention of the Frayer Model. It remains one of the most effective tools for helping students build a solid and nuanced understanding of words. By asking learners to explore a word’s definition, characteristics, examples and non-examples, the model supports deep and lasting knowledge of vocabulary. What makes it particularly useful is its adaptability, something I think is needed in a subject like English. It can be changed to suit a range of tasks and texts.


Figure 1.2 shows the traditional Frayer Model, originally developed by Dorothy Frayer.




[image: Blank Frayer Model template divided into four labeled sections—Definition at the top left, Characteristics at the top right, Examples at the bottom left, and Non‑characteristics at the bottom right—with “Frayer Model” centered.]

   

Figure 1.2 Traditional Frayer Model








The word to be taught is placed in the middle of the model. I will always have the definition pre-prepared in the first box. I ask students to copy this model into their books before filling it out together as a class:




‘Initial instruction about the Frayer Model is heavily teacher-directed and requires teacher modelling. Teachers should demonstrate how to complete the graphic organiser by talking through what they are doing and how they are coming up with the information they enter into the different sections.’ (Center, 2026)





The characteristics of a word refer to its key features, traits or qualities. Encourage students to consider what actually makes the concept what it is. Figure 1.3 show a completed example of a Frayer Model which I use when teaching William Wordsworth’s The Prelude. I want students to understand the significance of the speaker re-evaluating their thoughts on nature, and so I teach the term ‘introspection’ to help them see this.




[image: Completed Frayer Model for Introspection, with sections defining it as self‑examination of thoughts and actions, listing characteristics like deep thinking and self‑awareness, examples such as journaling and reflection, and non‑characteristics like impulsive decision‑making and avoiding self‑awareness.]



Figure 1.3 Frayer Model for the word ‘introspection’








Alex Quigley argues that Frayer Models can even be adapted for more suitability with literature teaching (Quigley, 2018). His suggested adjustments look like the completed example in Figure 1.4.




[image: Completed Frayer Model for Solitude, defining it as being alone, with connotations such as calm or loneliness, examples from nature and reflection, and linked themes including imagination, self‑growth, memory, and the sublime.]



Figure 1.4 Adapted Frayer Model for the word ‘solitude’








This example explores connotations of the word which could then be used as a guide for literary analysis in an extended written response. This version also allows students to connect the term explicitly to the text they are studying, an example of how flexible the model can be.


It’s important to draw attention to how this model can be adapted; we can sometimes be reluctant to modify established strategies to better suit our classes. While it is crucial to avoid the ‘lethal mutation’ of an idea, that is making changes that end up undermining the impact of an established method, thoughtful adaptations that result in stronger student understanding should be encouraged. Making adjustments like those seen in the previous example are especially useful for the scaffolding of essay writing. They enable students to plan focused, close analysis with greater confidence. As Quigley says:




‘Does the “Frayer Model” alone transform understanding of words? Well, no – not really. Still, I found it a quick and handy strategy to explicitly closely analyse important vocabulary choices in English.’ (Quigley, 2018)





Something else which is important to note here is that:




‘The Frayer Model is not intended to be used as a worksheet for homework, something that would be no more effective than asking students to simply look up the definitions for a list of assigned words. Discussion is an important element of this practice. By filling out the Frayer Model with their classes, teachers help students … contextuali[se] terms, actively processing information, and experiencing multiple exposures to terms.’ (Center, 2026)





Eventually, as students master the elements of filling out the Frayer Model, begin to strip away the teacher support.








[image: Icon of a lock.] HACK #1.5: VOCABULARY × THINKING HARD


An effective follow-up to a Frayer Model is the use of vocabulary activities aligned with the ‘thinking hard’ strategies. Unlike the Frayer Model, which is more teacher led, ‘thinking hard’ sheets can be completed by students independently and then used as the basis for discussion later. Originally developed by Simon Hardwick and Martin Jones, these strategies promote deeper cognitive engagement with the word in question.


