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STUDYING THE 2000 U.S. GENERAL ELECTION, students 
read the word, “hanging chad.”  A dictionary definition reveals 
“fragments from holes made in paper cards,” but leaves students 
dangling with uncertainty, which shortchanges the importance of this 
word in history.  Is knowing the definition of “hanging chad” enough?  
When do we move learning a “simple” definition into something that 
has so many nuances over time and/or overwhelms the text that we’re 
trying to illuminate?  Consider another example.  When reading about 
democrats and republicans in a history lesson, a student noted, “there 
isn’t really a definition of a democrat.”  As the teacher reflected on the 
entire conversation, he inferred that the student’s comments indicated 
a single definition was not enough (and the student knew it), but the 
student was not aware or ready for the broader concept of “democrat,” 
nor did the text offer the historical layers of word meanings.  What are 
the just-right interventions when word learning is not unidimensional 
(right there in the text), but contextually derived?  When does learning 
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a word help communicate with others and comprehend a text, and 
when does it actually distract from communication or derail content 
understanding?  Like “democrat” or “republican,” words in the history 
classroom become entangled in the national political dialogue as 
individuals wrestle with the meaning of terms within the context of 
socio-political reality.  This article offers an approach to vocabulary 
learning that situates words not as isolated concepts, but rather as 
ideas tethered to people, time, and place.

Words as Archeological Artifacts

In order to understand the world, even before we are able to reflect 
on it, we need to name and categorize it.  Words are the primary means 
of communication in the classroom and in society.1  To understand 
the “texts” that constitute school and social life, one must grasp the 
general meaning of the words, as well as have some sense of the 
textured web of meaning that surrounds words as they reach out 
toward the time, place, and people that give them deeper meaning 
across a variety of contexts and usages.  However, “we do not see first 
and then define, we define first and then see.”2  As Steven Stahl  has 
noted, “the knowledge of a word not only implies a definition, but also 
implies how that word fits into the world.”3  For example, in 2006, 
President George W. Bush referred to himself as a “decider”—i.e., 
someone who gives judgement concerning a matter.  Meaning in 
this context is less about the word and rather about who is using the 
word—The President of the United States.  The word is an implied 
reference to the Constitutional powers of the Commander-in-Chief 
during wartime, specifically the Iraq War (though Congress has not 
issued a formal declaration of war since 1942).  Simply defining a 
word neglects the contextual information that helps us understand that 
words are also value-laden terms developed of out complex cultural 
and historic processes.

To Read the World through Words

Words as meaning-making tools help young people interpret the 
socio-political worlds in which they live and learn.  Our previous 
work on how contextual influences shape word meanings suggests that 
foregrounding the role of socio-historical context, while leveraging the 
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unique affordances of web and mobile platforms, mimics disciplinary 
ways of knowing and thinking that students need to successfully 
learn history.4  Modeling the habits of mind roused in history 
classrooms, situated word inquiry (SWI) is a non-linear, layered, and 
generative process of word learning.  It is an inquiry-based, sense-
making process of that differs from outcome-oriented approaches to 
vocabulary instruction, which often emphasizes a “correct” definition 
connected to a singular context to be recalled later during reading 
or assessment.  SWI instead emphasizes contextual relationships 
with other words, concepts, ideologies, discourses, and the world as 
a means of positioning words in a shifting web of meaning.  In the 
following sections, we demonstrate the ways in which SWI shifts 
how teachers and students approach words, explain how SWI fits into 
existing vocabulary practices, offer research-informed applications, 
and discuss implications for vocabulary teaching and learning.

