
W
hat is a 

Student-Friendly Definition?
W

hy Use
Student-Friendly Definitions?

“A
 student-friendly definition is w

ritten by
an adult &

 is not constrained by space
lim

itations, as a dictionary definition is.” 

A
 student-friendly definition uses

sim
ple everyday language rather

than the sophisticated language
often used in academ

ic
dictionaries. "to take or obtain w

ith the
prom

ise to return the sam
e or

an equivalent"

A
n exam

ple of this contrast is 
show

n below
 for the w

ord
‘borrow

’: 

(Steele &
 M

ills, 2011, p. 361)

W
hen you borrow

 som
ething

from
 som

eone, you take it &
use it for som

e tim
e &

 then
give it back

Dictionary Definition

Student-Friendly Definition

Research has show
n that dictionary definitions

are an ineffective m
eans of expanding

children's vocabularies.

The issues w
ith  dictionary definitions:

(Steele &
 M

ills, 2011)

(Beck et al., 2013)

W
eak 

Differentiation

V
ague Language

A
m

biguity

Disconnected
Inform

ation

Dictionary definitions often fail to
expose distinct differences betw

een
a w

ord &
 its synonym

s 

Dictionary definitions m
ay use

unclear language that does not
depict a com

plete &
 accurate w

ord
m

eaning
A

 child m
ay m

isinterpret the true
m

eaning of the w
ord w

hen “fam
iliar

w
ords [are used] in unfam

iliar w
ays”

(p. 44)
Dictionary definitions often present
m

ultiple ideas separated by sem
i-

colons, but they do not explain the
relationship betw

een these ideas

Student-friendly definitions avoid the
problem

s listed above &
 are m

uch m
ore

appropriate to use w
hen teaching

students new
 w

ord m
eanings. 

(Dictionary.com
)

B
y: Lyndsay D

esim
one



How
 to

Create a
Student-
Friendly
Definition

A Tw
o-Step Process:

Think about the basis of the w
ord &

 how
 it is

m
ost often used

Describe the w
ord’s m

eaning using everyday
language 

W
hat is the w

ord’s typical use in language?

W
hat is com

m
unicated w

hen w
e use the w

ord?

Think of the exam
ple w

ord ‘disobey’... 
Disobey is m

ost often used to describe w
hen a person or group of people

do not follow
 the orders of another. 

the person is likely disobeying som
eone in pow

er
it is often done purposefully as an act of rebellion

In addition to the denotative m
eaning of the w

ord, think about the
connotations associated w

ith the w
ord.

The denotative m
eaning of disobey is “failure to obey” (Dictionary.com

)
But w

hat else is com
m

unicated w
hen w

e use this term
? For exam

ple:

Use accessible language 

Ensure language chosen leads to the corrrect context

Incorporate w
ords like “som

ething,” “som
eone” or “describes” 

Explain the concept using an appropriate language level &
 com

plexity
based on the student's abilities.
A

void form
al term

s &
 instead use m

ore casual language.

Returning to the dictionary definition of 'disobey': “failure to obey”... 
The student m

ay tend to the w
ord 'failure' &

 interpret a different m
eaning

for 'disobey' than the intended one. 
'Failure' suggests you try to do som

ething but do not succeed in doing so;
based on the dictionary definition, a student m

ight interpret 'disobey' as:
w

hen you try to obey but do not succeed in doing so.
'Failure' creates the m

isconception that disobedience is unintentional.

Student-friendly definition of 'disobey': W
hen som

eone disobeys a person
in charge, they purposefully do not do w

hat they have been told to do.

(Beck et al., 2013)

Check out collinsdictionary.com
 for student-

friendly definitions in the prim
ary &

secondary dictionaries &
 m

odify as needed.



Student-Friendly Dictionary 
of 

Vocabulary W
ords 

from
 the

G
rade 1-3 

Science &
 Technology 

O
ntario Curriculum

M
any definitions w

ere produced w
ith reference

to the Collins Dictionary

(O
ntario, 2007)