An example resource employing these techniques is shown in Figure 1.5.






[image: Vocabulary worksheet titled “Vocabulary Check” focused on the word altruistic, with sections to read its etymology, transform it into an image, debate its meaning, use it in sentences, and link it to To Kill a Mockingbird.]



Figure 1.5 Thinking Hard vocabulary sheet example resource








These resources follow common structures.




	Read it: Students read the definition and etymology of the word being studied. Students highlight key information that helps increase their understanding of the word.



	Transform it: Students transform the word into a small image to help them remember it. This helps them put the definition into practice and is a surprisingly useful tool in helping us see if they have understood the word, especially when they have to justify why they have drawn what they have.



	Debate it: Students are given a statement that they have to agree, partially agree or disagree with. The statement uses the word in question to help students engage with the vocabulary and form an opinion around it. This is also a great way of modelling how the word might be used.



	Use it: Students apply the word, and its various forms, in a series of sentences that are removed from the original context in which the word has been introduced. For example, if the word is being explored because of its use in Checking Out Me History, the sentence itself doesn’t need to reference the poem. This helps students understand other ways in which it could be applied. To support this, teachers can model the process by sharing their own examples and non-examples.



	Link it: Students are required to link the word to the text they are studying so they can rehearse with it before they use it in a more formal setting.






The ‘Debate it’ task, in particular, is a great way of sparking classroom discussion and debate. We want to create language-rich classrooms where students aren’t using new vocabulary only in their writing but in their speech too.








[image: Icon of a lock.]HACK #1.6: EXAMPLES AND NON-EXAMPLES


Examples and non-examples can be covered in the Frayer Model, but other exercises can also be completed by students to ensure this area of vocabulary instruction is covered. This example from Bringing Vocabulary to Life focuses on two target words which presents challenge in a different way:




‘[This activity] asks students to choose which of two target words represents a situation that is described. This is somewhat more challenging as it asks students to bring to mind meanings of two target word and decide which fits.’ (Beck et al., 2013, p. 186).





For example, you might ask your class the following questions. The words in italics are ones that have been explicitly taught, possibly through using other teacher hacks described previously.






	‘If you just won the lottery, would you be jubilant or melancholy? Why?’ (Beck et al., 2013, p. 186) These words, hypothetically, may have been introduced as Tier 2 vocabulary in context of A Christmas Carol, yet here they are purposefully out of context. We need to show students how words are transferable, that they can operate in a range of settings beyond the text in which they are first encountered. If we only ever present vocabulary in the context of the text, we risk limiting a student’s understanding, leading to the sort of linguistic narrowness we do not want or need to foster, and making it harder for them to apply the words flexibly elsewhere. In fact, addressing misconceptions about use of vocabulary later on can be far more challenging to tackle than encouraging that versatility from the start. Another useful example might be:



	‘If you were in need of help and support, would you want someone to show you benevolence or malice?’ These questions can form really quick retrieval tasks and often work as a good instigator for discussion, as the justification of student ideas is the most important part.












[image: Icon of a lock.]HACK #1.7: MORPHOLOGY AND ETYMOLOGY


This is a significant area of vocabulary instruction, which cannot simply be dropped into a ‘one-off’ lesson. Morphology instruction requires repetition, consistency and deliberate and careful integration into schemes of work across all year groups. Of all the approaches to vocabulary, this has always been the area where I personally have felt the least confident, most likely because I never remember looking at words through a morphological lens when I was at school. My degree is in literature, which means I’ve passed through my education with only a peripheral awareness of what morphology entails, and I bet I’m not the only teacher who feels that way. As I’ve built my understanding of morphology, however, I’ve come to appreciate just how vital it is, and also how fun it can be! It’s also through this method that I’ve realised just how much students enjoy words. Words can make students genuinely curious; they are keen to learn new words, to show off knowledge of words they already know and to think about how words evolve and connect. Morphology and etymology absolutely deserve a central place in our classrooms. To begin, it’s important we distinguish between the two:




	Etymology is the study or the origin and development of words. Etymology looks at where a word comes from and how its form and meaning have changed over time and the languages it has passed through.