Situated Word Inquiry (SWI)

During the 2016-2017 academic year, we worked with a middle 
school teacher in an urban school district in the Southeastern United 
States to describe what situated word inquiry would look like in 
the history classroom.  In a lesson on the Civil Rights Movement, 
students read a contemporary text about the Supreme Court case 
Swann v. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of Education (1971), which 
integrated schools in Charlotte, North Carolina.  The text contains 
several instances of the word “busing,” which the teacher assumed 
students would understand.  Instead, students defined the word 
from their present context, with one stating, “It’s just transportation 
and that doesn’t apply.”  Students even looked up the word in the 
dictionary to see if they had missed some aspect of the word meaning 
(e.g., communal vehicle transportation or removal of tableware).  
The teacher prompted students to identify the context of the word 
by asking, “What are you forgetting to do with this word?”  This 
led students to examine who was using the word and to consider the 
time period.  Students conducted Internet word searches of images 
associated with the word and made the connection to forced busing.  
Yet they did not fully grasp the word complexity (i.e., economic 
empowerment of the oppressed in contrast to racial and socio-
economic conflicts that led to school riots and community protests) 



444 Tina L. Heafner and Dixie Massey

as the word would be referenced in other Civil Rights documents 
(e.g., Birmingham Bus Boycotts).  Together, students, with the help 
of the teacher, created an interactive word path, hyperlinking social, 
cultural, and historical meanings of busing to people, places, time, 
and texts.  The word “busing” and its meaning became the central 
thread that allowed students to make connections across sources 
and to weave together evidence supporting their understanding of 
the American Civil Rights Movement.

While at first glance, this seems like good history teaching, the 
emphasis on a word and word learning in context provided a purpose 
for reading and sense-making—the opportunity for students to grapple 
with interpretations without judgement of being right or wrong.5  As 
this middle school teacher reflected in post-intervention interviews:

SWI is more than just the definition.  It leads students to seek the 
relevance and context of words. This integrated process makes word 
learning the focus of instruction rather than an exercise prior to 
reading or word lectures.  SWI helps students unpack the significance 
of the word and makes words fit in a broader context.

This approach to vocabulary asks students to think about the world 
that words open up in and beyond texts.

An important shift for this teacher was her realization that 
explicit vocabulary instruction no longer needed to compete with 
content instructional time.  Rather, SWI supported and integrated 
disciplinary literacy, inquiry, and word learning into history lessons.  
This teacher noted, “For 60% of kids, general vocabulary instruction 
(e.g., vocabulary journals) helps them learn key terms; however, for 
the other 40%, these [out-of-class] vocabulary exercises were not 
helping them understand the terms.  Knowing a word meaning for 
these students was not enough.”  With SWI, this middle school teacher 
made space for sense-making of terms across texts and within texts, 
created visual links among words with graphic organizers and iconic 
images, and explicitly explored differences in word meanings to ensure 
students were paying attention to word usage across contexts.  Her 
use of SWI was to make sure students could understand what a word 
meant in one era as compared to another, as well as the socio-political 
influence of these temporally bounded words.  She thoughtfully 
concluded, “It’s not that students need to know a definition.  They 
need to know the relevance and context of a word so students will 
understand how words convey differing cultural messages.”
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Words as Learning Power

Words are the nexus between knowledge and understanding of 
socio-political worlds—in school and life—but as the teacher in our 
study noted, word knowledge is not a level playing field.  Although 
word knowledge in schooling predicts reading comprehension,6 
standardized achievement levels,7 and long-term educational 
attainment,8 all students do not enjoy equitable access to words and 
text.9  Differences in word exposure and mastery are reflected in 
students’ reading comprehension and literacy.10  The demands of 
vocabulary are even more acute for growing numbers of English 
language learners (ELLs), to whom academic and disciplinary 
language particularly in history represents an additional language.11  
As students move through primary, secondary, and post-secondary 
schooling, the rigors of abstract academic language and discipline-
specific vocabulary place ever greater demands on word knowledge.12

Given its prominence in academic success, vocabulary instruction 
has taken on additional salience in standards, curricula, and assessment 
over the last decade.13  At the same time, digital technologies have 
burgeoned, now offering today’s learners unprecedented access to 
learning opportunities not previously possible.14  Despite its potential 
and pervasiveness in today’s classrooms,15 technology remains 
under-utilized as a tool for vocabulary instruction,16 and vocabulary 
instruction tends to model general rather than disciplinary specific 
practices,17 falling far short of the language-rich environments of 
history classrooms.  Blending the merit of computer-mediated word 
learning with disciplinary literacies, SWI emerges as an approach 
to reframe word learning.  To explain, we offer a discussion of each 
in the subsequent sections.

