e arely recovers. The cause: Thﬂy
- 1% milhons fewer words at home than
8 do their advantaged peers—and since
words represent knowledge, they don't
gain the knowledge that underpins
reading comprehension. The cure:
Immerse these children, and the many
others whose comprehension is low, in
words and the knowledge the words
represent—as early as possible.

E.D. Hirsch, Jr.
Betty Hart & Todd R. Risley ® Isabel L. Beck




THIS YEAR IN SOUTH AFRICA, MORE THAN 1,000 TEACHERS WILL DIE OF AIDS. In Zimbabwe more than 30
percent of the country’s teachers carry HIV. Hundreds of thousands of schoolchildren have lost a parent to the
epidemic. Throughout Africa, the statistics tell a similar story—teachers’ lives lost and whole education systems

endangered.

THE AFT LAUNCHED a multi-year, multi-country campaign in partnership with African teacher unions to provide
resources to fight the spread of this deadly disease. But we need your help to make this campaign a success.
Your contribution to the campaign will go directly for union initiatives in Africa to provide resources for HIV/AIDS
education, teaching materials, and supplies. To make a tax-deductible contribution, please make your check
payable to AFTEF and mail to the address below.

FOR MORE INFORMATION about the AFT-Africa AIDS Campaign, visit the mﬁ%ﬁaﬂﬁN
AFT's Web site at www.aft.org/africa_aids, or write us at AFT-Africa AIDS A project of the American
Campaign, AFT Educational Foundation, 555 New Jersey Ave. N.W., Egdera}ion loFf Teaar;grs
Washington, DC 20001, LN OINGRON

e (—
yn“ /y-m AFT-AFRICA AIDS CAMPAIGN IS A PROJECT OF THE AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS EDUCATIONAL FOUNDATION, A NON-PROFIT, TAX-EXEMPT 501(c)(3) ORGANIZATION
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The Early Catastrophe 30
The 30 Million Word Gap

By Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley

By age three, childrenfrom privilegedfamilies have

heard 30 million more words than childrenfrom poor

families. By kindergarten the gap is even greater. The

consequences are catastrophic.

Heading Comprehension
Requires Knowledge—of
Words and the World
Scientific Insights into the Fourth-
Grade Slump and Stagnant
Reading Comprehension

By E.D. Hirsch, Jr.

With a scientific consensus established on how best to
teach decoding, weve reached the next readingfrontier:
increasing reading comprehension. Amongpoor children,
low comprehension is ruining their chancesfor academic
success. Among all children, comprehension scores are
stagnant. Convincing research tells us that key to both
problems is to systematically build childrens vocabulary,
fluency, and domain knowledge.

Research Round-Up

14 Poor Children's Fourth-Grade Slump
By Jeanne S. Chall and Vicki A. Jacobs

18 Words Are Learned Incrementally
Over Multiple Exposures
By Steven A. Stahl

23 Oral Comprehension Sets the
Ceiling on Reading Comprehension
By Andrew Biemiller

24 Lost Opportunity
By Kate Walsh

Basal readers squander the chance toprovide what
teachers need: a systematicprogram that builds the
knowledge thatpropels comprehension.

Letters

A Lost Eloquence
By Carol Muske-Dukes

Derided aspart ofa drill and kill pedagogy, thepractice of
memorizingpoetry is almost extinct. Along with it, were
losing a vital source o feloguence— the ability to quote and
an inner earfor cadence.

This article is available online at

Filling the Nonfiction Void
By Nell K. Duke, V. Susan
Bennett-Armistead, and

Ebony M. Roberts

Listening to and reading nonfiction

develops vocabulary, builds domain

knowledge, andfor many kids,

motivates more reading. So why is it
largely absentfrom the early grades?

Taking Delight in Words
Using Oral Language To Build Young
Children's Vocabularies

By lIsabel L. Beck, Margaret G. McKeown,
and Linda Kucan

We cant wait until third andfourth
grade to start building vocabulary. * %
Before children can read
complicated words and
texts themselves, teacher
read-alouds and playful
discussions are the key to
loping jbcose linguaphiles.