	Morphology is the study of the structure of words, specifically how smaller units of meaning combine to form words.






Let’s consider the basics of morphological terminology first as this is always the best ‘way in’.








	Type


	What it means


	Example







	Root/Base


	The main meaning; the core of the word. Can be combined with prefixes and suffixes to form new words.


	walk in walked







	Affix


	A prefix or suffix added to the beginning or end of a word or word part that forms new words and can change meaning, part of speech, and usage


	dis- in disappear or -ed in worked







	Prefix


	An affix that comes before the root


	un- in unkind







	Suffix


	An affix that comes after the root


	-ing in running







	Free root


	The main part of a word that can stand on its own and be combined with prefixes or suffixes to form new words (examples: form, port, tract, script)


	book, run, kind







	Bound root


	The main part of a word that must be combined or ‘bound’ with affixes to form new words


	rupt, spect, struct, flect










Figure 1.6 Morphological terminology


So why is the act of fostering morphological awareness with our students so vital? Alex Quigley says:




‘We know that around 60% of our English lexicon is drawn from a combination of Latin and Greek origins, with the more technical vocabulary of school reaching even higher, to something like 90%. When children learn the story and the deeper meaning of a word, it can prove memorable and revelatory. Given the consistent origins of our academic vocabulary, we cannot miss out on the power of teaching with morphology in mind.’ (Quigley, 2024a)





Marcia K. Henry offers a further understanding of why morphemes matter, saying:




‘Since morphemes are the smallest units of meaning in words, and meaning (comprehension) is the goal of reading, morphemes are of prime importance. Most English words are polysyllabic and often contain prefixes and suffixes to extend and expand the meaning of the base element (often called the root …). These morphemes provide students with numerous strategies for decoding (reading) and encoding (spelling) as well as enhancing vocabulary (Henry, 1988, 1993, 2010a). As children learn the common prefixes, suffixes, and Latin and Greek bases, they gain new understanding of these meaning-based building blocks in English words.’ (Henry, 2019)





If you’re completely new to teaching morphology or still building your confidence with it, here are a few simple steps that worked well for me. As always, feel free to adapt these to suit your own context and learners.




	Start with common prefixes and suffixes: Teach students a core set of affixes along with their meanings. These can easily be found online.



	Introduce root words: Provide students with a list of base words and model how adding suffixes like -ed, -s or -ing can change the form and function of a word. These are gentle starting points because they’re inflectional suffixes, suffixes that adjust tense, number or degree without completely changing the word’s core meaning or part of speech.



	Use colour coding: This can help students visually distinguish between the root, prefix and suffix.



	Sort and classify: Give students a mixed list of words and ask them to identify which contain prefixes, suffixes, or both.



	Break it down: Choose one longer, unfamiliar word and work with the class to dissect it into its root, prefix and suffix. This is an excellent opportunity to model your thinking aloud as to how to complete this process and deepen word awareness.





These are just the basics, but as a teacher hack, they are a strong starting point, especially if you’re feeling less confident in this area. Morphology isn’t something that can be ‘ticked off’ in a single lesson. Students, instead, will benefit from frequent bite-sized exposures. In my experience, it sticks best over time, with repeated opportunities for practice and application.


Let’s have a look at what this might look like in practice. As you read, consider how this could be adapted to suit your own context and a word of your choosing.




	
In a lesson titled ‘What is subversion?’, part of a scheme on 1984, but supported by supplementary texts (in this case an edited version of the opening of The Handmaid’s Tale), I wanted to explicitly teach the word ‘subversion’ through its morphological structure. Given the meaning of the word, I decided to focus particular attention on the prefix ‘sub-’. To introduce it, I gave students both the word and its definition (this could have also been framed within the context of a Frayer Model).




