
Book Review: 

All About Words 

 Susan Neuman and Tanya Wright (2013) offer a compelling perspective on building 

vocabulary in the era of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS). As with anyone else in the 

field of education today, the authors emphasize the increased intellectual demand of the CCSS in 

both teaching and learning. Neuman and Wright set up All About Words in response to three 

chief shifts in standards (which they call a “sea change”) foci: text complexity, supporting 

evidence for conclusions, and content-rich texts. The demanding CCSS cannot be met without a 

rich vocabulary, the authors argue. 

 Neuman and Wright quickly dispatch of pervasive myths that have long harmed 

vocabulary acquisition in early literacy instruction. Thankfully, also, they offer five antidotes to 

remedy the troubles facing oral vocabulary development. Particularly notable is their insistence 

on combining explicit and implicit instruction with carefully curated lists of related words to 

which students can be consistently exposed. Among the many useful techniques offered in this 

thin book, two concepts stand out. Teachers should seek to extend and clarify student vocabulary 

through informal interactions described as contingent responsiveness. This means that the 

authors believe teachers need to more consistently and seriously address student curiosities, even 

going so far as recommending something as common sense as increased eye contact with 

students. Secondly, Neuman and Wright advocate organizing instruction around so-called text 

sets. Text sets are designed to lead students quickly through a scaled-down version of the 

staircase of complexity by using challenging words in increasingly challenging contexts. While 

the authors offer a few example text sets as well as advice on creating such sets, they do not quite 

fully integrate their stated vocabulary demands in the advice. The question that remains is how 



teachers could reliably curate text sets with sufficient repetition of both challenging and 

supportive vocabulary. 

 Since I have done very little work in early literacy instruction (and none since the CCSS 

were implemented) I learned quite a lot about the dynamics in early elementary classrooms. 

Based on observation alone, it is easy to see how the five myths the authors debunk are so 

pervasive. Misconceptions in education are a pretty hot topic, but I believe correcting 

misconceptions among educators to be far more important to the long-term success of students 

than fretting about all the possible ways a student may misconstrue a lesson in memory.  

The book presents a significant challenge in both the breadth of vocabulary and the sheer 

repetition necessary. When I discussed these challenges with my colleagues in early education, 

they too were daunted. Yet, we all couldn’t have agreed more on the impact of early oral 

vocabulary development across the lifespan. The remaining trouble we discussed is twofold. 

Resources vary wildly across districts and states. This is where the book could have improved. 

Without suggestions for teachers in under-resourced schools to cultivate their own text sets, in 

particular, the book favors method over content development. Secondly, it is simply difficult to 

change teaching and speaking habits so drastically. This past weekend, I spent an afternoon with 

a friend’s four-year-old and tried to repeat a challenging word 24 times. It was surprisingly 

difficult. And I don’t think I made it past 12 uses. 

 I hold this thin little book in high regard. It may not be perfect, but it quite fully illustrates 

both the practical framework that so many practitioners appreciate as well as the conceptual 

background important to those who want to see the basis for such pragmatic advice. I would 

recommend this book to anyone who works or lives with young children; I would recommend it 

to others in education like myself who want to increase their curricular content knowledge, as 



Shulman (1986) would describe it; I would recommend this book to any educator who takes 

seriously the intellectual capacities of children. As Neuman and Wright put it, “Children learn 

when they are taught through meaningful instruction. Even at a young age, they are amazingly 

capable of discerning authentic inquiry from frivolous activities. They are not fooled easily, and 

we must not underestimate them.” 

 

 



Professional Reflection 

 As someone who has primarily taught teenagers and young adults, it is hard to draw 

direct parallels from the coursework to my teaching. However, part of my goals in undertaking 

this degree is to broaden my perspective and learn more about education across the lifespan. In 

this way, I have increased my curricular content knowledge such that I better understand my 

current students. The course has also given me the opportunity to find common threads that link 

early, adolescent, and adult literacy. For instance, simply using in discussion challenging 

vocabulary from class readings would increase student exposure to those words—we know that 

even well beyond the early elementary years most vocabulary acquisition happens vicariously 

and informally (Bromley, 2014). 

 I could have at least been accused of adhering to the “word sponge” myth described by 

Neuman and Wright (2013). It is hard not to come to such a conclusion when you witness the 

sheer alacrity of early childhood learning. Yet, as an educator, I would be remiss to base my 

understanding of education on observations that I have not verified in the research. I’m quite 

pleased to have shaken such a myth through the course readings. 

 A new addition to my teaching of writing (also from MSU coursework) is scaffolding 

with templates. Such templates remove the organizational barriers from the writing process. This 

scaffold can be particularly helpful for adolescents learning to construct more sophisticated 

essays. I was both surprised and reaffirmed when I saw template based scaffolds for early 

elementary students in All About Words (Neuman & Wright, 2013). When research shows the 

same technique to be successful across many age groups, I believe it to be a sign of something of 

an educational truth—a consistent format for enabling cognitive growth. Such a conclusion 

surprises me because I have never seen the value in templates. And I suppose that is the danger 



of personal bias in education. I remember a health teacher in high school who introduced the 

conflict resolution template “When you ___, I feel ___.” I thought it was the dumbest thing I had 

heard to date. But I am now clear that either my reaction was not representative of the majority 

or simply a teenager having a poor attitude that day. That was over fifteen years ago and I still 

remember the discussion template. I suppose that is somewhat ironic that anecdotal experience 

also supports what the research has shown. 

 I essentially had no working knowledge of assessment before starting this course. 

Because my career has been in teaching standardized tests I have a pretty skeptical view of the 

utility of assessment. But I gained quite a lot of respect for the level and types of inferences 

educators can make from thoughtful assessment. What will be challenging for me is learning 

which assessments to employ and when. 

 I will continue my coursework toward the MAED, which I am almost halfway through. 

Since my focus is literacy I have more classes to take on reading instruction and assessment. 

Meanwhile, I hope to gain some hands-on experience by either volunteering at a local 

elementary school or perhaps tutoring with the local literacy center. As much as I enjoy the ivory 

tower and discussing concepts I think it is paramount that everyone in the educational field 

maintain experience in, or at least observing, the classroom. 

 

  



References 

 

Bromley, K. (2014). Active engagement with words. In K. A. Hinchman & H. K. Sheridan-

Thomas (Eds.), Best practices in adolescent literacy instruction (Second edition. ed., pp. 

120-136). New York: The Guilford Press. 

Neuman, S. B., & Wright, T. S. (2013). All about words : increasing vocabulary in the common 

core classroom, prek-2. New York ; London: Teachers College Press. 

Shulman, L. S. (1986). Those who understand: knowledge growth in teaching. Educational 

Researcher, 15(2), pp. 4-14. http://www.jstor.org/stable/1175860 

 


