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What’s up With Word Mapping?
How do we learn words? That is the 
question I first asked myself when I 
began to research vocabulary teaching 
and learning.  Today, vocabulary is an 
integral part of any content classroom; 
however…

Why teach the Word  
Mapping strategy? 

Think for a moment and remember 
what you do when you come across a 
word for which you do not know the 
meaning.  Do you look around and try 
to use context clues? Unfortunately, not 
all contexts are created equal. Strong 
contexts describe the word or use a syn-
onym, but weak contexts give very little 
or no hint to the word’s meaning. What 
if there is no context? Do you look at the 
word and break it apart into smaller, 
more manageable words or parts with 
meaning? Good readers do a variety of 
these things. They use context (when 
available), word structure (breaking 
words into smaller parts), and etymol-
ogy (word origins) to figure out overall 
meaning. 

Vocabulary knowledge is a predictor 
of academic success, yet students who 
are not proficient readers struggle with 
knowing the meanings of academically 
important vocabulary. Students who 
struggle in this area lack the strategies 
necessary to help them learn or predict 
the meanings of unknown words.

overvieW of the strategy 
The Word Mapping Strategy provides a 
set of steps students can use to predict 
the meanings of unknown words while 
reading and learning new information. 
The strategy helps students quickly 
learn how to predict the meanings of 
unknown words. It will teach students 
to (a) identify parts of words that have 
meaning, (b) learn the meaning of high-
frequency word parts, and (c) use the 
meaning of those word parts to predict 
the meaning of whole words. These 
skills are critical when students take 
standardized reading comprehension 
tests on which they are required to 
identify the meaning of words among 
several choices and where they are 
required to read passages and answer 
questions about them. Providing a 
rationale for learning the strategy and 
talking about situations in which stu-
dents can use the strategy will increase 
students’ commitment to learn how to 
predict the meaning of words.

twitter with us!
@StrateTweets: Communication about 
the Strategic Instruction Model
@KUCRL: Communication from the 
Center for Research on Learning
@Stratepedia: The Center’s web devel-
opment shop
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steps of the Word  
Mapping strategy 

The steps of the Word Mapping 
Strategy specify how a student 
thinks and acts while using the 
strategy. Following is an expla-
nation of what the student does 
in each step. 

The steps of the Word Mapping 
Strategy should be performed in 
quick succession.  With some 
practice, students will learn to 
predict the meaning of unknown 
words by breaking them into 
smaller, more meaningful parts 
and then making sense of those 

word parts by putting the mean-
ing of those parts together. By 
using etymology, or word ori-
gins, to figure out the meaning 
of unfamiliar words, students 
can begin to make meaningful 
guesses and then apply that 
information to what they are 
reading. The benefits of using 
such a strategy for word learn-
ing are powerful. Students begin 
to internalize and make the 
strategy their own. Before long, 
they will not need word maps to 
figure out an unknown word’s 
meaning; instead, they will be 
able to visualize and go through 
the process instantaneously in 
their minds. That is the goal.

Word

Meaning

Prediction

M Step

A Step

P Step

S Step
Definition

Meaning Meaning

Prefix Root Suffix

pre     dict     ion

pre dict ion

M – Map the word 
parts

When mapping the word 
parts, students will write 
the word in the top box on 
the Word Maps, a graphic 
device integral to use of the 
strategy. Then, they will 
look for the prefix, suffix, 
and root in the word and 
place each word part in the 
first row of boxes under the 
word. Students must keep 
in mind that not all words 
have prefixes or suffixes, 
and some words have more 
than one. That means some 
boxes might be blank and 
others might contain two 
word parts.  

Word Mapping  
strategy steps

1.  Map the word parts

2.  attack the meaning 
of each part

3.  predict the word’s 
meaning

4.  see if you’re right!

TIP: When you introduce the 
Word Mapping Strategy to 
students, use an overhead 
transparency or poster to help 
emphasize the steps.

TIP: When you write the word in the first box, model how to 
break the word into smaller parts using the symbols for isolat-
ing the prefix (backwards “L”), separating the suffix (“L”), and 
finding the root (“___”). 

