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N a t h a n Wa gn e r
F a l l  2 01 2

ELABORATION & 
VOCABULARY RETENTION

 E l a bo r a t ion is t h e  “ c ogn i t iv e  pr o c e ss i n wh i c h l e a r n e rs 
e m b e l l ish n e w in f o r m a t ion b a s e d on wh a t  t h e y a l r e a dy k now ”  
(O r m r od , 2 01 1 , p . 1 9 3) .

 T h e  “ e l a bo r a t ion t h e o r y ”  w a s o r ig in a l l y d e v e lope d f o r  
o rga n iz ing a nd s to r ing n e w in f o r m a t ion ( R e ige lu t h , 1 97 9) .
 Sum m ar y
 Synthesis
 Ana log i es
 Cogn i t ive Cues

 S t ud e n ts n e e d to a  h a v e  a  p e rson a l  c onn e c t ion , e xp e r i e n c e , o r  
b a c k gr ound c on t e x t  w i t h wo r ds to h e lp t h e m  l e a r n , 
und e rs t a nd , a nd a pp l y wo r ds (We ins t e in , R id l e y, D a h l , &  
We b e r, 1 9 8 9) .

 E l a bo r a t ion s t r a t e g i e s h a v e  b e e n shown to c o r r e l a t e  w i t h 
a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e m en t  a s m e a sur ed by G PA (G r i f f in , 
M a c Ke wn , Mos e r, &  Va nVur e n , 2 01 2) .

WHAT  IS ELA BORAT ION?

 S e t t ing: pr iv a t e  s c hoo l  
 C l a ssr oo m : 2  A P  La ngu a ge  c l a ss e s , 3  Eng l ish I V c l a ss e s
 T i m ing: 2 0  m inu t e s , 3  d a ys
 G e nd e r : 2 6  m a l e s , 2 8  f e m a l e s
 SES : N / A  – t u i t ion -b a s e d s c hoo l , no f r e e / r e duc e d lun c h
 Age : R a nge  1 6 - 1 8
 E t hn i c i t y

 H ispan i c  – 8
 A fr i c an Am er i c an – 19
 Wh i te – 10
 Asi an – 15
 O ther – 2

 La ngu a ge : 3 9  n a t iv e ; 1 5  non -n a t iv e

PART ICIPANTS & SET T ING
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PROCESS

DAY ONE
 S t ud e n ts w e r e  pr e s e n t ed w i t h pr e - a ss e ssm e n t  qu e s t ions 

b a s e d on a n un f a m i l i a r  r e a d ing p a ss a ge .
 S t ud e n ts r e a d p a ss a ge  a nd a nsw e r  qu e s t ions .
DAY T WO
 S t ud e n ts w e r e  pr ov id ed vo c a bu l a r y a c t iv i t i e s t h a t  r e qu i r e d 

d e f in i t ions o r  e l a bo r a t ion .
 E l a bo r a t ion b a s e d on p e rson a l  qu e s t ions o r  b a c k gr ound 

k now l e dge .
DAY T HREE
 S t ud e n ts w e r e  pr e s e n t ed w i t h t h e  s a m e  r e a d ing p a ss a ge  a nd 

a ss e ss m e n t  too l .
 R e su l ts w e r e  c o m p a r ed to t h e  pr e - a ss e ssm e n t .

SAMPLE FROM PASSAGE:

Archaeological evidence suggests that Rapa Nui 
was first settled around 400 C.E. by Polynesians 
forced by the pressures of overpopulation in their 
native islands to cross many hundreds of miles of 
open ocean in search of new lands.  With no maps or 
navigational aids to guide them, most expeditions 
disappeared without a trace, but happenstance 
brought one party of perhaps fifty people to the 
island they called Rapa Nui, formed by the 
propinquity of three active volcanoes and their lava.  
Fourteen miles long and seven miles wide, it was a 
place where trees, mostly palms, grew in abundance 
in the fertile soil, but where the island’s animal life 
comprised mostly insects, worms, and spiders with 
no terrestrial mammals.

pr op i nqu i t y
r a p a c i ous
h a pp e ns t a n c e
i nsu l a r
p e l l u c i d
pr e c l ud i ng
e du c e
d e spo l i a t i on
p a r l ous
t a l i sm a n

