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GPS
•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.  

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

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

What percentage of the vocabulary is the same 
across texts on end-of-year STARR at Grades 3, 5, 
and 7?  



STARR—Grade 3 (Narrative)
Mrs. Snavin looked at the screen, and then she looked 
at this book, and then back at the screen again. Then 
she shook her head and let out this big sigh. I could tell 
she was almost ready to call Mrs. Reed. 
I've always liked computers, and I know how to do 
some stuff with them. Like turn them on and open 
programs, play games and type, make drawings, and 
build Web pages, things like that. So I got 
up from my desk, pointed at the screen, and said, "Mrs. 
Snavin, if you double-click on that little thing right 
there, then the program will start running. 
about number lines." 



STARR—Grade 5 (Narrative)
The calf looked over his shoulder at me, then took a 
step closer to Lewis. That didn't make any sense. Lewis 
and I were a team; moving close to Lewis was like 
moving close to me.
Next, Lewis did something that surprised me. He 
reached out his hand and placed it on the calf's head, 
the same way he put his hand on my head sometimes. 
That was the last thing I expected. Could it be that 
Lewis wanted the calf to stay with us? What was Lewis 
thinking?
"Where's your mother?" Lewis said.
At that moment everything became clear, like the 
streams in the mountains.



STARR—Grade 7 (Narrative)
"So small," he said, "millions can fit in a flea's eye." 
That got my attention.
Then he zeroed in on protons. “Atoms may be 
mostly space,” he said, “but a proton is nothing but 
a proton. Small as an atom is, a proton is millions of 
times smaller.” "You could squint till your eyeballs 
pop out and you'll never see one," he said, daring 
me to try.
"And you know what the coolest thing about 

protons is?” He said.
"What?” I said.

He clacked his jawbreaker for a while, building the 
suspense. "You can't do anything to them," he said. 
"You can't break them.” 
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Dictionary

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

Age of 
Acquisi-

tion

Complex 
Morph

Family U
Concrete

ness

ruined 6 13 7.16 34.6445 2.96

feast 5 13 7.81 15.8756 4.3



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 
(275,000+ root words) 

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, through

101-300 long, great, family
301-1,000 power, strong, answer

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

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

2001-2,500 discovery, civilization, assume

Examples of the Words 
in the Core Vocabulary
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Health & Human Body
•muscles

•ill
•germs 
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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
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3.  Multiple Meanings



Discussion 

• What initiatives are occurring in your school that 
support students in enriching and extending their 
vocabularies?  
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I. Building students’ knowledge 
through texts



Reading Instruction 
(late 1990s -)

Reading Instruction (1970s 
to late 1980s)

Instruction Time Spent reading

Time spent reading 



Other activities Reading

Swanson, Wanzek, McCulley, Stillman-Spisask, 
Vaughn, Simmons, Fogarty, & Hairrell, 2015.



Silent Reading

Listening, Following Along to
Oral Reading



Instruction Time Spent reading Additional 7 minutes

7 Minutes of Additional Reading



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



TextProject
provides sets of 
pictures for core 

vocabulary











2.  Lessons on 
How Words Work



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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CONVERSATIONS

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



STARR—Grade 3 (Narrative)
Mrs. Snavin looked at the screen, and then she looked 
at this book, and then back at the screen again. Then 
she shook her head and let out this big sigh. I could tell 
she was almost ready to call Mrs. Reed. 
I've always liked computers, and I know how to do 
some stuff with them. Like turn them on and open 
programs, play games and type, make drawings, and 
build Web pages, things like that. So I got 
up from my desk, pointed at the screen, and said, "Mrs. 
Snavin, if you double-click on that little thing right 
there, then the program will start running. 
about number lines." 



STARR—Grade 3 (Expository)
She baked all day because she could fit only a few 
loaves of bread at a time in her wood burning stove. 
Her oldest sons walked to the homes of the 
customers and delivered the baked goods. 
Soon Mrs. Baird's baked goods were so popular that 
her sons needed a faster way to deliver them. They 
began to use their bicycles. Even more people 
ordered from Mrs. Baird. She had to find a way to 
bake more products at one time. 
In 1915, Mrs. Baird purchased a used oven from a 
hotel. The oven cost $75, but Mrs. Baird was able to 
pay only $25 in cash. 



GPS
•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.  

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

•Students who depend on schools to become 
highly literate need ELA instruction that focuses 
on world and word knowledge.




