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Complex Text & Vocabulary 

   The mountain seemed much the 
same as it had been for the past 
month.  Suddenly, at 8:32 a.m., Mount 
St. Helens erupted with incredible 
force. The energy released in the 
eruption was equal to ten million tons 
of dynamite.   

   The eruption of Mount St. Helens was 
the most destructive in the history of 
the United States. 

Startled, Omakayas slipped and 
spun her arms in wheels. She 
teetered, but somehow kept her 
balance. Two big, skipping hops, 
another leap, and she was on dry 
land. She stepped over spongy 
leaves and moss, into the woods 
where the sparrows sang nesting 
songs in delicate relays. 

"Where are you?" Nokomis yelled 
again. "I found the tree!" 

The Birchbark House Volcanoes 



Word Fact #1:   
Knowledge is “stored” in texts, 
and texts typically have more 
rare words than conversations/
oral language.   
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Word	
  Fact#2:	
  	
  English	
  has	
  a	
  vast	
  
repository	
  of	
  words,	
  making	
  it	
  
impossible	
  to	
  teach	
  all	
  words.	
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90% “Core” Words:  4,000 
simple word families 

http://textproject.org/assets/library/resources/
WordZones_4000-simple-word-families.pdf  

10% “Unique” or  
“Complex” Words:  around 
88,000 word families/300,000+ 
words  



Core Vocabulary in  
Common Core Exemplars 

Grade Narrative Informational 

2-3 .93 .92 

4-5 .92 .91 

6-8 .93 .87 

9-10 .89 .91 

11-CCR .89 .87 



Word Fact 4:   
Words are part of  families.   

•  relate    

•  related 

•  relates 

•  relating 

•  relation 

•  relations 

•  relatedness 

•  interrelated 

•  interrelation 

•  correlate 

•  correlation 

•  relationship 
•  interrelationship 
•  age-related 



Core 
Vocabulary 

 
90% (4,000 simple 

word families) 
  

Extended Vocabulary 
10%/approximately 88,000 complex word 

families 

Word Fact 5:   
Words are 
parts of 
networks.  



Story Word Beyond Story 

amazed enchanted 
enthralled 
spellbound 
captivated 
transfixed 

fascinated 

marveled 

baffled confused 
mystified 
perplexed 
confounded 

bewildered 

stumped 

The networks 
in narrative 
texts are 
synonyms 
related to 
story 
elements 
(e.g., traits, 
actions, and 
emotions of 
characters).   



Narrative/Literary Text 

The month of picking heartberries went by. 
Little Pinch jumped off a low branch and 
made a huge gash just over his eye. Blood 
came pouring down and he seemed both 
proud of himself and sorry for himself, and he 
selfishly hogged attention for his injury to the 
point where Omakayas could hardly bear it. 
Mama was constantly preoccupied with him. 
Of course, that left Neewo more and more to 
Omakayas's hands, and she didn't mind that. 



The Birchbark
House

COMMUNICATION:  

•hesitation
•faltered

•grimaced
•bristled

TRAITS:  

•scolded
•shrieked

(Physical
traits)

•dappled
•luscious
•sinewy

(Emotional/
Psychological):

•enigmatic
•comical

•mischievous

EMOTIONS/
FEELINGS

•affection
•amusement
•triumphant

•ferocious  
•wary/warily
•intimidate

ACTION &
MOTION

•rummaged
•plunder 

•vanquished



Designing 
Mixtures  substanceproperty

dissolve

abrasive

acid

ingredient

combine

solution

soluble

mixture

pure

chemical

absorb

odor

Word Fact #6:  The networks in 
informational texts are topical with 
interrelated concept clusters.   
 



Content-Area Text 

Embryological studies show that each batch 
of four is the result of a single fertilized egg, 
which divides twice. Each of the four resulting 
cells develops into a miniature armadillo which 
is born in early spring some six months after the 
adults have mated. All members of a young 
brood are of the same sex. Young armadillos 
have their shell covering complete, but it 
remains soft until they become adults, thus 
allowing for growth. 



Word Fact #7:  
Concrete 
words are 
learned and 
retained 
more readily 
than abstract 
words.   

