Reading & Vocabulary

The Power and Genesis

of

Words

Developing a Strong Vocabulary
is the Key to Reading Success
From an early age, I regarded dictionaries not as
dry reference books but as jewel boxes

H

by Kenneth
Hodkinson

ow do you get someone interested in reading? By making it fun. How do you do
that? We begin with words,
the basic unit of language. Words are a
wonderful human invention. Animals
communicate with clicks, roars, hisses,
caws, and bellows; all lack nuance. Only
human beings have words. That makes us
special. It also makes words special.
Turning the acquisition of words into
game play and exploring words from
many different sources such as picture
books, word card games, storybooks, dictionary games, the Bible, homeschooling
workbooks, an atlas, the Guinness Book
of World Records, biographies, memoirs, and novels can provide exposure to
new words and will increase your child’s
vocabulary.
The time you spend with your child
discovering new words together through
reading or playing is at the heart of building strong readers, and keeping older
readers engaged. It is in your hands to
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make words interesting, and bring them
to life. Word game play provides a great
opportunity to increase your child’s word
retention. Repetition is the key, especially
with younger children and those who are
struggling with reading, and game play
makes repetition fun. The acquisition
of words and a strong and ever growing
foundation of vocabulary knowledge will
instill a lifelong love of reading and the
academic success that comes along with it.
From an early age, I regarded dictionaries not as dry reference books but as
jewel boxes; from them I could take out
turquoise, topaz, sapphire, onyx, amethyst and agate. Not the precious stones
themselves, but the combinations of
letters that come together to form their
names and provide the flash, dazzle, and
sparkle that attract us to shiny objects.
These words have countries of origin too,
and each comes with a history.
Amethyst, for example, takes us back
to the ancient Greeks. They believed that
this precious stone had medicinal properties; if you placed one in wine, you
could drink the wine without becoming
intoxicated. The Greek methystos, meaning “drunkenness,” is combined with the
prefix a-, meaning “not.” The result gives
us “amethyst.”
Agate is named after the Achates River.
The Greek philosopher Theophrastus
was the first to discover this stone around
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300 B.C. on the banks of this river in Sicily; he named it after the place where he
found it.
Words can be jewels; they can also be
humble and come in six-packs. A while
ago a book came out with the serpentine
title “Not Quite What I Was Planning:
Six-word Memoirs from Writers Famous
and Obscure.” The object of the exercise
was to summarize your life in just six
words, and the idea caught on. Here are a
few published entries: “I can do it in five,”
is choice, although the author takes six
words to say it. “Saved by grace. Free at
last.” is another good one. My contribution was, “Discovered words. Never got
over it.”
I was trying to capture that moment
when I first realized the transformative
power of words. I wanted to memorialize
my lifelong relationship with language.
Among other blessings, it has given me
a sense of purpose, and I’ve spent my
professional life trying to communicate
my enthusiasm. I describe my method
as putting the “fun” in “fundamentals.”
It’s fun to try your hand at making words
into game play; it’s something you can do
almost anywhere and anytime.
Words don’t usually come in six-packs,
but that’s one way to look at them. Another way is to think of single words as
verbal atoms. On their own they don’t do
much. An atom of oxygen just sits there,
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and so does an atom of hydrogen, but put
them together, and something amazing
happens: you get water! Or take sodium
and chloride, two deadly poisons in the
wrong hands. Put them together and you
get common salt!
Just as some elements (gold is an example) stay aloof and show no inclination to
combine with other elements, others, especially carbon, will combine with a vast
range of other elements. Words are like
that too. Take the word “up,” which means
“in a higher position,” and the word “give,”
which means, “to offer or provide.” Combine them and we get something completely different: “give up,” which means
“to surrender; to hand over.” We’ve derived a new meaning without the need to
create a brand new word.
When words are combined in just the
right way, they can bring about what scientists call a phase change, as when water
changes to ice. Making words into a fun
and sometimes challenging game, and
showing how different random words
can link together to tell a story or share
information, is a fun and engaging activity. You can do this with a young child to
make basic sentences, or with an older
child, to make beautiful prose or poetry.
See the chart above listing 32 words.
As you can see, they are organized in
alphabetical order, but each word stands
alone and nothing significant is communicated. Now put them in a different
order and we get:
I wandered lonely as a cloud
That floats on high o’er vales and hills,
When all at once I saw a crowd,
A host, of golden daffodils;
Beside the lake, beneath the trees,
Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.
—William Wordsworth
The words have been brought together
to create music. We call it poetry. Memorize those six lines, and bring them to
mind when your spirits need lifting. It
always works.
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Your Kids will LOVE the most SYSTEMATIC and COMPREHENSIVE
early literacy program available today!
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This self-contained program includes
Effective: Up-Words Reading is based
everything you need to start children
on the time-tested, research-based Ortondown the road to reading−and loving it!
Gillingham approach to literacy. It is effective
for children all across the learning spectrum.
Teacher’s Manuals: Provide step-bystep directions for daily lesson activities.
Integrated: Up-Words Reading addresses
Student Workbooks: Filled with fun
phonological awareness skills, phonics,
activities that KIDS LOVE!
fluency, sight words, handwriting, spelling,
Decodable Readers: More than
expressive writing, listening comprehension
130 books in Levels 0 - 2 filled with lovable
and reading comprehension.
characters, each designed to foster reading
success!
Versatile: Up-Words Reading is designed
for parents to use at home-with no special
Letter Kit, Phonics Cards and
Much More!
training required!

Order Up-Words Reading® or Learn More at:

UpWordsReading.com
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Kenneth Hodkinson is the author of Wordly
Wise (www.wordlywise3000.com), a comprehensive vocabulary curriculum for second
through 12th grades. He authored The Reading Game (www.thereadinggame.com), a
multiple award-winning game that builds
confidence in reading for kindergarten and

first grades. Mr. Hodkinson has written several children’s books for Simon and Schuster’s
Wanderer Books and is the creator of the
Word Salad puzzles that appeared in The
Boston Globe in the 1980s. He has taught
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