Reframing Word Learning in Today’s History Classroom

Limits of “Best Practices” in Vocabulary Instruction 

Attending to word knowledge differences, teachers emphasize 
vocabulary teaching and learning using print and analog materials.18  
While direct, purposive vocabulary instruction for all students at 
all academic levels can improve vocabulary19 and is particularly 
effective at addressing extant differences in students’ exposure to 
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words,20 it becomes in practice a “mere repetition or drill of the 
word.”21  In contrast, using a contextual approach to instruction 
provides greater and more long-lasting vocabulary gains compared 
with lessons that emphasized learning definitions alone.22  However, 
the term “contextual approach” as referenced in Nash and Snowling’s 
research suggests “using pieces of information (cues) in the context 
to infer the meanings of target words.”23  “Pieces” are not the same 
as historians’ views and instead refer to synonyms, antonyms, and 
descriptive cues that explicate part of the word’s meaning.

While direct instruction is important, there are far too many words 
in school and the history classroom to teach all of them individually.24  
Consequently, most word learning is achieved through context and/
or incidentally, particularly through wide reading, oral language, 
and listening to texts.25  While teachers have limited influence over 
students’ practices and procedures during times of incidental word 
learning, they can explicitly teach word learning strategies that help 
students maximize incidental word learning.  Word learning strategies 
common in English/Language Arts (ELA) classrooms might address 
morphology and word origins,26 identifying important words within 
texts,27 or methods of contextual analysis.28  Outside of ELA, 
mathematics teachers may focus on strategies for navigating what are 
often conceptually dense texts.29  In social studies, though, teachers 
must address how students can build word meanings in relation to 
persons, events, and places.30  This situates how a student approaches 
a word meaning as discipline-specific and requires students to know 
the difference, as well as when to apply these varying emphases.

Possibilities of Technology-Mediated Word Learning

Digital technology enables numerous ways to support and augment 
word learning by harnessing the ease with which users can access, 
transmit, produce, and share texts across a variety of modes, such 
as writing, audio, graphic, video, and social media.31  This enables 
active and dynamic engagement with texts, and expands the potential 
meaning(s) of words through interaction with multimedia tools such 
as vocabulary games, word clouds, digital vocabulary field trips, and 
visual representations of words.32  The result is multiple exposures 
to words in a variety of contexts.  Vocabulary instruction that uses 
multiple context-dependent anchors more effectively supports 
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student vocabulary development, but also offers opportunities to 
learn words in authentic disciplinary contexts.33  Furthermore, as 
Bridget Dalton and Dana Grisham suggest, digital tools such as 
discussion forums, which mediate learning activities, may prompt 
students to revisit terms and meanings of terms in ways that promote 
deep understanding.34

Multimedia represents a way to increase reading volume, which 
is important for increasing exposure to text, text genres, reading 
comprehension, and incidental word learning.35  Encountering words 
in digital text vs. print sources increases incidental word learning.36  
The hyperlinking capacity of online text often provides a textual 
experience that connects to visual, audio, and video resources related 
to the words and ideas being studied in real time.  Digital texts also 
offer anytime-anywhere accessibility.37  Moreover, digital technology 
supports efforts to individualize and personalize word learning 
based on the unique needs and interests of students.  Of particular 
importance for ELLs and those that have had limited exposure to 
words and text, language translators link audio pronunciations and 
multimedia reference tools that provide “just-in-time”38 reading 
support while developing students’ ability to engage in self-directed, 
strategic vocabulary learning.

