
 
   

 

 

Research & Development Impact Report No.9 

How can we effectively teach new valuable vocabulary so that 
pupils use more of it correctly in written work? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

        

            Year 4 Students 

 

 

 

 

 

“I prefer the one which has a picture because it tells us what the words are about,”  

“I prefer the ones with less words because it is less words to learn,” 

“It is easier to describe what the word means with the pictures to help,” 

“I like the blank boxes as I could use it for words that I wanted to use that weren’t on there. I drew 
my own image to remember the word.” 

Who might find this research useful? 
 Teachers, English coordinators, curriculum leads and SLT 
 Schools looking to develop and improve the vocabulary of the children in their school  

For further information please contact: 

Hester Enthoven  

HEnthoven@harringotnhill.hackney.sch.uk 

Hannah West 

HWest@harringotnhill.hackney.sch.uk 

 



 

Research & Development  Impact Report 

 
How can we effectively teach new valuable vocabulary so that pupils use more of it 

correctly in written work? 
 

Does the percentage of valuable vocabulary used accurately increase when ‘Goldilocks’ words are 
selected, visual images are used and less words are introduced?  

 
Project 
Participants 

Year 4 class teachers  Phase(s) Primary KS2 

School context relevant to this research: 
  Harrington Hill Primary School is a two-form entry school with Nursery provision, in the London Borough 

of Hackney. 
 
Current Context 

 The school 341 pupils on roll 
  60% of children have English as an additional language which is significantly above national average 

(highest quintile) 
 Overall, 48% of pupils are eligible for the pupil premium grant 
 Attendance is 96%, which in line with the national average 
 The deprivation indicator places the school in the highest quintile nationally 
 59 children (17%) are on our whole school additional needs register, 12 of these 59 children (3.5%) have 

an EHCP.  2.9% is national average for EHCP. 

Harrington Hill Primary School was graded as good by Ofsted in February 2018 
Key actions: 

 Leaders and those responsible for governance should ensure that new topic programmes are taught in 
depth and meet the school’s stated aim that English skills should be a feature of learning in each topic 

 
End of KS1 and KS2 data for 2017 shows that although the school is above the national average in writing, both at 
expected and at greater depth, attainment in writing in Years 3, 4 and 5 is considerably lower. 
 
All pupils will benefit from this research but data analysis will concentrate on the 167 children in Years 3-5. 
Starting point(s)/ Baseline evidence:  

 Since the valuable vocabulary has been introduced in school, teachers feel that it has not had the desired 
impact on children’s written work. We are interested in unpicking this to find out why 

 Teachers feel creating the vocabulary grids, which is time consuming, isn’t making the impact it should 
 Teachers are concerned that although the children enjoy the valuable vocabulary activities, for the 

majority, this does not transfer into increased correct use in their written work 
 The valuable vocabulary is currently pitched too high for many learners to access 
 Vocabulary is currently selected and taught in an inconsistent way throughout the school 
 In Baseline VV1 Sample 25% is used correctly, in Baseline VV2 Sample 10% is used correctly. Can this be 

increased?  
 

Key  R&D question(s) 
 
How can we effectively teach new valuable vocabulary so that pupils use more of it correctly in written work? 

 
Does the percentage of valuable vocabulary used accurately increase when ‘Goldilocks’ words are selected, visual 
images are used and less words are introduced?  
 
Intended successful outcomes Success criteria/ Impact measures 



 
  A greater percentage of the valuable to be 

used accurately in written work by the pupils 
 Overall aim – to identify successful teaching 

strategies that increase the proportion of 
valuable vocabulary learnt and used in each 
topic 
 

 

 By the end of the project the majority of pupils 
would learn a higher proportion of the valuable 
vocabulary and use them successfully in their 
written work 

 The research evidence will lead us to identify 
key teaching strategies and resources, which 
can be used by all teaching staff to improve 
written outcomes 

Summary plan of action  
 Reasons for this study will be shared with the teachers involved 
 Research will be conducted in English lessons across Y4 
 A quantitative chart will be used in moderation of the books (pre and post changes to valuable vocab 

approach) 
 Data will be collected, and a specific line of inquiry identified 
 Alongside the Y4 teachers, we will discuss and identify ‘Goldilocks’ words for their upcoming topic 
 At the end of the research period, findings will be shared with participants 
 A reflection meeting will be held with Y4 teachers at the end of the study to evaluate the impact of the study 
Timescale  
5 months  

 Research leads met in early spring and analysed the baseline data was analysed from Autumn term. 
Research leads then met towards the end of the summer term and analysed the outcome data from the 
summer term 

 Research leads met with the HTSA National Leader of Education three times throughout the project and 
collaborated online in between 