[image: Vocabulary poster explaining subversion, defining it as undermining authority, breaking down the prefix sub- meaning “under,” and giving examples such as submarine, subconscious, and subscription with brief definitions.]



Figure 1.7 Subversion vocabulary check










	As you can see, I underlined the prefix to segregate it from the rest of the word.



	
The next part is a simple but effective activity that I really like; it allows students to show off their word knowledge. I asked students to generate as many words as they could that related to the target word by sharing the same morphological feature, in this case, words that began with the prefix ‘sub-’. Not only does this build morphological awareness but also strengthens student ability to make connections between words.




[image: Vocabulary chart lists words beginning with the prefix sub- such as subjugate, submit, suburb, substitute, and subsequent, each with brief definitions, followed by the question asking where subversion appears in 1984.]



Figure 1.8 Subversion vocabulary check: words with ‘sub-’ prefix










	We then explored the prefix ‘sub-’ and how it influences the meaning of each word, drawing out the shared meaning of ‘under’, ‘beneath’ or ‘below’. From this, we can begin to see why teaching vocabulary through morphology can be so powerful. A strategy like this will go some way in helping students consider and decode unfamiliar words in different contexts when they’re reading independently. If a student comes across a word with the prefix ‘sub-’, it’s likely they will be able to decode it through the prefix and by reading around the word, increasing their understanding of the text as a result.



	With this understanding, I linked the discussion back to the focus of the lesson by asking ‘Where does the idea of subversion appear in 1984?’ so students could consider the word with a familiar, foundational knowledge of a text. Students focused on Winston’s quiet rebellion, his decision to open his diary, as a clear act of subversion against the ominous threat of Big Brother’s surveillance.



	
To deepen this thinking, I then introduced our additional text, an edited extract from The Handmaid’s Tale. Rather than diving in immediately, I first presented various editions of the novel’s cover and asked students to predict how this text might connect to our key concept of subversion – another way of generating conversation around their morphological understanding of the word. Some questions prompts I used alongside the cover variations were:




	What can we tell about the world of The Handmaid’s Tale based on these covers?



	What do the covers have in common? Why might this be?



	What can we tell about the characters?



	How might we link these covers to the idea of subersion?







	After our initial discussion around our inferences, we read the opening, where we witness subversion in action. Characters surreptitiously reach for human connection, mouthing their names between their beds and lip reading in defiance of an enforced silence.





This is just one example of how one might begin to introduce the concept of morphology in the classroom. In my experience, starting small (focusing on one prefix, for example) and linking it to rich and authentic classroom texts, can make a real difference. Over time, as confidence grows, so too will opportunities for deeper, more meaningful morphological instruction.


Marn Frank, in Morpheme Matrices, suggests a matrix can be a really tool to help students increase their morphological awareness (Frank, 2018). Figure 1.9 shows an example.






[image: Word‑building diagram showing the root “port” meaning “to carry,” with prefixes im‑, re‑, de‑ on the left and suffixes such as ‑s, ‑ed, ‑ing, ‑er, ‑ion, ‑able, ‑al on the right, illustrating how words can be formed.]



Figure 1.9 Example morpheme matrix








As you can see, the root is placed in the middle box. On the left-hand side, we have common prefixes one might ‘attach’ to the root. These are used to form new words or change the meaning or part of speech. On the right-hand side, we have the most common inflectional suffixes that are shown in the top box. These change the number of a noun or the tense of a verb without altering the core meaning of the word itself. In the bottom-right box, we have common derivational suffixes. These are used to form new words and may change the meaning of the word or the word class itself.


Morpheme matrices can be used in this manner:




	Present students with a matrix like this one. Ask them to create as many words from the matrix as they can.



