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Building Student Success: One 
Background at a Time  
by Courtney Jones, SIOP Resource Teacher 

The second component of the SIOP model is building background.  This is an area 

that any SIOP teacher needs to be particularly purposeful in planning.  We often 

tell SIOP teachers that this is where their money should be spent for the best 

outcome meaning, if you really pay particular attention to this component it will 

have the greatest impact on student learning.  SIOP teachers build background at 

the start of a new lesson.  There are three important features to remember when 

planning a lesson and incorporating building background: 

 

 Explicitly link concepts to students’ background experience 

 Make clear links between students’ past learning and new concepts 

 Emphasize key vocabulary 

So, why is building background so important particularly with ELL students?  

Students need to know which schemata or “brain folder” to access when new 

information is taught.  Building background “helps students learn new information 

by helping us connect what we know and experience to what we are learning,” 
(99 Ideas and Activities for Teaching English Learners with the SIOP Model). For 

example, a student new the country may not know about the Civil War but may 

have a similar experience of civil unrest in their homeland in which to connect.   It 

is important for teachers to develop an understanding of the students in order to 

plan intentionally to build background knowledge at the start of each new 

learning experience.   

 

It is important for teachers to not only build background but to “front load” lessons 

by introducing vocabulary at the beginning.  Teachers need to be particularly 

mindful of words that may be difficult for an ELL student.  But, be careful not to 

choose too many words for the lesson.  A good target range is 3-5 words.   

 

Read on to find suggestion for ways to BUILD  BACKGROUND from teachers 
working in our schools. 
 

 

 

 

Students in the third 

grade explore 

objects in a 

discovery center 

called “I Wonder” 

prior to learning 

about animal 

adaptations. 



WORD WATCH: Supporting Vocabulary Development in the Content Areas 
 

Vocabulary Ideas for Social Studies or Science Units by Lauren Pane, ELL Teacher at Sugarland ES 
 

We all know how vital vocabulary recognition is to an English Language Learner. How can we support an ELL’s development in both their basic and 
academic vocabulary? That is where the building background component of SIOP comes in: emphasizing key vocabulary throughout the day and in 
a variety of mediums to implant the background knowledge necessary for students to be able to make valuable connections in their learning. 
Consider a unit such as Ancient Mali for 3rd grade Social Studies. Vocabulary such as griot, Timbuktu, caravan and adaptation can be overwhelming 
for even a native speaker let alone an ELL. The following are examples of different resources that can be used to teach and reinforce vocabulary in 
one unit for Ancient Mali grade 3. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Sort: matching

essential knowledge

Foldable: a 

graphic organizer 
with a twist

Bingo Game: play 

as a class or group to 
review  vocabulary

 

Content Word 
Walls:  add 
pictures to 

support vocab

Mystery Word: 

a PowerPoint game 
that can also be 

displayed on a wall

Zip Around: a 
class game also 

known as "I Have... 
Who Has..." 

You can find 
more 
sorts, games and 

Mystery Word 

activities  
in the SIOP 
Lesson Bank at : 
http://cmsweb2.loudoun.k12.va.us/sugarl

and/site/Directory_List.asp?byType=34   

 

 

Songs are one of the best ways to teach English. Over my teaching 
years, I have found that music has been very appealing to my ESL 
students. According to Shelley Vernon, some of the incredible 
benefits of teaching ESL with songs are: 

  Songs help learn vocabulary, grammar, and syntax  

  They can use meaningful language in context 

  Songs can be catchy and re-usable 

  Songs enhance listening skills 
 

They improve speaking fluency with the natural rhythms of 
language. Integrating music and actions makes your lesson appeal to 
wider learning styles. Kinesthetic and tactile learners will latch on to 
using their bodies to the music while Auditory learners are in their 
element listening. Visual learners see others making the actions and 
can look at story pictures or vocabulary flashcards relating to the 
song. Everybody is happy, except for the tiny minority of people 
who do not like music!  

 Songs are fun and motivate pupils  

  Songs can be confidence building  

 Songs are memory aids   

 Songs help with classroom management  

 Use language games with the song 

  Keep it fresh 

 

 

How to go about teaching with ESL songs successfully 

 Start by teaching the key vocabulary in the song using games and 
flashcards.  

 The children can hear the song a couple of times as background music  

 Make up actions 

  Practice saying the lines in rhythm 

  Break down the difficulty 

  Re-visit the song to perfect it and review 

In summary songs allow students to hear English in context, naturally, to listen 
repeatedly, to enjoy learning, to be more involved with TPR (total physical 
response), to be focused and motivated and remember language more easily and 
for longer. Songs also help with classroom management. 