Cover illustrated by
Michael Gibbs

www.nytimes.com/2002/12/29/opinion/a-lost-eloquence.html.
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Teachers Need Incentives—

and Schools With Discipline
After reading Cynthia Prince’s thorough
coverage of the need for tangible incen-
tives to keep quality teachers in low-
achieving schools (“Attracting Well-
Qualified Teachers to Struggling
Schools,” Winter 2002), | wanted to
share my personal experience in this
area. I'm in my seventh year in a low-
income district plagued, not-surpris-
ingly, with consistently abysmal state
test scores. The challenges and stressors
of teaching in this environment far sur-
pass any | faced during my former years
as a naval officer. Just recently, | had all
but made my mind up to take my skills
and leave, find a position in a wealthier
district—with educated parents for sup-
port, dynamic administrators, all those
things | fantasized about. As if on cue, |
was contacted by the Troops to Teach-
ers program (a federal organization set
up to place military veterans as teachers
and aides in poor school districts) and
offered an attractive bonus if | agreed to
stay where | was for three more years.
I'm staying. The money is a factor, for
sure, in my decision, but I also feel re-
ally great about being noticed for what
I'm doing and the conditions in which
I’'m doing it. Please commend Troops
to Teachers for what they’re doing and
promote this as a model to other orga-
nizations, both federal and private.

— Nancy E. N evil
Waukegan, IL

Cynthia Princes article on the problems
struggling schools face was timely and
informative, but gave only glancing
mention to an issue that deserves an en-
tire article of its own—disciplining
troublesome students.

Students who verbally and physically
abuse teachers are probably the single

most important reason for the high
turnover rate of inner city schools. In-
experienced teachers are placed in low-
performing schools because they do not
know better and they have no tenure.
Experienced teachers simply refuse to
work in low-performing schools be-
cause they know there is a correlation
between low academic performance and
verbal and physical violence in these
schools.

In addition, experienced teachers
know that the rights of the child take
precedence over the rights of the
teacher. Experienced teachers know that
the ones who make the rules— child ad-
vocates, administrators, and district su-
perintendents— are all safely out of the
classroom and tucked away in offices.
While they advocate for the rights of
every child to a proper education, no
one ever thinks to teach these children
an important lesson: that with rights
come responsibilities. Everyone has
rights in this world, not just children.
As a teacher, | have a right to a safe
work environment, free from harass-
ment and abuse. Unfortunately, the sys-
tem doesnt see it that way.

The consequences are revealed in one
horror story after another. Teachers are
threatened, verbally abused, and physi-
cally attacked with little or no conse-
quences for the student. The most trou-
blesome students receive the most at-
tention, while the vast majority of stu-
dents who want to learn are left to
make do with what little attention they
can get. If a teacher attempts to have a
student removed from the classroom
for even one day, the paperwork alone
proves draining and ultimately point-
less, as the student is returned to the
classroom in a day or two. The student
remains unchanged, except the student
now knows that the penalties for misbe-
havior are indeed quite painless. For an

SPRING 2003


mailto:amered@alt.org

institution that is supposed to prepare
our youth for the real world, this is a
terrible betrayal of the student and our
society.

Loan forgiveness, additional bonuses,
and housing incentives may work for a
short while, but until the problem of
violence and discipline is confronted
honestly in our cities’ schools, strug-
gling schools will continue to lose their
best teachers.

Scott Walsh

Richmond Hill High School
Queens, NY

Heroes Inspire

Admiration and Debate

I want to praise the American Educator
for publishing Peter Gibbon’s article,
“Heroes for Our Age” (Winter 2002).
He and | are kindred spirits in our be-
lief and our work to bring REAL heroes
back into the classroom—and into our
homes.

The doubters may say that teaching
about heroes “sugarcoats” our history.
But it can do just the opposite when we
allow our students to meet these real in-
dividuals and learn about their struggles
to make a positive difference in our
world.

Hooray also for the two sidebars on
George Washington (becoming a “lost”
hero in our country) and Eugenia
Ginzburg (a “real” survivor story).