Digital tools enable students to become generators, not just 
consumers, of text through creating and sharing vocabulary 
representations across multiple modes.39  In addition, today’s 
technology facilitates the sharing of text(s) along with a variety 
of ways to read, publish, and disseminate student-generated text.  
Reading, assessing, and learning from text created by peers, along 
with more traditional sources of knowledge, promotes digital literacies 
and encourages participation in communities of learners.40  Authentic, 
social, and mobile activities can produce learners who are “voraciously 
engaged” in word learning, with the potential to transform literacy 
learning into “an authentic seamless learning experience.”41

Value of Language-Rich Environments

Word learning reaches far beyond the vocabulary practices of 
teachers and students.  Scholars have long called for the development 
of language-rich environments as a means of enhancing word learning 
and literacy skills.42  In language-rich environments, “Teachers and 
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students attend to and celebrate language in all forms and contexts 
including orally, in writing, while reading, and in specific content 
areas.”43  Discussion, dialogue, and the sharing of ideas are hallmarks 
of these environments,44 as is the incorporation of cognitive skills 
into vocabulary and literacy instruction across disciplines.45  In 
addition to representing an infinitely rich source of text and language, 
Internet and mobile environments include integrated, multi-modal 
platforms for learning, sharing, and discussing.  Thus, the richness 
of the word-learning context in language-rich environments, not just 
redundancy of exposures, facilitates a deep understanding of words.46  
However, context typically references the on-the-page architecture of 
a specific text in which a term occurs.  This is different from socio-
historical context of a word, which is more akin to an understanding 
of people, place, and time that helps give a term meaning in unique 
situations,47 like that found in situated word inquiry.

Learning with Situated Word Inquiry

Situated word inquiry is a non-linear, layered, and generative 
process of word learning embedded in technology-mediated 
contexts.  SWI moves beyond the notion that word meanings are 
subsumed by singular definitions, or by what is (or is not) “on the 
page,” toward a fluid, context-dependent word-learning process 
supported by rich digital landscapes.  While we recognize that 
vocabulary instruction is often intended simply to communicate 
the general meaning of a word, we assert that there is space within 
the realm of vocabulary teaching and learning for a deeper study of 
words as a form of inquiry that can delve into their multi-layered 
and highly contextual meanings.  In this section, we will describe 
how SWI models empirically-based best practices in word learning, 
while incorporating cognitive skills instruction and supporting a 
language-rich learning environment.

Understanding a text requires more than knowing the meaning 
of each individual word or phrase.  Words have relationships with 
other words, concepts, and discourses outside of the text in which 
they are being encountered.  All of these connections contribute 
something to a word’s meaning.  The same word, encountered in 
different contexts, acquires different shades of meaning, as each 
context makes its own demands based on things like authorship, 
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voice, and requisite disciplinary knowledge.  Thus, in addition to 
on-the-page meaning, SWI builds what might variously be called 
“meaning pathways” or “webs of meaning.”

Online/mobile platforms open up words for exploration in ways 
that were not possible using print media.  A five-second Internet 
search will yield multiple, varying instances of a target word 
across contexts (e.g., reference materials, news articles, blogs) and 
modalities, which can quickly be further refined to show instances 
of the word’s current or historical usage, usage in combination with 
other terms, or usage in video or print media titles.  These various 
sources generate the non-linear, layered meaning pathways prized 
by situated word inquiry.

The complex word meanings uncovered by SWI call for increased 
attention to cognitive skills instruction during vocabulary building 
activities.  One way in which SWI builds cognitive skills is through 
inquiry.  When words are positioned in a web of meaning, word 
learning requires students to discover various meanings, evaluate the 
value of those meanings, filter them through background knowledge, 
and make critical decisions about how context influences meaning.  
The online/mobile orientation of SWI facilitates inquiry like 
following up on hunches, supporting judgements with evidence, and 
sharing discoveries with a community of learners.48  The process of 
following various meaning webs across modalities entails multiple 
exposures and builds semantic, lexical, and socio-historical context.  
As students encounter target words in different formats, they can 
be guided in ways that build critical thinking and critical literacy.