Mineral%
(minGerGal)%
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GENERATIVE 
WORD 

INSTRUCTION 



Generative Word Strategy #1: 
Teach students to anticipate that 
complex texts will have many new words 
and that their generative word 
knowledge will assist them in figuring out 
new words.   



Making Challenge Explicit 

When 10-year old Amelia Mary Earhart 
saw her first plane at a state fair, she 
was not impressed. “It was a thing of 
rusty wire and wood and looked not at 
all interesting,” she said. It wasn’t until 
Earhart attended a stunt flying 
exhibition, almost a decade later, that 
she became seriously interested in 
aviation. 



Generative Word Strategy #2 

Expose students to many new 
topics and the vocabulary 
associated with those topics, 
including “stories” about how 
words work and their histories.     



writing a lot easier. It’s easy to see how the “point” got 
into ballpoint pen. But why the ball? That part is in the 
name because of the tip of a pen is round. There are also 
rooms that are called ballrooms. People hold balls in 
ballrooms but they aren’t the round kind.

Other words with ball have nothing to do with 
round. In these words, the “ball” part of the word is 
not even said the same as ball in baseball or meatball. 
Ballerina is not ball with “erina.” Ballerinas are dancers 
and the word has nothing to do with ball. A ballot is 
used by people to vote but it is not round. You don’t even 
say “ball” when you say the word ballot.

Whenever you see ball as part of a word, look 
carefully. Usually, the word has something to do with 
games and sports. But remember eyeballs, fireballs, and 
cannonballs. These balls may be round but they aren’t 
used in sports! 
Ballerina and 
ballot show that 
some words 
with “ball” 
have nothing to 
do with being 
round. 

Putting Two Words 
Together

volume 3 
issue 2

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

A lot of sports that 
people play use balls. In 
basketball, players try 
to get a ball through a 
hoop. In baseball, players 
use a bat to hit a ball. In 
football, players throw a 
ball to get it close to the 
goal.

There are other 
words with “ball” that 
describe things that are 
round. But they are not 
balls with which you play 
a game. Meatballs are not 
used in any sport. But 

they are great with spaghetti.
Eyeballs help in playing sports. But there isn’t a sport 

called eyeball where teams throw and catch eyeballs. 
You wouldn’t want to be in a game that uses fireballs. If 
you would ever see a fireball, you should get as far away 
as fast as you can. Then call 911 right away. You should 
also watch out if a cannonball is going to be fired. It is 
round but you don’t want to play with a cannonball. You 
especially do not want to catch a cannonball!

There are some words, though, that have ball in them 
but it has nothing to do with round. Ballpoint pens make 
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Generative Word Strategy #3: 

Teach students about the multiple 
uses of many words.   

u Multiple meanings 
u Multiple parts of speech 
u Multiple uses in phrases and 

idioms  







Generative Word Strategy #4:   
Teach students words in families, not 
just single words.   

u Attend to compounding as well 
as inflected endings (i.e., ed, ing, 
s, ‘s’, er, est) and derivatives (i.e., 
prefixes and suffixes) 







32 lessons 
available for 
free 
download 



Generative Word Strategy #5 

Teach students about the rich 
networks of similar-meaning words 
from which authors of narratives 
choose words for traits/attributes, 
emotions, motion, and 
communication. 



Prolific Groups in Narrative/Literary 
Texts 

Communication/
Internal Processes 

(verbs) 

Emotions 
(adjectives) 

Movement (verbs) 

think glad go 

argue sad send 

observe mad start 

guess selfish stop 

say fear stay 



Generative Word Strategy #6 

With the vocabulary of 
informational texts, teach students 
about relationships among 
concepts of critical topics 





Generative Word Strategy #7 

When appropriate, introduce new 
concepts with pictures and 
illustrations.   





SUMMARY 
Word Facts Generative Word Strategies 

1. More rare words in texts 
than talk. 

1. Teach students to expect 
new words in texts.  

2. Many more English words 
than school time. 

2. Expose students to many 
topics & use of context 

3. Small group of words 
does heavy lifting in text. 

3. Teach multiple uses of 
words. 

4. Words are part of families. 4. Teach words in families. 

5. Networks in narratives are 
sets of synonyms. 

5. Teach networks of similar-
meaning words in stories. 

6. Networks in informational 
texts are topical. 

6. Teach networks of 
concepts in topics. 

7. Concrete words are 
learned faster than abstract 
ones. 

7. When possible, teach 
new concepts with pictures. 



Reading Volume 

Getting good at anything—including 
reading—comes from spending time 
doing the thing (including reading). 