Initial resource allocation (human, material and financial) 
 Lead researchers to moderate books so need time out of class to do so 
 Meetings with the Y4 teachers 
 Planning time for lead researchers alongside year 4 teachers 

 
Other points to note 
 
The term Goldilocks words is from the Word Aware programme, which staff were trained in this academic year. 
Please see below definition:  
 
“Goldilocks words – not too easy, not too difficult but just right! These are words which are topic specific but are 
very important for understanding the topic. In judging whether a word was a Goldilocks word or not, we were 
encouraged to think about whether the children would be likely to come across it again in reading or oral language 
– if not, it probably isn’t a Goldilocks word. Teachers are encouraged to pick Goldilocks words to specifically teach 
as a part of each lesson.” Word Aware website  
 
 
 
 

 

  



 
Progress and Impact Review [17.07.2019] 

Visible Actions completed  
 Completed the baseline data capture in two classes over two units of work 
 After the baseline, the research leads reviewed the content of the grids with the class teacher 
 Together, for the following units, the number of words used were reduced, visual support was added in 

for each word and the chosen words were more applicable in the children’s everyday lives (Goldilocks)  
 Completed the outcomes data capture in the same two classes over two units of work 
 The research leads then analysed the data  

Outcome analysis 
 

Pupils’ ability to correctly use new ‘valuable vocabulary’ in written work doubled when the 
vocabulary was visually supported and focused on a smaller range of ‘Goldilocks’ words. 

As a result of: 
1. vocabulary that was specifically selected, ensuring it met the curriculum objectives, with a focus on root 

words, 
  

2.       reducing the number of words per topic, 
  

3.       and supporting the vocabulary visually, 
   
on average the children were able to use twice as many of the words correctly in their subsequent written work 
(18% to 40%). 
  

Without visual support alongside the words pupils made slight improvements however only 
half as much as when visual cues were used. 

  
In Summer 2, which was not supported visually, the increase was approximately half of that when the vocabulary 
was visually supported (18% to 30%) but it was still an increase of approximately 50%. This led us to the 
conclusion that when vocabulary is introduced, it should be support visually.  
  
Despite this research project being based on a small sample of children, the intervention had proportionately 
larger impact on the 4 WT children who were chosen. Their improvement was much larger as a percentage of 
their lower starting points, less impact was seen for the GD children.  



 

 
  
If we compare it to Summer 2, which was not visually supported, the gains are smaller overall (about half) 

 
  
Interestingly, although students with SEND had among the smaller sizes of improvement with visual cues, without 
the cues they didn’t improve at all. When looking at this further in context, predominately the SEND children (2/3) 
chosen were already working at age expected so were more readily embedding their own vocabulary.  
 



 
Evaluation 

Based on the results of the Vocabulary focussed research project, which took place over a 5 month period 
looking at 4 samples of vocabulary grids, we have found that adaptations to strategies and resources for 
teaching vocabulary has improved their correct use and frequency of words that effectively aid their writing.  In 
a reflection group, where the year 4 children looked over their past topic vocab grids, they all favoured the 
grids, which were aided with imagery, had less words that were Goldilocks words and had space for them to 
include their own learnt vocabulary. This matched our research findings from the data analysed (see appendix).  
 
 

 

Other outcomes and impact 
Short Term 
For September 2019, these recommendations will be passed on to the English Lead and Head Teacher to consider 
adopting a more consistent approach of teaching vocabulary by: 

 revisiting training on Goldilocks words, particularly for new staff, 
 ensuring the use of visual support, 
 as a school, consider creating banks of Goldilocks words which will be available for teachers, 
 reducing the number of words currently on the vocab grids, 
 including blank boxes for children’s own vocabulary, 
 ensure consistency of taught vocab games, perhaps additional staff training.  

 
What next?  
Long Term 
Points to consider: 

- does using a systematic teaching approach using the Word Aware teaching strategies and games further 
improve the range of vocabulary used? 

- will pre-writing models earlier in the planning cycle help to identify the most useful Goldilocks words for 
that unit? 

- could pre-teaching the words have an impact?  
- will improved outcomes in writing be seen? 
- could these changes narrow the attainment gap of vulnerable groups, particularly EAL children?  

 
Review of resource allocation (human, material and financial) 
 
Lead researchers were given the appropriate amount of time out of class to ensure the research could be 
conducted appropriately. Cover was used from within the school so there was not a significant impact on finances.  

 
Appendix 
 

1. Implementation plan 
2. Vocabulary girds  
3. Data capture  

 
 

Hannah West and Hester Enthoven 17.07.2019 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

Appendix 2 

Baseline Valuable Vocab Grid 1 

 

Baseline Valuable Vocab Grid 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
Outcomes Valuable Vocab Grid 1 

 

Outcomes Valuable Vocab Grid 2 

 

 

 

 

 


