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The Vocabulary Gap



Oxford English 
Dictionary

•282,500 root or 
head words 
•326,000 derivatives 
& phrases 
•47,150 obsolete 
words 



A small group of words does 
the heavy lifting in English. 







Typical Choices 
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt  

(Baumann et al. (2014) 
Scott Foresman  

(Afflerbach et al., 2013) 

ruined

feast

model

concerned

schedule

yanked

streak

smeared

glorious

studio

ruined

feast

cardboard

fierce

flights

pitcher

treasure

stoops





Distribution of words in written English
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90% “Core” Words: 

• 2,500 complex word 
families (+helpful, 
unhelpful, helpless)


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


10% “Rare” Words 
(200,000+) 




N Common Core Exemplars



Analysis of a Million Word Corpus 
(Exemplars from Common Core State Standards) 
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Grades 

Grade 1 

Grades 2-3 

Grades 4-5 

Grades 6 to 8 

Grades 9 to 10 

Grades 11 to CCR 

1308 + 479 + 291 +221 +107 +45



words

1st 100
 the, by, no, through, must


101-300
 long, great, put, last, family

301-1,000
 power, north, story, strong, answer


1,001-1,500
 valley, imagine, motion, nearby, importance


1,501-2,000
 character, responsible, design, presence, trail


2001-2,500
 mixture, discovery, civilization, attitude, 
assume


Examples of the Words 
in the Core Vocabulary



What the 2,500 Word Families Mean 
for Students’ Proficiency as Readers



1.Topic Knowledge



Health & Human Body 
 •muscles 

   •ill 
    •germs  
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2.  Morphological     
Knowledge
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2.  Morphological     
Knowledge

(from Calfee & Drum, 1981) 

ANGLO-SAXON
Common, everyday, down-to-earth words

New words through compounding:
field (s), airfield (s), battlefield (s), cornfield (s)

ROMANCE
Most literacy and academic words
New Words through derivations:

separate, separates, separating, separ-
ated, separation, separately, separable

GREEK/
LATIN

Technical words
New words by com:

pounding: graph, para-
graph (s), photograph (s), 

telegraph



3.  Multiple Meanings



3.  Multiple Meanings



Multiple Meanings in English’s Three 
Language Sources



field 
noun He planted a field of wheat. 

We talked to professionals in various fields. 

He destroyed the rest of the field with his jumping ability. 

The Moon has a gravitational field around it, which pulls objects to its surface. 

verb He fielded the ball cleanly. 

My high school traditionally fielded mediocre teams. 

She fielded five calls from irate clients. 

adjective The students were required to have a field experience for biology credit. 



separate 
 

verb1 •The police separated the two groups.   

•The milk had separated into curds and whey. 

adjective2 Melt the white and dark chocolate in separate bowls.   

noun2 
 

•The fall fashion was separates in plaids and stripes. 

1sepə rāt 
 
2sep(ə)rət 
 
 



graph 

noun The students made graphs to present 
their observations. 

verb The students graphed their differences in 
height. 



Summary: What 2,500 Word Families 
Mean for Proficient Reading  

•  Topic Knowledge 
•  Morphological Knowledge 
•  Awareness of Multiple Meanings 



What the 2,500 
Word Families 
Mean for 
Instruction



Extensive reading of texts



Texts of a Typical Literacy Program* 
[Grade 2] 

*Texts from Leveled Literacy Intervention, Heinemann 



Texts of a Knowledge Literacy Program* 
[Grade 2]  

*Texts from W.O.R.D., Scholastic 



Typical 
•704 Word Families1, 225 of 
which include more than one 
family member in texts 
 
•6% words outside 2,500 Word 
Families  

Knowledge 
•800 Word Families1, 501 of 
which include more than one 
family member in texts 
 