NO VEL 
T ERMS
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SAMPLE FROM PASSAGE:

Archaeological evidence suggests that Rapa Nui 
was first settled around 400 C.E. by Polynesians 
forced by the pressures of overpopulation in their 
native islands to cross many hundreds of miles of 
open ocean in search of new lands.  With no maps or 
navigational aids to guide them, most expeditions 
disappeared without a trace, but happenstance
brought one party of perhaps fifty people to the 
island they called Rapa Nui, formed by the 
propinquity of three active volcanoes and their lava.  
Fourteen miles long and seven miles wide, it was a 
place where trees, mostly palms, grew in abundance 
in the fertile soil, but where the island’s animal life 
comprised mostly insects, worms, and spiders with 
no terrestrial mammals.

W h y  w e r e  t h r e e  
s e p a r a t e  v o l c a n o e s  
a b l e  t o  f o r m a  
s i n g l e  i s l a n d ?
A . T h e  v o l c a n o e s  

e r u p t e d  a t  t h e  
s a m e  mo m e n t .

B . T h e  t h r e e  
v o l c a n o e s  w e r e  
a c t u a l l y  t h r e e  
s e p a r a t e  
e r u p t i o n s  o f  t h e  
s a m e  v o l c a n o .  

C . T h e  t h r e e  
v o l c a n o e s  w e r e  
c l o s e  t o  o n e  
a n o t h e r.

D . T h e  v o l c a n o e s  
w e r e  d o r m a n t  
a n d  b l o c k e d  s e a  
w a t e r.

SAMPLE 
Q UEST IONS
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W h y  w e r e  t h r e e  
s e p a r a t e  v o l c a n o e s  
a b l e  t o  f o r m a  s i n g l e  
i s l a n d ?
A . T h e  v o l c a n o e s  

e r u p t e d  a t  t h e  
s a m e  mo m e n t .

B . T h e  t h r e e  
v o l c a n o e s  w e r e  
a c t u a l l y  t h r e e  
s e p a r a t e  
e r u p t i o n s  o f  t h e  
s a m e  v o l c a n o .  

C . T h e  t hr e e  
vo l c a no e s 
w e r e  c los e  
to on e  
a no t h e r.

D . T h e  v o l c a n o e s  
w e r e  d o r m a n t  
a n d  b l o c k e d  s e a  
w a t e r .

SAMPLE 
Q UEST IONS

ELABORATION

 1 0 responses b a sed on 
nove l  t e rms

 Form B – p e rson a l  
qu es t i ons

 Form C – t e r t i a r y  
k now l edge

 Form D - m i x

CONTROL

 1 0 responses b a sed on 
nove l  t e rms

 Form A – d i c t i on a r y
 De f in it ions
 Par t o f spe e ch
 Or igin

ELA BORATION AND CONTROL GROUPS
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P ERSONAL CONNECT IONS ( FORM B)
 Wh a t  is so m e t h ing t h a t  h a s b e e n d e spo i l e d f r o m  you?
 Wr i t e  two s e n t e n c e s a bou t  a  t i m e  t h a t  you w e r e  r a p a c ious .
 Who do you sh a r e  pr op inqu i t y w i t h?
 Wh e r e  h a v e  b e e n t h a t  you f ound p e l lu c id w a t e rs?  Wh e r e 

wou ld you go i f  you h a v e n ’ t  b e e n?
B ACKGRO UND K NO WLEDGE ( FORM C)
 Wh a t  Chr is t m a s s to r i e s a r e  a bou t  r a p a c ious c h a r a c t e rs?
 Wh a t  A m e r i c a n s t a t e  m igh t  pr ov id e a n insu l a r  lo c a t ion?  Why?
 In your  op in ion , wh a t  t yp e  o f  t r a nspo r t a t ion is t h e  m os t  

p a r lous?
 Wh a t  do e s t h e  gov e r n m e n t  pr e c lud e  f r o m  t e e n a ge rs?

SAMPLE QUEST IONS

 Wh e r e  c ou ld a  p e rson f ind p e l lu c id w a t e rs? Th ey cou ld go to 
t h e  C a rr ib e a n on ou t  to so m e  is l a nd in t h e  C a rr ib e a n Se a  (s i c ) .