 

Using Songs by Silvia Gimenez-Krzysko, ESL Teacher at Rosa Lee Carter ES 
 

To listen to some fun songs 
especially written for ESL 
please visit:  
http://www.teachingenglishgames.com/eslsongs.htm 

 

 

http://cmsweb2.loudoun.k12.va.us/sugarland/site/Directory_List.asp?byType=34
http://cmsweb2.loudoun.k12.va.us/sugarland/site/Directory_List.asp?byType=34
http://www.teachingenglishgames.com/eslsongs.htm


  

Spotlight on Vocabulary Instruction: 
Developing Background and Vocabulary Ownership  
by Sarah Loredo, Frances Hazel Reid ES 
 

 

 

How Do SIOP & Marzano Compare 
When it Comes to Teaching Vocabulary?

by Diana Muntean, Catoctin ES

THE SIOP MODEL:

The SIOP model emphasizes the
development of key vocabulary and
suggests 4 principles that should guide
vocabulary instruction:

1. Students should be active in developing 
their understanding of words and ways to 
learn them.

2. Students should personalize word 
learning .

3. Students should be immersed in words.

4. Students should build on multiple 
sources of information to learn words.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
- word sorts

- contextualizing key vocabulary

- vocabulary self collection strategies

- personal dictionaries

- word walls/interractive  word walls

-concept definition maps

- cloze sentences

-word generation 

- word study books

- vocabulary games

- self assessments 

- visual repesentations

- categorizing and labeling

-analogies

- vocabulary webs

-graphic organizers

MARZANO STRATEGIES:
Robert J. Marzano recommends a six-step approach
to direct vocabulary instruction:

1. The teacher provides a descriptions , explanations 
or examples of the new terms

2. Students restate the  explanations in their own 
words.

3. Students create non-linguistic representations of 
the terms.

4. Students periodically do activities that help them 
add to their knowledge of vocabulary terms.

5. Students are asked to discuss the terms with one 
another.

6. Periodically students are involved in games that 
allow them to play  with the terms.

One of the strategies I use with my Level 1 ELL students is to develop a personalized dictionary. Students do so by reading a leveled 
text and highlighting the words they do not know. Students write their definition for each word and then draw a picture to support 
their comprehension.   

Another strategy to help students make words their own is by using a graphic organizer such as one published by Scholastic 
Teaching Resource, called Bucket of Words. Students identify words they are unfamiliar with and list them on the lines provided on 
the “bucket”. Based on the context of the sentence in which the word is found, they write what they think the word means, what 
other words this word reminds them of, and finally the real meaning of the word as confirmed in a dictionary.  

Another powerful graphic organizer for the more advanced learner presented by Donna Moore in 2007, called Word Cards, uses an 
index card divided into different segments with spaces for the word, the student’s definition of the word, a meaningful sentence, a 
picture of the word, what the word is and what the word is not on the front side. On the back side, there are several suggestions on 
using the word such as saying it, writing it, reading it and drawing it, thus giving the student ample opportunity to become an expert 
on that particular word.  

 

 

                            

 

In the Personalized Dictionary 
for the word Saguaro, the 
student drew a picture, wrote 
the meaning, and lastly wrote a 
sentence using the word. 

Scholastic’s “Bucket of Words”: After 
reading Messy Bessy’s Family Reunion, 
the student wrote six unknown words in 
the bucket, and then elaborated on the 
words in the other areas. 
 

This is an example of Donna Moore’s 
idea for word cards. 

 



 
 
  

Word Wall Gallery: Examples from Classrooms K-5    
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"Children who learn in 

a classroom with a 

working word wall have 

a distinct advantage 

over students who don't 

have such a resource 

in their room," 
 

Dr. Darla Shaw, coordinator of 

the graduate reading program 

at Western Connecticut State 

University. 

Displaying content vocabulary words in the classroom helps students remember what they mean and 
use them in their speaking and writing.  Words should only be displayed on the wall after they have 
been discussed with the students.  Words from current lessons or themes can also be displayed, and 
changed as needed. 

                  
 
 

•Word walls should be student-generated

•New information should be added regularly

• Refer to word wall words often

• Allow students to make suggestions for new word wall words

• Take words off the wall to review or play games with students                                                                

Tips for managing word Walls:

•Password to enter/exit class

•Fly-swatter game

•Charades

•Mystery Word 

•Journal or sentence prompts

Ideas for Interactive with Word Walls:

Classroom Connection:   
Content Word Walls 
 

by Jennifer Baker and Neeraj Kakkad (Pictures courtesy of Jennifer Baker, 

Sissy Grimm and Alaina Cox), Catoctin Elementary 

 
 

Picture support helps kindergarten 

students understand the words.

 

In the first and second grades, arranging 

the words by subject helps the students 

find them. 

 

In grades 3-5, words can be 

arranged alphabetically and 

color-coded by subject. 

 