One of the most promising aspects of SWI is that it represents one 
way to release explicit, direct, and purposeful vocabulary instruction 
from ELA, spreading it over the curriculum.  Deep word learning as 
a form of inquiry incorporates knowledge and skills of the disciplines 
into vocabulary instruction.  A mathematics teacher might ask students 
to explore how seemingly arcane mathematics concepts and vocabulary 
are part of everyday life.  The social studies teacher may use words 
that have “gone viral” on social media to teach current events and the 
ways that time, people, and place affect word meanings.49

As a form of explicit word learning that leverages digital 
technology to provide multiple exposures across a variety of contexts, 
SWI supports the best practices in direct vocabulary instruction.  
It also provides rich opportunities for indirect word learning.  A 
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wide variety of digital texts easily tailored to students’ genre and 
topical preferences can encourage wide reading.  Technology offers 
opportunities for listening to text, group interactions with text, 
and novel ways to discuss and share ideas about words and word 
meanings.  In addition to direct and indirect word learning, SWI 
presents fertile ground for the incorporation of cognitive skills 
instruction and disciplinary learning.  Thus, we argue that SWI 
is a way to contribute to the kind of robust, comprehensive, and 
integrated word learning called for in the research literature.50

While it occupies the opposite end of the word learning spectrum 
from outcome-oriented, definition-based vocabulary instruction, we 
believe that SWI complements other forms of vocabulary instruction 
by promoting vocabulary knowledge and intellectual skills that 
support learning across educational contexts.  We recognize that 
definitions, dictionaries, and glossaries can be used effectively to 
facilitate learning.  However, we suggest that SWI is best utilized 
when the goals are to get students engaged and interested in 
words, contribute to language-rich environments, and increase the 
integration of vocabulary instruction across the curriculum.

Figure 1:  Interactive Etymologies.  Etymology tree for a search on “civil rights”
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Take Action!  Sidebar

1. Encourage student interest in words and phrases and their 
contexts through reading aloud and drawing attention to 
interesting words and unusual usages of words.  Increasing 
awareness of words helps students notice and question 
words and word usage.  This also leads to the identification 
of words that need further explanation that can be derived 
from SWI.

2. Ask students to examine Words of the Year from sources such 
as Merriam-Webster (<https://www.merriam-webster.com/
words-at-play/woty2016-top-looked-up-words-surreal>) 
and Oxford Dictionary (<https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/
word-of-the-year/word-of-the-year-2016>).  Each Word of 
the Year represents a story about how it came to be chosen 
and the context for the word over time.

3. Model using SWI.  Newspaper articles make excellent 
resources for words that imply larger meaning without 
detailed descriptions about the word.

4. Practice SWI with classroom texts.  When reading a 
passage, ask students to identify words that might represent 
a larger story or context to the reading, and then explore 
one or two of the words using multiple online sources 
rather than a single dictionary.

5. Use SWI as a teacher “Search Aloud” to model digital 
inquiry as a pathway for unpacking the stories behind 
words and to unveil how words are tethered to people and 
the ways they use them, as well as the importance of time 
and place in explaining nuanced meanings.

6. Use interactive etymologies (e.g., etytree via Wikimedia’s 
Toolforge at <https://tools.wmflabs.org/etytree/>) to explore 
word origins as an introduction to SWI.  An example of a 
search for “civil rights” used in the middle school classroom 
is found in Figure 1.
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Applications and Challenges of Situated Word Inquiry

Google It

When we want quick information about something, we often 
turn to Internet search engines.  We “Google it.” This typically 
provides hundreds (or thousands) of hits covering virtually every 
aspect of a topic, and results can quickly be refined topically or 
temporally in order to focus in on specific aspects of the query.  As 
a thought exercise, consider the common practice of Googling a 
person (go ahead and Google yourself!).  Unlike most vocabulary 
words, people do not have dictionary definitions, so this exercise can 
provide an interesting exemplar of what kinds of things a web-based 
search for meaning may (or may not) reveal.  Firstly, a traditional 
dictionary definition of something as complex and context-laden as 
a person would have little practical value.  It would almost certainly 
lack the depth and detail needed to define or describe.  One the other 
hand, sifting through Google hits would likely lead to numerous 
fragments of information that serve to contextualize the individual, 
such as professional affiliations, voter registration records, and 
newsworthy accomplishments.  Examining the person’s social 
media presence would likely provide additional connected, yet 
different pieces of information.  Notably, Googling someone does 
not provide any direction on what to do with these fragments and 
pieces.  Any meaning drawn from the exercise must be constructed 
through the “cognitive labour” of the meaning seeker.51  Thus, 
Googling a person models the intellectual processes that give words, 
ideas, and even people meaning in the world, where “definitions” 
are incomplete, context-dependent, and contested.  We suggest that 
SWI can provide a similar web of meaning for words and concepts 
in the classroom.