— Dennis Denenberg

Co-author,

50 American Heroes Every Kid Should Meet
www.heroes4us.com

The articles that appear in the American
Educator usually impress me. They often
are right on the money as far as educa-
tional good sense. But Peter Gibbons ar-
ticle “Heroes for Our Age” espouses
teaching our youth values that are de-
structive to society. Why honor “heroes”
who led in the wrong direction (i.e.,
Buffalo Bill, General George Custer,
Abraham Lincoln, Robert E. Lee,
Ulysses S. Grant, etc.)? The last three of
these “heroes” led the country through
the Civil War, a war that should never
have been fought. It surely wasnt worth
400,000 lives just to preserve the union.
Many countries have split up and sur-

vived. Killing is not to be celebrated.
— Robert Hetzel
Curie Metropolitan High School
Chicago, 1L
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The Early
Catastrophe

The 30 Million Word Gap byAge 3

By Betty Hart and Todd R. Risley

uring the 1960% War on Poverty, we were among

the many researchers, psychologists, and educators

who brought our knowledge of child development
to the front line in an optimistic effort to intervene early to
forestall the terrible effects that poverty was having on some
childrens academic growth. We were also among the many
who saw that our results, however promising at the start,
washed out fairly early and fairly completely as children
aged.

In one planned intervention in Kansas City, Kans., we
used our experience with clinical language intervention to
design a half-day program for the Turner House Preschool,
located in the impoverished Juniper Gardens area of the city.
Most interventions of the time used a variety of methods
and then measured results with 1Q tests, but ours focused
on building the everyday language the children were using,
then evaluating the growth of that language. In addition,
our study included not just poor children from Turner
House, but also a group of University of Kansas professors’
children against whom we could measure the Turner House
children’ progress.

All the children in the program eagerly engaged with the
wide variety of new materials and language-intensive activi-
ties introduced in the preschool. The spontaneous speech
data we collected showed a spurt of new vocabulary words

Betty Hart isprofessor of Human Development at the Univer-
sity ofKansas and senior scientist at the Schiefelbusch Institute
for Life Span Studies. Todd R. Risley isprofessor in the Depart-
ment o fPsychology at the University ofAlaska Anchorage and
director o fAlaskas Autism Intensive Early Intervention Project.
The two have collaborated on research projects for more than
35 years. This article is excerpted with permission from Mean-
ingful Differences in the Everyday Experiences of Young
American Children, © 1995, Brookes; www.brookespublish-
ing.com; 1-800-638-3775; $29.00.
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added to the dictionaries of all the children and an abrupt
acceleration in their cumulative vocabulary growth curves.
But just as in other early intervention programs, the in-
creases were temporary.

We found we could easily increase the size of the chil-
dren’s vocabularies by teaching them new words. But we
could not accelerate the rate of vocabulary growth so that it
would continue beyond direct teaching; we could not
change the developmental trajectory. However many new
words we taught the children in the preschool, it was clear
that a year later, when the children were in kindergarten, the
effects of the boost in vocabulary resources would have
washed out. The childrens developmental trajectories of vo-
cabulary growth would continue to point to vocabulary sizes
in the future that were increasingly discrepant from those of
the professors’ children. We saw increasing disparity between
the extremes—the fast vocabulary growth of the professors’
children and the slow vocabulary growth of the Turner
House children. The gap seemed to foreshadow the findings
from other studies that in high school many children from
families in poverty lack the vocabulary used in advanced
textbooks.

Rather than concede to the unmalleable forces of hered-
ity, we decided that we would undertake research that would
allow us to understand the disparate developmental trajecto-
ries we saw. We realized that if we were to understand how
and when differences in developmental trajectories began,
we needed to see what was happening to children at home at
the very beginning of their vocabulary growth.

e undertook 2 V2 years of observing 42 families
for an hour each month to learn about what typi-
cally went on in homes with 1- and 2-year-old

children learning to talk. The data showed us that ordina

families differ immensely in the amount of experience with
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language and interaction they regularly provide their chil-
dren and that differences in children’s experience are
strongly linked to children’s language accomplishments at
age 3. Our goal in the longitudinal study was to discover
what was happening in children’ early experience that could
account for the intractable difference in rates of vocabulary
growth we saw among 4-year-olds.

