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DCDD Hot Topics 

The DCDD Board prepares briefs for DCDD members about topics of interest for 

professionals who serve children and youth with communication disorders and their 

families. This brief focus offers instructional strategies for teaching basic concepts. 

We appreciate your continued membership with DCDD. Please share this message 

with your colleagues and urge those colleagues to become a member of the DCDD 

community of learners. 

 

Strategies for Teaching Basic Concepts 

Prepared by Froma P. Roth, PhD, CCC-SLP 

A previous DCDD “Hot Topic” focused on basic concepts and how 

difficulty mastering them can affect a student’s academic learning and 

achievement. Now, I want to offer examples of simple activities that can be 

used at home or in the classroom to teach various concepts.  

But, first let’s hit the “refresh” button. Recall that basic concepts are 

common everyday words that serve as the building blocks for successful 

social, language, literacy, academic, and behavioral development. Children 

must understand and use concepts of quantity, time and space 

(location/direction) to master the general education curriculum and to 

acquire content knowledge in subject areas such as math, language arts, 

science, and history. Also recall that most children master basic concepts 

prior to or by 2nd grade. For typically developing children, these concepts are 

generally picked up “incidentally” through natural everyday interactions and 
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experiences in the environment. Struggling learners, however, often require 

more direct instruction to establish and retain basic concepts.  

Instructional Activities  

Basic concepts can be taught and strengthened during daily classroom 

activities, as part of specific curricula units, or in highly structured small 

group contexts. Let’s begin with a few teaching tips and reminders that I 

have picked up along the way:  

 Students must have a solid grasp of a concept, receptively, before 

using it expressively. 

 When introducing new concepts, you may want to start with 

experiential activities such as direct manipulation/handling of objects 

or engagement in movement activities (e.g., students move “under,” 

“over,” or “between” items in a room). 

 Start with three-dimensional objects, progress to two-dimensional 

illustrations (e.g., pictures, photos, diagrams) and finally to symbolic 

representations (e.g., icons, letters, words).  

 Use visual supports such as magnet or Velcro boards, graphic 

organizers, or tablets, and incorporate motor movements, as 

appropriate.  
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 Provide numerous and frequent opportunities for students to practice 

concepts in different contexts and locations (e.g., whole-class activity, 

during peer interactions, media center, gym) 

 Whenever possible, require students to verbally express the concept(s) 

during the instructional activity and provide a reason for the response 

(e.g., “I am last in line because everyone else is in front of me”)  

 Many concepts come in contrast pairs (e.g., big/little, long/short, 

in/out, under/over, wide/narrow). Thus, when teaching a new concept, 

it is sometimes desirable to begin by introducing the extremes of the 

dimension (e.g., earliest/latest, top/bottom, smallest/biggest, 

most/least) to make the contrast more salient. 

What follows is a small sampling of instructional activities for teaching 

basic concepts. Some activities are informal, while others are more 

structured. Of course, the degree of structure always can be increased or 

decreased according to the learning needs of individual students. 

Book Reading:  

Choose a familiar book with a simple story line that contains many examples 

of basic concept words. For example, Rosie’s Walk by Pat Hutchins, provides 

several opportunities for teaching location/directional terms. Throughout the 

reading, the teacher can pause and ask questions to elicit the target words.  
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Direction Following:  

 During book reading, ask students to find words that are on the top, 

middle, and bottom of the page.  

 Line up students in the classroom, hallway, auditorium, or one the 

school bus. Have them: 

 Stand first, second, next, last in line. 

 Stand in the front/back of the line. 

 Stand between X and Y. 

 Stand next to/beside _______. 

Comparison Tasks:  

 Give students different quantities of blocks. Ask: Who has many, few, 

more, less, most, least, equal, greater amounts? 

 Show students two books and ask: Which one is thick/thin, 

thicker/thinner? Present a third book. Ask: Which one is 

thickest/thinnest? 

 Place several objects around the classroom. Ask students: Which ___is 

farther from/nearer to your desk/the door/the blackboard?  

Judgment Tasks:  

Provide students with object pairs that are identical to one another except in 

weight. Have students pick up each object. Ask: Which one is heavy/light, 

heavier/lighter? 
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Object Sorts:  

 Give small groups of students five or more trains/cars of different 

sizes. Have them work in teams to arrange items from biggest to 

smallest; tallest/shortest; longest/shortest; widest/narrowest. 

 Provide small groups of students with sturdy blank paper or cardboard 

that is divided into three vertical columns with headers at the top: 

Light, Medium, Heavy. Give each group an assortment of objects such 

as magnets or weights. Have teams work together to feel each object 

sort them into the appropriate columns.  

 Ask groups to be ready to explain their solution to their classmates.  

Negative Practice:  

Say a sentence and ask students: What’s wrong with this sentence?  

 I eat lunch before breakfast. 

 March is the first month of the year. 

 Three is more than five. 

 Six apples are less than five apples. 

 Wednesday comes after Thursday. 

 We sit under a chair. 

 A triangle has curved lines. 

 A circle has straight lines. 
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Game Activities:  

Play “I Spy” in the classroom with hints such as: 

 I spy something that is tall. 

 I spy something above the blackboard. 

 I spy the biggest desk in the room. 

 I spy something that is nearest to the door. 

 I spy something a book on the bottom of the bookcase. 

Concept Map:  

Display a graphic organizer as visual support: 

 Place the target concept in the center of the map, with branches for its 

specific characteristics, and a comparison branch for related concepts.  

 Fill in the map and have students use the map to describe the target 

concept.  

 Then place the concept in context by reading a sentence or short 

paragraph that contains the concept.  

 Finally, use the comparison section to fill in concepts that are similar in 

meaning/related to one another. 

These activities and many others can help students in different grades 

and of varying abilities to learn the fundamental concepts needed to 
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progress academically and socially. To extend students’ learning beyond the 

classroom, teachers can consult parents about the family’s daily activities 

and suggest ways to infuse concept learning into regular routines.  

 

 