Evolution.  Defining the word “evolution” would presumably 
suffice in terms of basic scientific utility, but would likely be 
inadequate to account for the historical, social, and scientific 
significance of the term.  However, an Internet search for the 
term would likely produce a wealth of information across various 
modalities and contexts.  Browsing the first page of search engine 
results, we see the literal definition first, followed by links to: 
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a rather robust Wikipedia page, a PBS multimedia site, several 
news stories, the academic journal Evolution, and several other 
multimedia sites by LiveScience, the National Academy of Sciences, 
and National Geographic.  Just these initial hits address the history, 
scientific value, social and educational controversy, and most current 
academic debates around evolution.

Bailout.  Recent research on how the “Words of the Year” (WsOY) 
designated by dictionary publishers can promote word learning and 
disciplinary thinking in social studies provides another example.52  
In 2008, Merriam-Webster designated the term “bailout” as one 
(of ten total) WsOY.53  As many readers will recall, 2008 marked 
the beginning of the financial crisis known as the Great Recession, 
wherein the U.S. government provided large loans to a number of 
troubled banks as a way to shore up the financial system.  These 
bailouts would become the subject of news stories and political 
debates for years to follow.  A search for a dictionary definition of 
“bailout” during 2008 might have produced, if anything, an allusion 
to removing water from a leaking boat.  An online dictionary search 
today provides the more accurate reference to a rescue from financial 
distress.  A search engine query for “bailout” also provides a variety 
of sources related to the historical events surrounding the term, as 
well as current news topics related to the now broader conception 
of the term as a catch-all for government actions taken on behalf of 
business and financial interests.  Digging into the social context of 
the term may lead to media such as “The Bailout Rap,” a recording 
from 2008 by Gregg Somerville, a forty-seven-year-old stockbroker 
at the time, with more than forty thousand hits on YouTube.54   This 
example highlights how computer-mediated word learning can 
capture the nuances of historical vocabulary as well as words related 
to current events that are just in the process of becoming vernacular.

Plane. Suppose students encounter the term “plane” in the 
following excerpt of informational text:

Unfortunately, only a few wood planes have survived from the 
Roman times, the Middle Ages and the Renaissance.  What we 
do know about them comes from the wood carvings, insignias, 
manuscripts, and the stories told by stained glass windows.55
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Students might also encounter a similar usage of this this term in 
fifteenth-century literature (see the anonymous poem, “The Debate 
of the Carpenter’s Tools”).  These texts are referring to the carpentry 
tool for smoothing wood.  Students may first think of aircraft and 
wonder, “Did the Romans have those kinds of planes?”  An online 
search of the dictionary would reveal that the wood plane has at 
least eight distinct definitions at Merriam-Webster.  The top hits 
from a Google search reference exclusively modern aircraft and 
mathematical planes. Wikipedia has scores of entries for the term 
“plane.”  One must dig deeply to find any reference to the wood plane 
in any of these sources.  Combining the term “plane” with some other 
terms from the text (e.g., “wood plane” or “Roman stained glass”) 
garners search results that are much closer to the target meaning.

These examples highlight the notion that SWI is not simply 
“Googling it.”  Just as the extremely precise and concise nature of 
dictionary definitions can produce confusion and misunderstanding 
for students,56 the wideness and richness of online context can also 
make targeted word learning a challenge.  SWI is best taught as an 
instructor-scaffolded process of inquiry that values cognition and 
the process of technology-mediated word learning; a reasoning 
method that views mistakes as places for learning and sense-making, 
and produces an understanding of vocabulary as a linguistically 
complex web of meaning rather than a definition isolated from 
context and usage.

