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What It Means to Read at 450 
Lexile 

 When Allie's father came home from work Friday evening, he 
brought her a gift.  Because I love you, he said, and kissed Allie on 
her nose.  The gift was something that Allie really wanted - a 
basketball. 

 The next day, Allie and her father walked to the playground.  

27 words that fall outside a 
curriculum of 1,000 most frequent 
words & words with 4 or fewer letters.  
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If you struggle with… What happens when you 
get… 

“But what kept you so 
long?” Asked his father. They 
were going down the 
mountain now, and 
Jonathan's father was 
carrying the big iron pot. 
“Well,” said Jonathan. “First I 
ate cookies, then I drank 
milk, then I slept.”  
“H'm,” said his father.  “It is 
not the way to do things 
when you are sent on an 
errand.” 

M. C., as he was called, felt 
warm, moist air surround 
him. Humidity trapped in the 
hills clung to the 
mountainside as the night 
passed on. In seconds, his 
skin grew clammy. But he 
paid no attention to the 
oppressive heat with its  
odors of summer growth and 
decay. 



Answer: 
When the gap in reader capacity and text 
requirements becomes greater than approximately 
90% accuracy, even comprehension of at/above 
level readers suffers 

Text-Reader Gap Reader 
Level 

Mean Comprehension 
(%) 

EASY (101-401L) Below 81 

At/Above 84 

ON-LEVEL (100 below to 50L 
above) 

Below 66 

At/Above 72 

STRETCH (51 to 100L above) Below 59 

At/Above 64 

DIFFICULT (101 to 400L above) Below 47 

At/Above 53 

Mesmer & Hiebert, 2011 



For Struggling Readers, text 
capacity is 

NOT increased by… Increased by… 

Setting higher text levels 
as the standard & simply 
expecting them to read 
the texts. 

Concentrated and 
focused opportunities to 
build the reading 
foundation, and 

Systematic and 
consistent opportunities 
to augment the 
foundation. 



The Foundation 
 Approximately 90% of the words in a text need to 

be known for students to be able to comprehend 
a text. 

  Happily, 90% of the words in texts are accounted 
for by the same 5,500 words (approximately 3,800 
morphological word families) 



Augmentation 
  10% of the words in texts are accounted for by 

approximately 250,000+ words  
  That is:  98% of the words in English account for 

approximately 10% of the words in text.   

  These are the words that provide the nuance in 
stories and the details in both stories and 
informational texts 

  These words fall into approximately 80,000 
morphological word families.   

  These words are NOT random:  They pertain to 
concepts/themes and ideas.   



Foundation Building:  
 Daily opportunities to read texts that emphasize 

the core vocabulary…with steady inclusion of 
challenging vocabulary.   



And more daily reading…with 
an emphasis on information.   



And more daily reading…with 
the amount of text (and length 
of the session) increased 





Augmenting the 
Foundation 



What’s Lacking in Current 
School Vocabulary Instruction: 
 Generative 

 Metalinguistic 



What Generative Means: 
 Words aren’t isolated islands.  Words share underlying features: 

The 10% of English 
Vocabulary 

UNIQUE WORDS 
of Informational 

Texts:   
Come from 
particular 

categories/
themes 

UNIQUE WORDS 
of Narrative 

Texts:   
Come from 
particular 
semantic 
clusters.   

Words in both groups 
belong to 

morphological 
families  



Designing 
Mixtures  substanceproperty

dissolve

abrasive

acid

ingredient

combine

solution

soluble

mixture

pure

chemical

absorb

odor

Words from Informational Texts:  An Illustration 



Designing  
Mixtures  substance 

solution 

mixture 

pure 

chemical 

 purer/purest 
purely purity 

purify  
(purified,  
purifying,  
purifies.  
purifier) 

purification (s) 
purist(s) 
impure 

impurity(ities) 

chemicals 
chemically 
chemistry 
chemist solutions 

soluble 
solubility(itiies) 
solve (d, s, ing) 

solvent(s) 
solvency 

dissolve(s) 

mixtures  
mix (ed, er,  

es, ing)  
admixture 

substances  
substanceless  
substantial(ly 
substantiation 
substantiate  
(ed, ing, s) 



