
VOCAB GUIDE
Vocabulary is vital to supporting the work students do in our courses. While it may seem simple or 
elementary, without a solid grasp of vocabulary, we create a barrier for students in terms of accessing, 
understanding, and applying what they need to do the work of a historian. A routine focus on vocabulary is a 
small practice that will go a very long way. 

But how do we teach vocabulary in a way that makes it memorable and useful? Well, vocabulary has to be 
more than just a list of words students memorize and bemoan. These words represent big (and sometimes 
medium-sized) concepts critical to the unit, to the lesson, and to the individual readings and videos. And, it 
turns out, just memorizing the definition doesn’t always help students understand what a word means. To 
really understand—and be able to use—a word, you need to see the word in a variety of contexts. 

Also, it’s not just about ensuring your students are learning the words. It’s about you—and your students—
identifying which words they should learn. As a starting point, the OER Project has reviewed all course 
assets and identified words within each that are vital to understanding the content, and that might also 
be unfamiliar to a lot of students. However, this approach won’t meet the needs of every student. As with 
everything we do, there is no one-size-fits-all approach. Regardless of what’s in the course glossary, the 
words your students are familiar with will change from student to student, class to class, and year to year. 
And there is no way you can track all of this, so, perhaps more than anything in the course, students have to 
take some responsibility for their own vocab needs. 

Given these varying needs, we address vocabulary in three ways in the course. The first way, Word Wall, 
addresses the disciplinary vocabulary that we think all students using our courses will need, depending 
upon where they are in the course. The second, Vocab Tracker, is the most personalized approach to 
vocabulary, where students really have to take charge of their learning. The last way is focused on applying 
new vocabulary. We encourage you to use all of the activities listed below, and to add you own vocabulary 
practices. Ideally, focus on what works best for your students, keeping in mind the individual needs of each.
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Word Wall
Word Walls are the broadest, and in some ways, the most generic approach to learning vocabulary in 
our course. These activities, found in the first lesson in each unit, focus on the words we have identified 
that we feel most students will need to learn to successfully engage in the content. We make a variety 
of suggestions about how to create and work with Word Walls and hope that classrooms build on these 
throughout each unit. The lists we provide are suggestions—feel free to use different words! 

Vocab - Word Wall

Vocab Tracker
Whereas the Word Wall provide a universal approach to vocab, the vocab tracker is much more a 
personalized, attending to individual student’s needs to offer differentiation. It is meant to be used daily and 
throughout the course. The vocab tracker is a graphic organizer that provides a place for students to keep 
their own personal vocabulary list. These lists may include everyday words or disciplinary words. They 
will likely include Word Wall words. We refer to the vocab trackers in our Three Close Reads process to 
encourage them to engage in vocabulary practices while reading. Early in the course, it may be important to 
carve out class time for individual vocab tracking. Getting students into the habit of identifying and learning 
what they don’t know will help them more successfully engage with the content, and it is also a good 
practice for them to engage in all their classes, not just social studies. You can find the tracker in every unit 
as well as in Teacher Resources. 

Vocab - Tracking
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FUN ACTIVITY

We’ve already mentioned that vocab should not just be a list of words to bemoan and memorize. So, 
we’ve tried to include some fun activities for learning and applying vocab. This is not your run-of-the mill 
Sesame Street type fun (although there is nothing wrong with C Is for Cookie)—we hope this kind of fun 
helps engage students with vocabulary. Towards the end of the first five units of each course, we have 
included a vocab activity that is typically more creative and active than the word walls or vocab trackers. 
These activities often use unit level words, but you can adjust as you see fit for your students, especially if 
you want to include words from vocab trackers. While we don’t have fun vocab everywhere, the activities 
can really be used anywhere in the course. These activities include live concept mapping, word wheel, 
word relay, word sneak, and the What’s My Word? activity. As you come up with other fun ways to help 
your students learn and apply vocabulary, please share those methods with other OER Project teachers in 
our community. 

Fun activities: Word Sneak and Word Wheel