Word Mapping 
(cont. from page 1)

Continued on page 3
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Word Mapping 
(cont. from page 2)

Continued on page 4

Word

Meaning

Prediction

M Step

A Step

P Step

S Step
Definition

Meaning Meaning

Prefix Root Suffix

pre     dict     ion

pre dict ion

before say or speak act, result, 
or state of

A – Attack the 
meaning of each 
part

After students break the 
word into its meaningful 
parts, they write the mean-
ing of each part in the appro-
priate box in the next row. 
Students use their word part 
lists (prefixes, suffixes, and 
roots) to find the meaning 
of each word part. Because 
some word parts have more 
than one meaning, encourage 
students to write all possible 
meanings in the correspond-
ing box, to be explored later 
when making the prediction 
of the word’s meaning.

P – Predict the 
word’s meaning

When students are making 
a prediction, it is important 
to remember to “play” with 
the word part meanings. Not 
all words will break down 
neatly into meaningful parts; 
some parts have more than 
one meaning and require 
some creativity when making 
a prediction. Students will 
begin to translate the mean-
ing of the word parts into a 
more cohesive definition by 
starting with the root. Say the 
root and add the meaning of 
the prefix to it; this will change or add to the meaning of the root. Lastly, consider the meaning 
of the suffix; it serves as a backdrop for forming a prediction. Encourage students to create their 
best, most educated guess and write it in the first long box. In developing the meaning of the 
word, students should try to use the meaning of the suffix at the beginning of their prediction, 
as shown in the example.

Word

Meaning

Prediction

M Step

A Step

P Step

S Step
Definition

Meaning Meaning

Prefix Root Suffix

pre     dict     ion

pre dict ion

before say or speak act, result, 
or state of

the act of speaking before
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Word Mapping 
(cont. from page 3)

What does  
the research say?

Research conducted using the 
Word Mapping Strategy with 
students enrolled in an inclusive 
English 9 course in an urban 
public high school reported 
significant and encouraging 
results with respect to student 
performance. Students who 
used the Word Mapping Strategy 

were able to correctly predict the 
meanings of unknown words 51 
percent of the time compared to 
their rate before instruction (16 
percent). In addition, students 
were able to learn the meanings 
of targeted vocabulary, result-
ing in an average score of 73 
percent on posttests. This is on 
par with the students who were 
taught the LINCS Vocabulary 

Strategy (Ellis, 1992) in place of 
Word Mapping, who received 
an average score of 71 percent. 
Furthermore, students who 
used the Word Mapping Strat-
egy expressed satisfaction with 
learning the strategy steps and 
the processes used to increase 
their academic knowledge base 
and performance. 

hoW does Word  
Mapping fit into  

tiered instruction?
Many schools are adopting 
tiered models of instruction 
(e.g., the Center for Research 
on Learning’s Content Literacy 
Continuum® or response to 
intervention) and are seeking 
research-based interventions 
to use at each tier. According 

S – See if you’re 
right!

After students have made 
a prediction, they must see 
whether the definition they 
invented fits into the con-
text in which the word was 
encountered. Students can 
read the sentence again to see 
whether the definition works 
in the sentence. If it does not 
seem to fit, they might look up 
a definition using a dictionary 
or a computer search, or they 
might ask someone else what 
it means. Sometimes the defi-
nition will match the predic-
tion perfectly, sometimes students can make a connection between the two, and at other times, 
it takes a stretch of the imagination to see a relationship. Finally, students write the correct, or 
dictionary-derived, definition in the bottom box and make comparisons to their prediction.

Word

Meaning

Prediction

M Step

A Step

P Step

S Step
Definition

Meaning Meaning

Prefix Root Suffix

pre     dict     ion

pre dict ion

before say or speak act, result, 
or state of

the act of speaking before

something foretold; a prophecy
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Continued on page 5
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to a report on struggling ado-
lescent readers and effective 
instruction at the secondary level 
(Boardman et al., 2008), word 
study (morphology)—along 
with fluency, vocabulary, com-
prehension, and motivation—is 
an integral part of increasing 
academic literacy. The Word 
Mapping Strategy can provide 
an explicit, systematic approach 
that teachers and students can 
use successfully in settings rang-
ing from general education to 
the most explicit small-group 
or one-on-one instruction. For 
example, using the CLC® levels, 
here are some of the ways teach-
ers might incorporate the Word 
Mapping Strategy into content 
instruction:

Level 1: Content Mastery. At this 
level, general education teach-
ers can use the Word Mapping 
Strategy by demonstrating its 
use when difficult or unknown 
words come up when reading or 
learning new vocabulary. Teach-
ers can use the strategy steps to 
provide meaning and overall 
comprehension to a reading 
passage or sentence. Remember 
to emphasize the importance of 
word learning and how etymol-
ogy can provide clues to unlock 
these meanings. 