Methodology

Our ambition was to record “everything” that went on in
childrens homes— everything that was done by the children,
to them, and around them. Because we were committed to
undertaking the labor involved in observing, tape recording,
and transcribing, and because we did not know exactly
which aspects of childrens cumulative experience were con-
tributing to establishing rates of vocabulary growth, the
more information we could get each time we were in the
home the more we could potentially learn.

We decided to start when the children were 7-9 months
old so we would have time for the families to adapt to obser-
vation before the children actually began talking. We fol-
lowed the children until they turned three years old.

The first families we recruited to participate in the study
came from personal contacts: friends who had babies and
families who had had children in the Turner House
Preschool. We then used birth announcements to send de-
scriptions of the study to families with children of the de-
sired age. In recruiting from birth announcements, we had
two priorities. The first priority was to obtain a range in de-
mographics, and the second was stability—we needed fami-
lies likely to remain in the longitudinal study for several
years. Recruiting from birth announcements allowed us to
preselect families. We looked up each potential family in the
city directory and listed those with such signs of permanence
as owning their home and having a telephone. We listed
families by sex of child and address because demographic
status could be reliably associated with area of residence in
this city at that time. Then we sent recruiting letters selec-
tively in order to maintain the gender balance and the repre-
sentation of socioeconomic strata.

Our final sample consisted of 42 families who remained
in the study from beginning to end. From each of these fam-
ilies, we have almost 2 V. years or more of sequential
monthly hour-long observations. On the basis of occupa-
tion, 13 of the families were upper socioeconomic status
(SES), 10 were middle SES, 13 were lower SES, and six were
on welfare. There were African-American families in each
SES category, in numbers roughly reflecting local job alloca-
tions. One African-American family was upper SES, three
were middle, seven were lower, and six families were on wel-
fare. Of the 42 children, 17 were African American and 23
were girls. Eleven children were the first born to the family,
18 were second children, and 13 were third or later-born
children.

What We Found

Before children can take charge of their own experience and
begin to spend time with peers in social groups outside the
home, almost everything they learn comes from their fami-
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Eighty-six percent to 98 percent
of the words recorded in each
child s vocabulary consisted
ofwords also recorded

in their parents’ vocabularies.
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lies, to whom society has assigned the task of socializing
children. We were not surprised to see the 42 children turn
out to be like their parents; we had not fully realized, how-
ever, the implications of those similarities for the children’s
futures.

We observed the 42 children grow more like their par-
ents in stature and activity levels, in vocabulary resources,
and in language and interaction styles. Despite the consid-
erable range in vocabulary size among the children, 86 per-
cent to 98 percent of the words recorded in each childs vo-
cabulary consisted of words also recorded in their parents’
vocabularies. By the age of 34-36 months, the children
were also talking and using numbers of different words
very similar to the averages of their parents (see the table
below).

By the time the children were 3 years old, trends in
amount of talk, vocabulary growth, and style of interaction
were well established and clearly suggested widening gaps to
come. Even patterns of parenting were already observable
among the children. When we listened to the children, we
seemed to hear their parents speaking; when we watched the
children play at parenting their dolls, we seemed to see the
futures of their own children.

Families’ Language and Use
Differ Across Income Groups

Families
13 Professional 23 Working-class 6 Welfare

Measures and scores Parent  Child Parent  Child Parent  Child
Pretest score' 41 31 14
Recorded vocabulary

size 2,176 1116 1,498 749 974 525
Average utterances

per nourl 487 310 301 223 176 168
Average different

words per hour 382 297 251 216 167 149

JWTien we began the longitudinal study, we asked the parents to complete a vocabu-
lary pretest. At the first observation each parent was asked to complete a form ab-
stracted from the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT). We gave each parent a
list of 46 vocabulary words and a series of pictures (four options per vocabulary
word) and asked the parent to write beside each word the number of the picture
that corresponded to the written word. Parent performance on the test was highly
correlated with years of education (r = .57).

bParent utterances and different words were averaged over 13-36 months of child
age. Child utterances and different words were averaged for the four observations
when the children were 33-36 months old.

We now had answers to our 20-year-old questions. We
had observed, recorded, and analyzed more than 1,300
hours of casual interactions between parents and their lan-
guage-learning children. We had dissembled these interac-
tions into several dozen molecular features that could be reli-
ably coded and counted. We had examined the correlations
between the quantities of each of those features and several
outcome measures relating to children’s language .accom-
plishments.