Reading in School & at Home 
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Home:  Anderson, R.C., P.T. Wilson, and L.G. Fielding. 1988. Growth in reading and how children spend their time outside of 
school. Reading Research Quarterly 23(3):285-303. 

School:  Guthrie, J.T., Schafer, W.D., Huang, C.W. (2001), Benefits of opportunity to read and balanced instruction on the 
NAEP.  Journal of Educational Research,  84, 145-162. 



Increasing Reading Volume 
 

1.  Make Students Responsible for Texts—Sharing 
the Challenge  

When 10-year old Amelia Mary Earhart saw her first plane at 
a state fair, she was not impressed. “It was a thing of rusty 
wire and wood and looked not at all interesting,” she said. It 
wasn’t until Earhart attended a stunt flying exhibition, almost 
a decade later, that she became seriously interested in 
aviation. 



2.  Let Students Become Experts 

 ….Integrated Homework 
Genre/
Theme 

Shared 
Text 

Third 
Grade 

American 
Tall Tales 

American 
Tall Tales 
(Mary Pope 
Osbourne) 

•  Casey Jones: The story of a brave engineer (G. Rounds) 
•  The Morning the Sun Refused to Rise: An original Paul 

Bunyan Tale (G. Rounds) 
•  Baloney (J. Sciezka) 
•  I was Born about 10,000 Years Ago: A tall tale (S. 

Kellogg) 
•  John Henry: An American legend (E.J. Keats) 
•  Sally Ann Thunder Ann Whirlwind Crockett (S. Kellogg) 
•  Dona Flor: A tall tale about a giant woman with a great 

big heart (P. Mora) 
•  Thunder Rose (J. Nolan) 

Second 
Grade 

Discovering 
Nature 

The Raft 
(Jim 
LaMarche) 

•  Fireflies (J. Brinckloe) 
•  Owl Moon (J. Yolen) 
•  Come on, Rain! (K. Hesse) 
•  When I Was Young In The Mountains (C. Rylant) 
•  Night in the Country (C. Rylant) 
•  Crab Moon (R. Horowitz) 
•  The Seashore Book (C. Zolotow) 
•  Whose Tracks are these? (J. Nail) 
•  Over in the Forest (M. Berkes) 
•  A Drop of Water (W. Wick) 
•  Water Dance (T. Locker) 



3.  Have Students Set Goals 

Goal:  Increase the 
amount of reading 10% per 
trimester  
Step 1:  Get baseline data
—Time spent reading & 
longest single silent reading 
event  
Step 2:  Students set goal 
• Trimester goal:  22 
minutes/day, with one+ 5-
minute event 

Step 3:  Always keep 
record of knowledge 
gained 
 
 

0 

5 

10 

15 

20 

25 

1 2 3 4 5 6 78 9 10 11 12 

Total Reading Longest Single Reading Event 

Record of what I learned from reading: 
•  Fibonacci patterns (I read Blockhead; 

Patterns of Nature) 
•  Musicians (John’s Secret Dreams; Lives 

of the Musicians) 



Vocabulary & Volume in Pursuit of 
Knowledge 

•  Example: Magazine Reading:   
•  FYI for Kids, & TP4K  

(free downloads at www.textproject.org) 

 



Content Domain Themes Examples of a 
Magazine Article 
in FYI for Kids 

Art and Music Art; Music Nesting Dolls 

Human Interest Fashion & Crafts; 
Young Heroes; 
Sports & Games; 
Young Inventors 

A Birthday Wish: 
Rachel Beckwith 

Language Studies Text Study; Word 
Study 

Putting Two Words 
Together 

Science Earth Science; Life 
Science; Physical 
Science 

Counting Animals 

Social Studies Civics; Culture; 
History; 
Geography & 
Economics 

Totem Poles 



 
Five Complexity Levels 

90% 

91% 

92% 

93% 

94% 

95% 

96% 

97% 

98% 

99% 

100% 

1 2 3 4 5 

Extended or Rare 
Vocabulary 

Core Vocabulary 



writing a lot easier. It’s easy to see how the “point” got 
into ballpoint pen. But why the ball? That part is in the 
name because of the tip of a pen is round. There are also 
rooms that are called ballrooms. People hold balls in 
ballrooms but they aren’t the round kind.