Designing  
Mixtures  substance 

ingredient(s) 

solution 

mixture 

pure 

chemical 

 purer/purest 
purely purity 

purify  
(purified,  
purifying,  
purifies.  
purifier) 

purification (s) 
purist(s) 
impure 

impurity(ities) 

chemicals 
chemically 
chemistry 
chemist 

chemosynthesis 
chemotherapy/ 

therapeutic 
chemoreceptors 
chemoreception 

chemoautotrophic 
chemiluminescence 

chemotropism 

solutions 
soluble 

solubility(itiies) 
solve (d, s, ing) 

solvent(s) 
solvency 

dissolve(s) 

mixtures  
mix (ed, er,  

es, ing)  
admixture 

substances  
substanceless  
substantial(ly 
substantiation 
substantiate  
(ed, ing, s) 



Designing  
Mixtures  substance 

ingredient(s) 

solution 

mixture 

pure 

chemical 

 purer/purest 
purely purity 

purify  
(purified,  
purifying,  
purifies.  
purifier) 

purification (s) 
purist(s) 
impure 

impurity(ities) 

purebreds 
purehearted  

pure-in-heart 
 pure-tissued 

chemicals 
chemically 
chemistry 
chemist 

chemical- 
using  

chemical- 
supply 

chemically- 
inactive 

chemical- 
messenger 

chemosynthesis 
chemotherapy/ 

therapeutic 
chemoreceptors 
chemoreception 

chemoautotrophic 
chemiluminescence 

chemotropism 

solutions 
soluble 

solubility(itiies) 
solve (d, s, ing) 

solvent(s) 
solvency 

dissolve(s) 

solvent- 
thinned 

mixtures  
mix (ed, er,  

es, ing)  
admixture 

substances  
substanceless  
substantial(ly 
substantiation 
substantiate  
(ed, ing, s) 



Story Word Cluster Examples of Words in 
Cluster (Beyond Story) 

amazed 
Emotions/Feelings/Happy 
Excitement 

surprised 
jubilant 
ecstatic 
dumbfounded fascinated 

Emotions/Feelings/Happy 
Excitement 

marveled 
Emotions/Feelings/Happy 
Excitement 

baffled Communication/Mental 
Actions/Confused 

confused 
bewildered 
mystified 
perplexed 
confounded 

bewildered Communication/Mental 
Actions/Confused 

stumped Communication/Mental 
Actions/Confused 

humble Traits/Shyness/Meek reluctant 
retiring 
self-effacing timid Traits/Shyness/Meek 

Words From Narrative Texts: An Illustration  









What Metalinguistic Means: 

  Every word in English can’t be taught.  For example, a new 
invention brings with it new words and new meanings to 
existing words. BUT:  We can support students in developing a 
metalinguistic sense about English vocabulary.  



.   Word RemindersTM 

Sometimes, a new word has a meaning close to that of a 
word you already know. 

Sometimes, a picture can help you remember a word’s 
meaning. 

Often, the meaning of words are connected to the 
meanings of other words. 

Many words belong to families of words that have the 
same root words and meanings.  Some root words are 
the same in English and Spanish. 

Sometimes, the same word has several different 
meanings.  Often, the meaning of a word changes when 
it is in a phrase or compound word.   

Words are part of families or networks.  When you learn 
the members of a word’s family, your vocabulary grows 



Caveat:  90-10: 
  Refers to the task of growing capacity in reading; 

it does NOT refer to an instructional distribution of 
time.   



Summary 
  Foundation = Automaticity with the core 

vocabulary 

 Augmentation:  Metalinguistic awareness of 
types of vocabulary in narrative and 
informational texts 



In closing: 
 We can bring struggling readers to high levels of 

literacy.  It takes work…and knowledge.   


