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Overview
•Humankind’s knowledge is stored in text.  We 
read to learn—both stories and information.

•Words are the labels for concepts that underlie 
knowledge. 2,500 word families account for the 
majority of words in texts.  

•English Learners need ELA instruction that focuses 
on world and word knowledge.

•These families represent major bodies of 
knowledge & English’s linguistic systems.
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Oxford English 
Dictionary

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





•Of 601 unique words, 11% are rare in written English
•In every 100 words, there are 8 rare words.



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
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Word

How many times 
word appears in 
text Word Length

Ufunction
(Predicted 
appearances for 
a million words 
of text) Supercluster

Age of 
Acquisition

Complex 
Morphological 
Family U

Mean 
Concreteness 
Rating

ruined 1 6 13 33a.3 7.16 34.6445 2.96

feast 1 5 13 6a.2 7.81 15.8756 4.3



Numbers of English Words that Account 
for All Words in Texts
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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+) 

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


NCommon 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
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2.  MORPHOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE



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
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I.  Recognizing students’ knowledge in 
their native languages and using this 
knowledge to build new understandings



Scholastic W.O.R.D. Theme Map



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



Comparison of Two Text Types 
(# of words in each:  11,400)

Typical Knowledge-Based

# unique words 1,718 1,332

# word families with 
more than one family 
member

225 501

% words outside 2,500 
Word Families

6% 4%



Size of Critical Semantic Clusters
(words with 3+ repetitions) 

Typical Program

MOVEMENT:
What, Where,

How

On land:
truck
car

bike
skateboard

street

In the air:
balloons

On water:
boat

Knowledge-Based Program
MOVEMENT:
What, Where,

How

On water:
ship
boat

sail

On land:
car

train

wheel

street
rail

In the air:

balloons
kites

wings

In buildings:

elevator



Size of Critical Semantic Clusters
(words with 3+ repetitions) 

Typical Program Knowledge-Based Program

JOBS

Hospitals
doctor

JOBS
Hospital:
doctors

volunteers

Business:
owner
tailor

Newspaper:
reporter
writer

School:
teacher
pupil
student
scientists

Travel:
explorer
captain
guide

Other:
artist
painter



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



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



TextProject
provides sets of 
pictures for core 

vocabulary











van

fan man

ran



man

weatherman mailman
salesman



2.  Lessons on 
How Words Work
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CONVERSATIONS

3.  Conversations
About the Core
Vocabulary and 
Students’ Capacity 
with it



Grade 1*
It was a cold, snowy day. Abby had invited two 

friends over to play the card game, Go Fish. Abby’s 
little brother, Tim, had never played and wanted to 
learn.

“I’ll explain during this game,” said Abby.
Abby showed Tim the cards in her hand, which had 

different numbers on them. Abby explained that she 
needed to get all four cards with the same numbers.

Abby’s friend Jen asked Abby if she had any tens. 
None of Abby’s cards had tens on them. She replied 
“Go fish,” which meant Jen had to draw a card from 
the deck. Now it was Abby’s turn

*Texts from DIBELS, End-of-year



Grade 3

I have a new friend at school. She can't walk so she 
uses a wheelchair to get around. She comes to 
school in a special van that can transport four 
people who use wheelchairs. The van brings my 
friend and another boy to school. My friend is in 
third grade with me and the boy is a fourth grader.

I like to watch my friend get in and out of the van. 
The driver pushes a button and part of the van floor 
lowers to the driveway to form a ramp. My friend 
just wheels up the ramp and goes inside. After she is 
inside, the driver pushes the button and the ramp 
puts itself away.



Grade 5
Every day, tourists flock to see special places 

around the world.  One place that is special because it 
is so old is the site of the ruins of an ancient city in 
Mexico.

The Mayan people built this ancient city more than 
one thousand years ago. The site covers four square 
miles. The structures that were left behind show that 
this community was once thriving.  Many scientists 
have come to this location and tried to solve the 
mysteries of the city.  They have excavated the ruins 
and carefully restored as much as they could.

One question that is still unanswered is why there 
are two styles of architecture in the city.



Summary
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•Words are the labels for concepts that underlie 
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