Sharing School-Wide Vocabulary


Powell Junior High School
Mesa, Arizona

Inspired by professional development workshops on Marzano’s vocabulary teach​ing techniques and a presentation by the Arizona Parent Information Resource Center (PIRC), the Action Team for Partnerships (ATP) at Powell Junior High embarked on a project to equip students with a shared set of critical terms to use in their academic and personal pursuits. 

On the principal’s suggestion, teachers assembled a list of terms common to all subject areas. These included actions by students to analyze, demonstrate, describe, compare, gener​ate, classify, restate, and convert, and judgments by students about what is relevant and implied. All academic departments distributed brochures containing the school-wide vocabulary and explained how the terms related to their subject areas. Teachers also included additional words that applied directly to each discipline and study tips suggesting ways to understand and use the list of actions and judgments. 

Students were encouraged to be creative and “active” with each word—to speak it, write it, draw it, sing it, put it on a flash card, look for it in the newspaper, act it out, or simply use it in a sentence whenever the opportunity arose. The idea was to immerse students in the application of the important terms at school and at home. 

Given the crucial role played by parents in reinforcing students’ work and understanding, Powell staff took special effort to engage parents. In addition to making the list of common terms for learning available on the school website, in the front office, and in the school’s Parent Resource Room, the ATP also distributed the brochures and explanations at athletic events, concerts, and other activities that families attended at school. 

Brochures went out at basketball games, wrestling matches, and baseball games. At the school orchestra’s spring concert, parents found the words and study tips 
printed in the program they received. In the words of the school’s Parent Coordinator, “We inundated our parents with the vocabulary words and study tips.” 

The culminating event for the vocabulary program was an evening community fair held a couple of weeks before state tests were adminis​tered. The principal gave a presentation explain​ing the school’s action plan and discussed why the common vocabulary words were at the center of the school’s program. Teachers then distribut​ed brochures to parents about the initiative and raffled off a number of at-home learning prizes— scrabble games, flash cards, and books. 

In working to make the school-wide vocabu​lary program a success, Powell Junior High faced many challenges, but perhaps none as daunt​ing as the news that the school may close due to budget constraints. Parents rallied around the school, organizing demonstrations and engag​ing local media. Sadly, word came from the district that Powell would be shut down after all. Although the controversy was a serious distrac​tion, the communal unity that found expression during those hard times in helping students gain important reading and thinking skills proved to be a source of pride for students, teachers, and parents, and a boon for the school’s efforts to improve student learning.
                                  Daniel Sapien 
                         Parent Coordinator


ddsapien@mpsaz.org