TIP: Distribute bookmarks 
or hang posters in the class-
room to increase student 
awareness of the strategy 
and its steps.

Level 2: Embedded Strategy 
Instruction. Here, teachers (gen-
eral or special) can embed and 

directly teach the Word Map-
ping Strategy by describing and 
modeling the strategy steps, 
then providing practice and 
application opportunities for tar-
geted academic vocabulary.  The 
teacher may choose to use perti-
nent lessons from the manual to 
reinforce and practice strategy 
uses. The teacher then continues 
to cue the students to its use 
throughout the year.

Level 3: Explicit Strategy Instruc-
tion. Teachers (general, special, 
or specialist) engage students in 
explicit and targeted instruction 
using the Word Mapping Strategy 
process. Here, the focus is to 
provide ample corrective feed-
back and guided practice with 
grade-level materials using the 
strategy. Emphasis should be to 
help students to use the strategy 
independently in various set-
tings to increase their academic 
performance in the content areas. 
Teachers may decide to collabo-
rate with colleagues to discuss 
student progress and new ways 
to use or teach the strategy.  

Level 4: Intensive Skill Develop-
ment. Teachers (special, specialist, 
or speech and language) provide 
more intensive and explicit lit-
eracy instruction. Teachers may 
need to provide more remedial 
methods in basic skill instruc-
tion. The Word Mapping Strategy 
can be used with students who 
are at or above the fourth-grade 
reading level. However, many 
will be able to benefit from the 
systematic approach and lessons 
provided in the manual. 

Level 5: Intensive Clinical/Thera-
peutic Intervention. Teachers 
(specialist or speech and lan-
guage) can provide interven-

tions to support learners with 
language deficits. At this level, 
students must learn foundations 
of language so that they may 
learn core content and how to 
be strategic thinkers. Morphol-
ogy, or structural analysis, is a 
component of language, and 
the Word Mapping Strategy is an 
approach that infuses morphe-
mic principles. 

Finally, when having conver-
sations about tiered-instruction 
or interventions, another com-
ponent worth considering is 
after-school programming. Word 
Mapping can easily fit into an 
after-school or tutoring pro-
gram. 

(For more information about 
the CLC and its levels, visit http://
kucrl.org; video on CLC levels and 
instruction: http://clc.kucrl.org/
video)

The bottom line is word 
study is an essential part of con-
tent knowledge and learning. 
Explicit and systematic instruc-
tion that involves the manipula-
tion and dissection of words is 
beneficial to student academic 
performance. Exploring ways 
to effectively use the Word Map-
ping Strategy across the various 
instruction levels is important 
and, in the long run, such use 
will promote improved student 
achievement.
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for college/ 
university faculty

SIM Learning Strategies Class 
for Preservice Educators
$975 (after April 26: $1,000)
June 1-5, 2010—10 a.m. Tuesday to 
noon Saturday, Lawrence, Kan.

Teaching Content to All: 
Effective College Teaching
$975 (after April 26: $1,000)
June 1-5, 2010—8 a.m. Tuesday to 
noon Saturday, Lawrence, Kan.

for classrooM teachers

SIM Reading and Writing 
Strategies
$675 (after May 16: $700)
June 15-18, 2010—8 a.m. Tuesday to 
noon Friday, Lawrence, Kan. 

More SIM Strategies
$675 (after May 16: $700)
June 15-18, 2010—8 a.m. Tuesday to 
noon Friday, Lawrence, Kan. 

Introduction to Teaching with 
Content Enhancement
$675 (after May 23: $700)
June 22-25, 2010 —8 a.m. Tuesday to 
noon Friday, Lawrence, Kan. 

for adMinistrators

SIM for Administrators 
$500 (after May 24: $525)
Registration is limited to 20
June 23-25, 2010—8 a.m. Wednesday 
to noon Friday, Lawrence, Kan.

for potential professional 
developers

Institute for Potential SIM 
Professional Developers in 
Learning Strategies
$800
June 21-25, 2010—8 a.m. Monday to 
2 p.m. Friday, Lawrence, Kan.