After all 1,318 observations had been entered into the
computer and checked for accuracy against the raw data,
after every word had been checked for spelling and coded
and checked for its part of speech, after every utterance had
been coded lor syntax and discourse function and every code
checked for accuracy, after random samples had been re-
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coded to check the reliability of the coding, after each file
had been checked one more time and the accuracy of each
aspect verified, and after the data analysis programs had fi-
nally been run to produce frequency counts and dictionary
lists for each observation, we had an immense numeric
database that required 23 million bytes of computer file
space. We were finally ready to begin asking what it all
meant.

It took six years of painstaking effort before we saw the
first results of the longitudinal research. And then we were
astonished at the differences the data revealed (see the graph
below).

Children’s Vocabulary Differs Greatly
Across Income Groups

Age of child in months

three year old children from families on welfare not

only had smaller vocabularies than did children of the
same age in professional families, but they were also adding
words more slowly. Projecting the developmental trajectory
of the welfare children’ vocabulary growth curves, we could
see an ever-widening gap similar to the one we saw between
the Turner House children and the professors’ children in
1967.

While we were immersed in collecting and processing
the data, our thoughts were concerned only with the next
utterance to be transcribed or coded. While we were ob-
serving in the homes, though we were aware that the fami-
lies were very different in lifestyles, they were all similarly
engaged in the fundamental task of raising a child. All the
families nurtured their children and played and talked with
them. They all disciplined their children and taught them
good manners and how to dress and toilet themselves.
They provided their children with much the same toys and
talked to them about much the same things. Though dif-
ferent in personality and skill levels, the children all
learned to talk and to be socially appropriate members of
the family with all the basic skills needed for preschool
entry.

I ike the children in the Turner House Preschool, the
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Test Performance in Third Grade Follows
Accomplishments at Age 3

We wondered whether the differences we saw at age 3 would
be washed out, like the effects of a preschool intervention, as
the children’ experience broadened to a wider community
of competent speakers. Like the parents we observed, we
wondered how much difference childrens early experiences
would actually make. Could we, or parents, predict how a
child would do in school from what the parent was doing
when the child was 2 years old?

Fortune provided us with Dale Walker, who recruited 29
of the 42 families to participate in a study of their children’
school performance in the third grade, when the children
were nine to 10 years old.

We were awestruck at how well our measures of accom-
plishments at age 3 predicted measures of language skill at
age 9-10. From our preschool data we had been confident
that the rate of vocabulary growth would predict later per-
formance in school; we saw that it did. For the 29 children
observed when they were 1-2 years old, the rate of vocabu-
lary growth at age 3 was strongly associated with scores at
age 9-10 on both the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test-Re-
vised (PPVT-R) of receptive vocabulary (r = .58) and the
Test of Language Development-2: Intermediate (TOLD)
(r = .74) and its subtests (listening, speaking, semantics,
syntax).

Vocabulary use at age 3 was equally predictive of measures
of language skill at age 9-10. Vocabulary use at age 3 was
strongly associated with scores on both the PPVT-R
(r = .57) and the TOLD (r = .72). Vocabulary use at age 3
was also strongly associated with reading comprehension
scores on the Comprehensive Test of Basic Skills (CTBS/U)
(r=.56).

The 30 Million Word Gap By Age 3

All parent-child research is based on the assumption that the
data (laboratory or field) reflect what people typically do. In
most studies, there are as many reasons that the averages
would be higher than reported as there are that they would
be lower. But all researchers caution against extrapolating
their findings to people and circumstances they did not in-
clude. Our data provide us, however, a first approximation
to the absolute magnitude of childrens early experience, a
basis sufficient for estimating the actual size of the interven-
tion task needed to provide equal experience and, thus,
equal opportunities to children living in poverty. We depend
on future studies to refine this estimate.