Discussion and Conclusion

Situated word inquiry raises important questions about “whose 
cognitive labour” produces knowledge about word meanings.57  Did 
the dictionary provide meaning, the teacher, or the student?  In this 
article, we offer a word learning approach in which words can be used 
to generate student discovery and invite student-initiated inquiry.  
Along the continuum of obvious (teacher-given) to obscure (student 
arrived-at),58 SWI is centered on the latter.  However, SWI is not 
intended to supplant other forms of vocabulary instruction and word 
learning, but to strategically expand these processes a) in instances 
where words have multiple, layered meanings tethered to people, 
places, and/or points in time, or b) when vocabulary instruction can 
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be used to support language-rich environments.  SWI can sit easily 
alongside more utilitarian forms of vocabulary instruction as a way to 
model inquiry and disciplinary thinking through situated cognition.

In closing, we highlight three defining features of SWI in relation 
to vocabulary instruction more broadly.  First, SWI highlights the 
power and potential of online, mobile, and social media to promote 
the kind of rich and highly accessible word learning that has been 
previously beyond the reach of most students and teachers.  Second, 
SWI emphasizes socio-historical (extra-textual) context rather than 
on-the-page (inter-textual) cues to build a web of meaning around 
words that highlight the importance of time, place, and people, a 
critical tool for understanding the world in which we live.59  Third, 
SWI positions reasoning about word learning as a process of 
inquiry based on cognitive strategies, with the potential to build 
self-sufficient word learners that can apply the processes modeled 
by SWI to encounters with new words across the curriculum and 
in daily life.  This aspect of SWI acquires additional relevance as 
readers begin to encounter complex academic and disciplinary 
texts, where the understanding of words entails an ever-shifting 
mix of background knowledge, disciplinary understanding, and 
contextual factors.

Just-in-time scaffolding from instructors, like our middle school 
teacher exemplified, will be imperative as students develop the 
knowledge, skills, and experiences needed to practice SWI.  Simple 
Internet searches do not always facilitate efficient word learning. 
Thus, it is worth restating that SWI implies much more than 
Googling it.  As we have endeavored to demonstrate, the Internet 
and mobile technology are very effective at gathering, sorting, and 
making accessible complex information in a contextually nuanced 
and multimodal fashion.  With sufficient practice and support, many 
learners will discern meaning through digital sources and quickly 
assimilate its spectrum of ideas, just as each of us does regularly.
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Appendix

More to Explore

1. Lessons from ReadWriteThink:  Resources from ReadWriteThink 
(<http://www.readwritethink.org>) model baseline vocabulary 
approaches that can be modified for application with the situated word 
inquiry (SWI) approach.

2. Reading Like a Historian:  Stanford History Education Group (<https://
sheg.stanford.edu/us>) offers vocabulary lists that could be used to model 
SWI with students.

3. Merriam-Webster’s Words of the Year:  Publisher Words of the Year 
(e.g., <https://www.merriam-webster.com/words-at-play/woty2016-top-
looked-up-words-surreal>) are excellent tools for teaching students the 
layered meanings of words and how words are tethered to people, places, 
and time.

4. “What Makes a Word Real”:  TEDxUofM Talk by Anne Curzan, March 
2014 (<https://www.ted.com/talks/anne_curzan_what_makes_a_word_
real>).

5. “Go Ahead and Make Up New Words!”:  TEDYouth 2014 Talk by Erin 
McKean, November 2014 (<https://www.ted.com/talks/erin_mckean_
go_ahead_make_up_new_words>).

6. “The Inky Fool”:  This blog by Mark Forsyth gives the stories behind 
words and phrases, and shows how some have evolved over time 
(<https://blog.inkyfool.com/>).

7. Visual Thesaurus Word Map:  Create your own word map/visual 
thesaurus of key terms concepts:  (<https://www.visualthesaurus.com/
app/view>).