Institute for Potential SIM Pro-
fessional Developers in Content 
Enhancement 
$800
June 21-25, 2010—8 a.m. Monday to 
2 p.m. Friday, Lawrence, Kan.

instructional coaching

Instructional Coaching 
Institute, Level 1
$450
Choice of three dates in 2010:
January 28-30, 2010
August 9-11, 2010
October 4-6, 2010

Instructional Coaching 
Institute, Level 2
$450
Choice of two dates in 2010:
August 12-14, 2010
October 7-9, 2010

professional developMent 
opportunities 2010

Descriptions and Registration Forms at http://kucrl.org/institutes
The University of Kansas Center for 
Research on Learning invites you 
to explore effective instructional 
methods through our series of 
institutes geared toward classroom 
teachers, higher education faculty, 
and instructional coaches. These 
institutes are practical, hands-on 
experiences that will enable you 
to implement Strategic Instruc-
tion Model® (SIM) interventions 
or instructional coaching methods 
effectively. For experienced SIM 
teachers who successfully complete 
an application process, we offer an 
institute to begin the process for 
SIM Professional Developer certi-
fication.

Fees cover the cost of materials and 
instruction. Participants will be 
responsible for their own transpor-
tation, housing, and meals.

Cancellations requested after the 
registration deadline: A full refund 
of registration fees, less a $25 admin-
istrative fee, will be available. A $15 
fee will be charged for returned 
checks. KU reserves the right to 
cancel the course and return all fees 
in the event of insufficient registra-
tion. The liability of the University 
of Kansas is limited to the registra-
tion fee. The University of Kansas 
will not be responsible for any losses 
incurred by registrations, including 
but not limited to airline cancella-
tion charges or hotel deposits.

Privacy Policy: The University 
of Kansas Center for Research on 
Learning does not share, sell, or 
rent its mailing lists. You have our 
assurance that any information you 
provide will be held in confidence 
by KU-CRL.

The University of Kansas is 
committed to providing pro-
grams and activities to all per-
sons, regardless of race, religion, 
color, national origin, ancestry, 
sex, age, disability, and veteran 
status. In addition, university 
policies prohibit discrimination 
on the basis of sexual orienta-
tion, marital status, and paren-
tal status.
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KU-CRL Calendar crl divisions, 

institutes, and labs

altec: advanced  

learning technologies   

in education consortia

http://altec.org

division of adult studies

http://das.kucrl.org

e-learning design 

laboratory

http://elearndesign.org

institute for research on 

adolescent learning

http://iral.kucrl.org

Kansas coaching project

http://instructionalcoach.org

professional development 

research institute

http://pdri.kucrl.org

oct. 5-7, 2009
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
1, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 8-10, 2009
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
2, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 9-10, 2009
CAL-SIM
California State University, Northridge
Educator & Administrator tracks only
Note: For educators and 
administrators. This conference 
is not a SIM Professional Developer 
update.
Keynote: Don Deshler
For details, contact Dr. Beth Lasky, 
818-677-2725, beth.lasky@csun.edu

oct. 12-14, 2009
Instructional Coaching Conference
Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 23-24, 2009
Northeast SIM Update
Radisson Hotel Providence Airport, 
Providence, RI

Jan. 28-30, 2010
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
1, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

feb. 25-27, 2010
Southeast SIM Update
Holiday Inn Historic District
Charleston, SC

June 1-5, 2010 
SIM Learning Strategies Class for 
Preservice Educators
Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 1-5, 2010 
Teaching Content to All: Effective 
College Teaching, Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 15-18, 2010
SIM Reading and Writing Strategies
Lawrence, Kan. 
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 15-18, 2010 
More SIM Strategies, Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 21-25, 2010 
Institute for Potential SIM Professional 
Developers in Learning Strategies 
Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 21-25, 2010 
Institute for Potential SIM 
Professional Developers in Content 
Enhancement, Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 22-25, 2010 
Introduction to Teaching with 
Content Enhancement
Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

June 23-25, 2010 
SIM for Administrators
Lawrence, Kan.
http://www.kucrl.org/institutes/

July 13-16, 2010
International SIM Conference and 
Preconference, Lawrence, Kan.
http://sim2009.kucrl.org

aug. 9-11, 2010
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
1, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

aug. 12-14, 2010
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
2, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 4-6, 2010
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
1, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 7-9, 2010
Instructional Coaching Institute, Level 
2, Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/

oct. 11-13, 2010
Instructional Coaching Conference
Lawrence, Kan.
http://instructionalcoach.org/
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New online

CRL Learns

CRL Learns, the Center ’s 

professional learning ini-

t iat ive, k icked off a new 

year with a “workout” ses-

sion led by Jim Knight. Visit 

the website to see video of 

Jim’s Big Four presentation.

http://crllearns.kucrl.org

www.kucrl.org
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