•4% words outside 2,500 Word 
Families 

1analysis of word families in Word Zones 3-5 



Families &
Friends:

friend
son

uncle
auntie
guest

Jobs:
artist

captain
explorers

guards
minister

photographer
policeman

cowboy
doctors
reporter

Groups &
Organizations:

crew
crowd
navy
army

Age &
Gender:

adults
babies

boy
female

girl
infant
kids

elderly
male

woman
man

Stories:
characters

giant
king

queen
fan*
hero

School
teacher
student
pupil
class

scientist

People in Knowledge
 Program

Families &
Friends:
brother
cousins

wife
uncle
sister
son

parents
friend

Jobs:
astronaut
captain

clerk
doctor
nurse

Groups & General:
team

students
human

Age &
Gender:

adults
babies

boy
female

Stories:
strangers

robber
king
giant

People in Typical
Program



Parts of
Places
kitchen
fence
barn
dairy

Places in a
town:
store

market
factory
hospital

Inside a
room:
closet

doorway
window
counter
curtains

bed
chairKinds of

places:
village
town

cottage
farm
castle

Places in Typical
Program

Parts of
Places

attic
cellar
closet
floor
wall
roof

window
fence
screen

Places in a
town:
stores
 shop

business
factory
library

hospital
station

Places in
stories:
castle
tower

Types of
Places:
country
county

colonies
village
town
city
farm
zoo

Inside a
room:
desk
table
chair
seat
shelf
bed

carpet

Places in
Knowledge
 Program



Lessons on 
How Words Work



•skyscrapers
•workroom
•cardboard

•underground
•doorway
•stickball

•bald-headed
•home run

•train schedule
•fire escapes
•pepper jelly
•fierce-eyed
•postcards

•photographers
•subway

Me and Uncle
Romie:

compound words
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•workroom
•cardboard

•underground
•doorway
•stickball

•bald-headed
•home run

•train schedule
•fire escapes
•pepper jelly
•fierce-eyed
•postcards

•photographers
•subway

Me and Uncle
Romie:

compound words

ruined 
feast 

model 
concerned 
schedule 
yanked 
streak 

smeared 
glorious 
studio 

ruined 
feast 

cardboard 
fierce 
flights 
pitcher 
treasure 
stoops 

Me and Uncle Romie:
Places

avenue      ferry
hydrant       stoops

bleachers    platform
skyscapers    studio

neighborhood
underground

Penn Station
Harlem

Statue of Liberty
Carolina

Caribbean
Chicago



CONVERSATIONS 

Conversations
About the Core
Vocabulary



Grade 1*
 This is Main Street. There are a lot of stores.  But 

who works on Main Street? Here's an idea!  Let's meet 
some of them. 

 Meet Don. He works on Main Street. He has a job at 
the grocery store. Every day he puts fresh apples in the 
bins.  Don is very good at his job. 

 Meet Meg.  Meg works on Main Street.  She has a 
job at the movies.  Meg is very good at her job. She 
makes fresh popcorn.  

 Sal works on Main Street. He makes cookies and pies 
in an oven. His cookies and pies are for sale daily. There 
are a lot of things to buy!    

*Texts from W.O.R.D., Scholastic 



Grade 3

 What does your morning breakfast bowl contain? 
What do you eat for lunch and supper? How does all 
this food get to your dining table? Most of what you eat 
begins on a farm. The people with the job of growing 
most of that food are the world's farmers.  

 Farming, also called agriculture, is both art and 
science. Farmers use technology to improve what they 
do. They use technology to improve what and how 
much they produce. Farmers want to get the most from 
their land. They want crops to be abundant, of course. 
But they also want to be sure that the quality is good. 
Whatever they sell should be the cream of the crop! 



Grade 5
 For those who fear that a regular job at a big 

corporation would be too boring, joining the circus is not 
the only option. Looking at jobs in different economies 
reveals some surprising choices. 

 Milking a snake is not the sort of thing that many 
people would consider a career. This job requires 
squeezing venom from the glands of poisonous snakes. 
Why would anyone accept a job handling these deadly 
reptiles?  

 Snake milkers help produce antivenin, which can save 
the life of someone who has suffered a snakebite. Each 
type of snake poison requires a distinct type of antivenin. 
Milking snakes allows the handler to help others while 
living just a bit dangerously! 



Summary: What 2,500 Word Families 
Mean for Instruction

•  Extensive Reading of Appropriate Texts 
•  Lessons on How Words Work 
•  Conversations about Words in Texts 













Thank you from Textproject.org