G
RADE 1

Design

Dorm
ant

Energy

Experim
ent

Explore

Flexible

Food

Hibernate

to design som
ething m

eans to plan out w
hat it should look

like and do and how
 it should be m

ade 

w
hen a living thing, usually a plant seed, is dorm

ant, it
does not grow

 because it is in a bad environm
ent but can

start to grow
 once it is in a good environm

ent 

energy is the pow
er that m

akes things happen like heat,
light, sound or m

ovem
ent 

a test done, usually during science class, to see w
hat the

outcom
e is w

hen you do a series of steps

to explore som
ething m

eans to study it in various w
ays

and discover w
hat it is like

describes som
ething that is easy to bend 

som
ething that hum

ans and other anim
als eat 

w
hen an anim

al hibernates, it does very little activity and
is alm

ost in a deep sleep throughout the w
inter 



G
RADE 1

N
eeds

Purpose

Rigid

Sm
ooth

Solid

Space

Survival

Tem
perature

the things that hum
ans, plants and anim

als require to live

the purpose of doing som
ething is the reason w

hy you are
doing it

describes som
ething that is very hard to bend

som
ething is sm

ooth if it has no bum
ps, lum

ps or roughness 

describes an object that is not a liquid or vapour and is
usually hard

the place beyond earth w
here other planets and stars float

in the air

describes how
 hot or cold som

ething is; com
m

only used to
describe how

 hot or cold it is outside

Investigate
to investigate som

ething m
eans to find out m

ore
inform

ation about it

describes an anim
al’s ability to continue living despite

threatening events 





G
RADE 2

A
daptation

A
xle

Beside

Body 
Coverings

Classify

Clear

Condensation

a change that an anim
al m

akes to its appearance or
activity in response to a change in its environm

ent 

a rod in the m
iddle of a w

heel that allow
s the w

heel to spin
around it

som
ething is beside you w

hen it is next to your right or left
side

anything that covers an anim
al’s body, w

hich includes
things like fur, scales, and feathers

to classify som
ething m

eans to sort it into a group that
shares som

ething in com
m

on

som
ething is clear w

hen you can see through it like a
w

indow

the sm
all w

ater droplets that form
 w

hen a vapour touches
a cool surface

A
bove

som
ething is above you w

hen it is high up over your head 



G
RADE 2

G
ranular

G
reasy

Hard

Inclined
Plane

Life
Cycle

Liquid

M
igration

describes som
ething that is m

ade of m
any tiny pieces, such

as sand and sugar

describes som
ething that feels slippery because it is

covered in grease

describes som
ething that cannot be squished or bent easily

a surface that slopes upw
ards like a hill

the life cycle of a living thing, such as a plant or anim
al,

includes its stages of grow
th from

 its first day of life to its
last

a substance that flow
s and can be poured into a container

m
igration occurs w

hen anim
als m

ove from
 one place to

another, usually during specific seasons, to rem
ain healthy

Evaporation
occurs w

hen a liquid is heated and changes to a vapour
that enters the air 



G
RADE 2

Precipitation

Pull

Push

Runny

V
apour

W
heel

precipitation occurs w
hen w

ater vapour in the sky form
s

clouds that release rain, snow
 or hail 

to pull som
ething m

eans to m
ove it tow

ards you w
ith force,

or you could pull som
ething behind you like a w

agon

to push som
ething m

eans to m
ove it aw

ay from
 you w

ith
force

describes a liquid that is thin and flow
s easily

a vapour is m
ade of tiny drops of liquid floating in the air

a round object that spins on an axle, like the w
heels of a

car 

O
paque

som
ething is opaque w

hen you cannot see through it





G
RADE 3

Com
press

Distance

Earth
M

aterials

Flow
er

G
erm

ination

Leaf

com
press m

eans to squish an object to m
ake it sm

aller

the distance that som
ething has travelled is the space it has

m
oved from

 the beginning of its journey to the end 

natural m
aterials found on the earth including m

inerals,
rocks, soil and w

ater

the flow
er of a plant is the part that usually grow

s at the
top of the stem

, is a different colour and grow
s the fruit

the process by w
hich a seed begins to grow

 and develop
into a plant

a leaf is a thin and flat part of the plant that grow
s from

the stem
 and is usually green

Clay
clay is w

et and sticky dirt that  can be used to m
ake things

like bow
ls and m

ugs because it becom
es hard w

hen it dries

Load
a load is the w

eight that som
ething is carrying or holding,

like the load of a truck



G
RADE 3

Pebbles

Pistil

Root

Sand

Soil

Speed

pebbles are tiny, sm
ooth and round rocks

the fem
ale reproductive part of a flow

er that takes in
pollen

the root of a plant is the part that grow
s underground,

holds the plant in place and collects w
ater and nutrients

sand is a type of dirt found at the beaches and is m
ade up

of tiny pieces of rocks

soil is the type of dirt in w
hich plants grow

speed describes how
 fast or slow

 som
ething is m

oving

Loam
a type of soil that is the best for plants to grow

 in

Stability
the stability of an object describes how

 sturdy it is and how
w

ell it can resist falling over



G
RADE 3Stem

Strength

Strut

Tension

Ties

the stem
 of a plant is the stock from

 w
hich the leaves

and flow
ers grow

 off of

the strength of an object describes how
 difficult it is to

break it

a part of a structure, like a bridge or a building, that
provides support and resists com

pression

w
hen there is tension on an object, such as an elastic, that

object is stretched so that it is tight

ties are parts of a sturcture that secure pieces of the
structure together

Stam
en

the m
ale reproductive part of a flow

er that produces pollen
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