Because the goal of an intervention would be to equalize
children’ early experience, we need to estimate the amount
of experience children of different SES groups might bring
to an intervention that began in preschool at age 4. We base
our estimate on the remarkable differences our data showed
in the relative amounts of children’ early experience: Simply
in words heard, the average child on welfare was having half
as much experience per hour (616 words per hour) as the av-
erage working-class child (1,251 words per hour) and less
than one-third that of the average child in a professional
family (2,153 words per hour). These relative differences in
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amount of experience were so durable over the more than
two years of observations that they provide the best basis we
currently have for estimating children’s actual life experience.

A linear extrapolation from the averages in the observa-
tional data to a 100-hour week (given a 14-hour waking
day) shows the average child in the professional families
with 215,000 words of language experience, the average
child in a working-class family provided with 125,000
words, and the average child in a welfare family with 62,000
words of language experience. In a 5,200-hour year, the
amount would be 11.2 million words for a child in a profes-
sional family, 6.5 million words for a child in a working-
class family, and 3.2 million words for a child in a welfare
family. In four years of such experience, an average child in a
professional family would have accumulated experience with
almost 45 million words, an average child in a working-class
family would have accumulated experience with 26 million
words, and an average child in a welfare family would have
accumulated experience with 13 million words. By age 4,
the average child in a welfare family might have 13 million
fewer words of cumulative experience than the average child
in a working-class family. This linear extrapolation is shown
in the graph below.

The Number of Words Addressed to Children
Differs Across Income Groups

Age of child in months

But the children’ language experience did not differ just
in terms of the number and quality of words heard. We can
extrapolate similarly the relative differences the data showed
in childrens hourly experience with parent affirmatives (en-
couraging words) and prohibitions. The average child in a
professional family was accumulating 32 affirmatives and
five prohibitions per hour, a ratio of 6 encouragements to 1
discouragement. The average child in a working-class fam-
ily was accumulating 12 affirmatives and seven prohibitions
per hour, a ratio of 2 encouragements to 1 discouragement.
The average child in a welfare family, though, was accumu-
lating five affirmatives and 11 prohibitions per hour, a ratio
of 1 encouragement to 2 discouragements. In a 5,200-hour
year, that would be 166,000 encouragements to 26,000 dis-
couragements in a professional family, 62,000 encourage-
ments to 36,000 discouragements in a working-class family,
and 26,000 encouragements to 57,000 discouragements in
a welfare family.
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In four years, an average child in a
professional family would
accumulate experience with almost
45 million words, an average child in
a working-class family 26 million
words, and an average child in a
welfare family 13 million words.
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Extrapolated to the first four years of life, the average
child in a professional family would have accumulated
560.000 more instances of encouraging feedback than dis-
couraging feedback, and an average child in a working-class
family would have accumulated 100,000 more encourage-
ments than discouragements. But an average child in a wel-
fare family would have accumulated 125,000 more instances
of prohibitions than encouragements. By the age of 4, the
average child in a welfare family might have had 144,000
fewer encouragements and 84,000 more discouragements of
his or her behavior than the average child in a working-class
family.

Extrapolating the relative differences in childrens hourly
experience allows us to estimate children’s cumulative experi-
ence in the first four years of life and so glimpse the size of
the problem facing intervention. Whatever the inaccuracy of
our estimates, it is not by an order of magnitude such that
60.000 words becomes 6,000 or 600,000. Even if our esti-
mates of childrens experience are too high by half, the dif-
ferences between children by age 4 in amounts of cumula-
tive experience are so great that even the best of intervention
programs could only hope to keep the children in families
on welfare from falling still further behind the children in
the working-class families.

The Importance of Early Years Experience
We learned from the longitudinal data that the problem of
skill differences among children at the time of school entry
is bigger, more intractable, and more important than we had
thought. So much is happening to children during their first
three years at home, at a time when they are especially mal-
leable and uniquely dependent on the family for virtually all
their experience, that by age 3, an intervention must address
not just a lack of knowledge or skill, but an entire general
approach to experience.

Cognitively, experience is sequential: Experiences in in-
fancy establish habits of seeking, noticing, and incorporating
new and more complex experiences, as well as schemas for
categorizing and thinking about experiences. Neurologically,
infancy is a critical period because cortical development is
influenced by the amount of central nervous system activity
stimulated by experience. Behaviorally, infancy is a unique
time of helplessness when nearly all of children experience
is mediated by adults in one-to-one interactions permeated
with affect. Once children become independent and can
speak for themselves, they gain access to more opportunities
for experience. But the amount and diversity of children’s
past experience influences which new opportunities for ex-
perience they notice and choose.