	Discuss how affixes can change the meaning of the word by modelling different prefix and suffix choices. Use this opportunity to talk about what the different affixes mean.



	Ask students to use some of these words in sentences of their own.



	Link to the topic of the lesson.






For further examples of matrices, I would strongly recommend looking at Morpheme Matrices.


From here, you could explore the etymology of a word, discussing origins and development of vocabulary over time. Etymonline (www.etymonline.com) is an excellent resource for this.














WRITING




What?


Vocabulary is fundamental to students’ development, not only as readers but also as writers. When students build their ‘word consciousness’, they are better equipped to understand texts and, as a result, to consider how they can use these words effectively in their own writing. Stahl and Nagy define word consciousness as ‘the knowledge and dispositions necessary for students to learn, appreciate, and effectively use words’ (Scott and Nagy, 2009, cited in Quigley, 2024b). It enables students to develop a feel for how written language works while also cultivating an awareness of other elements like syntax.


Vocabulary allows students to express their thoughts with sophistication, whether they are writing creatively or analytically. In English, we teach vocabulary not only to expand students’ knowledge of words but also to enable them to communicate complex ideas, evoke emotion and construct meaning with purpose. When taught through the lens of writing, vocabulary supports students in making deliberate and impactful language choices. A repertoire of vocabulary means students can vary tone and register and can develop a voice of their own. Without it, students will struggle to translate their thoughts into writing, often reverting to vague, repetitive or cliched expressions that fail to convey their intended meaning. In academic contexts, vocabulary is essential for precision in thinking and writing. It helps students to articulate ideas and interpretations and construct arguments that mirror the complexities of the texts being studied.


Teaching vocabulary for writing is not a separate task from teaching writing itself. It is embedded within it, shaping choices students make. It is more than handing out a list of words. It is about helping students develop the ability to make intentional choices about the words that best convey their message. There are countless strategies one could explore when discussing vocabulary instruction, enough to fill an entire book. In this section I have included those I believe are most effective and beneficial for students.







How?





[image: Icon of a lock.]HACK #1.8: TEACHING EMOTIONAL LITERACY


One thing I’ve found students really struggle with is the idea of emotional literacy. Anecdotally, in the settings in which I’ve worked, students rarely have the vocabulary to be able to express their emotions and feelings in the ways we would want them to, and probably the ways in which they would want to. ‘Emotional literacy has a simple definition that belies its difficulty to acquire: the ability to understand why you feel what you feel and adapt yourself accordingly; the ability to be attuned and responsive to the feelings of others.’ (Evans, 2023)
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+ The state or situation of being alone.

Examples:

« The speaker’ s time along on the mountain lake,
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. Self-examination or reflection on one’s
thoughts and actions.

Examples:

+ A person reflecting on their actions after
making a mistake.

+ Reflecting on your motivations before making
a decision.

+ htherapist guiding a client to explore their
feelings.

« Journdling to understand your emotions.

+ Taking time alone to think about personal
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VOCABULARY CHECK

Revise the key vocabulary by completing the tasks.

altruistic (adjective) Being kind and caring by helping others, even if it doesn't help you.

TASK ONE: READ IT

TASK TWO: TRANSFORM IT

Read about the etymology of ‘altruistic’.
Highlight key information.

Transform the adjective ‘altruistic’ info an
image to help you remember it.

1853, ‘unselfishness, devotion to the welfare of
others, the opposite of egoism,’ from French
altruisme, coined or popularised 1830 by French
philosopher puguste Comte, with -ism + autrui
(0ld French attrui) ‘of orto others,’ from Latin
atteri

TASK THREE: DEBATE IT

‘True altruism does not exist because all actions have selfish motives.
To what extent do you agree?

TASK FOUR: USE IT

TASK FIVE: LINKIT

Can you use the following words in a
sentence?
altruism, altruistic

Explain how the word ‘altruism’ links to
To Kill a Mockingbird.
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