Other words with ball have nothing to do with 
round. In these words, the “ball” part of the word is 
not even said the same as ball in baseball or meatball. 
Ballerina is not ball with “erina.” Ballerinas are dancers 
and the word has nothing to do with ball. A ballot is 
used by people to vote but it is not round. You don’t even 
say “ball” when you say the word ballot.

Whenever you see ball as part of a word, look 
carefully. Usually, the word has something to do with 
games and sports. But remember eyeballs, fireballs, and 
cannonballs. These balls may be round but they aren’t 
used in sports! 
Ballerina and 
ballot show that 
some words 
with “ball” 
have nothing to 
do with being 
round. 

Putting Two Words 
Together

volume 3 
issue 2

For more information about TextProject and FYI for Kids, visit textproject.org
v.1.0 © 2013 TextProject, Inc. Some rights reserved (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/us/).

A lot of sports that 
people play use balls. In 
basketball, players try 
to get a ball through a 
hoop. In baseball, players 
use a bat to hit a ball. In 
football, players throw a 
ball to get it close to the 
goal.

There are other 
words with “ball” that 
describe things that are 
round. But they are not 
balls with which you play 
a game. Meatballs are not 
used in any sport. But 

they are great with spaghetti.
Eyeballs help in playing sports. But there isn’t a sport 

called eyeball where teams throw and catch eyeballs. 
You wouldn’t want to be in a game that uses fireballs. If 
you would ever see a fireball, you should get as far away 
as fast as you can. Then call 911 right away. You should 
also watch out if a cannonball is going to be fired. It is 
round but you don’t want to play with a cannonball. You 
especially do not want to catch a cannonball!

There are some words, though, that have ball in them 
but it has nothing to do with round. Ballpoint pens make 

©
20

10
 b

y S
in

ga
po

re
 2

01
0 

Yo
ut

h 
O

ly
m

pi
c G

am
es

. S
om

e r
ig

ht
s r

es
er

ve
d 

ht
tp

://
cr

ea
tiv

ec
om

m
on

s.o
rg

/li
ce

ns
es

/b
y-

nc
/2

.0
/d

ee
d.

en

©2012 by Scott Moore. Some rights reserved http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/2.0/deed.en



 
For more information about Talking Points for Kids visit www.textproject.org 
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What Some People Say About:  

Physical Education 
 

Pacifica Examiner: Letter to the Editor 
 

Dear Editor, 
 

  I am in the 4th grade at North Shore 

Elementary. Every week on Friday we have a PE 

class.  I used to hate PE classes.  We used to just play 

games like football and basketball.  I am not very 

good at them.  Now we do exercises and play other 

sports.  We run relays and play tennis.  Our PE 

teacher, Mr. Kroger, says these skills will last us a 

lifetime. 

 

  Now our principal, Ms. Blair, says that our 

school is going to get rid of PE class because our test 

scores are so low. S he also said that we are getting 

enough exercise after school and at recess, and that 

we don’t need PE class.  I am not very good at soccer 

and basketball, and so I am not signed up for after‐

school sports.  PE class is one of the only times that I  
 

 

get to run around and have fun. I think it is 

important to have a time during school where we 

learn about exercise, just like we learn about math 

and science.  Please don’t get rid of our PE class! 
 

Sincerely, 

Gregory Diller 

 
 

Photo: Children from the Kadena Children's Center jumping rope.  Okinawa, Japan. February, 2010 
Taken by Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Meagan E. Klein.  Released into Public Domain by the 
United States Navy. 



Conclusion:  To Ensure that Students 
Can Read Complex Text: 

1. Read more. 

2. Mostly silent. 

3. Focus on knowledge. 



Questions & Queries: 
info@textproject.org  

To learn more, read Generative Vocabulary 
Instruction by E.H. Hiebert & P. D. Pearson:  

http://textproject.org/library/research-
digest/generative-vocabulary-instruction/  