 Wh e n w a s t h e  l a s t  t i m e  you w e r e  in a  p a r lous s i t u a t ion? How 
d id you f e e l? Th e  l a s t  t i m e  I w a s in a  p a r lous s i tu a t ion w a s 
wh e n I a l mos t  drown e d a t  Sc h l i t t e rb a hn b e c a use I go t  sw e p t  
up  by t h e  t id e .  I f e l t  n e r vous a nd s c a re d .

 Wh a t  A m e r i c a n s t a t e  m igh t  pr ov id e a n insu l a r  lo c a t ion?  
Co lor a do wou ld prov id e a n insu l a r lo c a t ion b e c a use i t  is in t h e  
m idd l e  o f  t h e  s t a t e s w i t h no a c c e ss to t h e  se a .

 Wh a t  Chr is t m a s s to r i e s a r e  a bou t  r a p a c ious c h a r a c t e rs? A 
Chr is t m a s s tor y a bou t  a  r a p a c ious c h a r a c t e r is t h e  Chr is t m a s 
C a ro l .

SAMPLE RESPONSES

RESULTS
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Group # Students Pre Avg. Post Avg. Difference

Overall 54 5.9 6.5 10.2%

AP Language 21 7.0 7.6 8.6%

English IV 33 5.2 5.8 11.5%

Age 16 11 7.2 8.0 11.1%

Age 17 28 5.6 6.2 10.7%

Age 18 15 5.7 6.0 5.3%

Male 26 5.5 6.3 14.5%

Female 28 6.3 6.7 6.3%

Native English 39 6.1 6.8 11.5%

NonNative
English

15 5.5 5.8 5.5%
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Group # Students Pre Avg. Post Avg. Difference

Hispanic 8 5.25 6.25 19.0%

African 
American

19 6.1 6.7 9.8%

White 10 6.8 7.1 4.4%

Asian 15 5.6 5.9 5.4%

Elaboration 27 5.8 6.5 12.1%

Definition 13 5.6 6.2 10.7%
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P re -Tes t  S cores

37%

63%

Pass/ Fail Rates

Pass
Fail

Pos t -Tes t  S cores

57%

43%

Pass/ Fail Rates

Pass
Fail

PASS / FA IL RATES - OVERALL

37 38 36
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Elaborat ion Def in it ion Mixed
Vocabulary Activity Groups

Pre-Test
Post-Test

PERCENTAGE PASSING ST UDENTS

 Resu l ts do no t  d isa gre e w i t h rese a rch .
 Sm a l l Sa mp le
 Assessm en t Fa t igue
 Me mor y ne eds a tten t ion and in ten t

 Fu t ure  S t udy:  Ad m i n is t e r 2nd Pos t -Te s t  l a t e r

 W i l l  con t i nu e use w i t h a d j us t m en ts
 G ive im m ed ia te form a t ive fe edba c k to studen ts
 D iscuss ion over wr itten – l im ited know ledge , construc t ion
 B lend persona l exper iences w ith ba c kground know ledge

IMPLICATIONS
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 S e l e c t  a ppr opr i a t e l y c h a l l e ng ing r e a d ing p a ss a ge  pr io r  to 
ins t r u c t ion .

 S e l e c t  n e w t e r m s f r o m  p a ss a ge  t h a t  w i l l  e nh a n c e  
c o m pr e h ens ion .

 P r e p a r e e l a bo r a t iv e pr o m p ts a nd qu e s t ions to d is c uss w i t h 
s t ud e n ts .

 In t r odu c e  s t ud e n ts to n e w t e r m s a nd d e f in i t ions b e f o r e  
r e a d ing t h e  p a ss a ge .

 Fa c i l i t a t e  a nd m on i to r  d is c uss ion —who l e gr oup o r  s m a l l  
gr oups —us ing t h e  pr e p a r e d pr o m p ts a nd qu e s t ions .

 R e a d p a ss a ge  a nd po in t  ou t  wo r ds in c on t e x t . 

REVISED STEPS IMPLEMENTAT ION
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