Estimating, as we did, the magnitude of the differences in
children’s cumulative experience before the age of 3 gives an
indication of how big the problem is. Estimating the hours
of intervention needed to equalize children’ early experience
makes clear the enormity of the effort that would be re-
quired to change children’ lives. And the longer the effort is
put off, the less possible the change becomes. We see why
our brief, intense efforts during the War on Poverty did not
succeed. But we also see the risk to our nation and its chil-
dren that makes intervention more urgent than ever.
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Reading Comprehension
Requires Knowledge—
ofWords and the World

Scientific Insights into the Fourth-Grade Slump and
the Nations Stagnant Comprehension Scores

By E. D. Hirsch, Jr.

hile educators have made good progress in teach-

ing children to decode (that is, turn print into

speech sounds), it’s disheartening that we still
have not overcome the “fourth-grade slump” in reading
comprehension. We're finding that even though the vast ma-
jority of our youngest readers can manage simple texts,
many students— particularly those from low-income fami-
lies—struggle when it comes time in grade four to tackle
more advanced academic texts.

To help these students, we must fully understand just
where this “fourth-grade slump” comes from. The “slump”
was the name that the great reading researcher Jeanne Chall
used to describe the apparently sudden drop-off between
third and fourth grade in the reading scores of low-income
students. In her research, Chall found that low-income stu-
dents in the second and third grades tended to score at (and
even above) national averages in reading tests and related
measures such as spelling and word meaning. But at the
fourth grade, low-income students’ scores began a steady
drop that grew steeper as the students moved into the higher
grades.1(For a more detailed discussion of Challs landmark

E. D. Hirsch,Jr., isfounder ofthe Core Knowledge Foundation
and professor emeritus o feducation and humanities at the Uni-
versity of Virginia. He has written several acclaimed books, in-
cluding the bestseller Cultural Literacy: W hat Every American
Needs to Know and The Schools We Need and Why We
Dont Have Them, and served as editor o fthe seven-volume
Core Knowledge Series, which rangesfrom W hat Your Kinder-
gartner Needs to Know to What Your 6th-Grader Needs to
Know. The Core Knowledge Foundation is dedicated to the
idea that high-quality and equitable elementary education is
based on a common core oflearning. The Foundation develops
curricula, conducts workshops for teachers, and supports the
growing network o f Core Knowledge schools.
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study, see “The Fourth-Grade Slump” on page 14.) | de-
scribe this drop-off as apparently sudden because there is
now good evidence that it is there, unmeasured, in earlier
grades. A large language gap—not just a reading gap— be-
tween advantaged and disadvantaged students exists also in
third-grade, not to mention second, first, and even earlier.

Researchers have known about the fourth-grade slump in
poor childrens reading comprehension for several decades,
but it was only recently, especially in the work of Betty Hart
and Todd Risley, that solid data on children’ early language
development have been available.2We now believe that read-
ing tests make the comprehension gap seem much greater in
fourth grade because the tests used in earlier grades are heav-
ily focused on testing early reading skills (like decoding) and
do not try to measure the full extent of the vocabulary dif-
ferences between the groups.

Yet it would be a mistake to assume that problems with
comprehension are limited to disadvantaged students. Ac-
cording to the most recent evidence from the National As-
sessment of Educational Progress, most students’ reading
comprehension scores remain low despite many years of
concentrated efforts to improve reading instruction.3 Effec-
tive teaching of reading comprehension to all children has
turned out to be a recalcitrant problem. Now that we have
good programs that teach children to decode text accurately
and fluently, the task of creating programs and methods that
teach students to comprehend text accurately and fluently is
the new frontier in reading research.

Its a challenging problem. The U.S. Department of Edu-
cation is currently soliciting research proposals to help solve
it. That’ a very good sign. With renewed scientific attention
to this fundamental problem, we can expect real progress in
equity and in student achievement—some day. Meanwhile,
we already know things about reading comprehension that
have immediate implications for teachers. | will try to sum-
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marize some of the most important findings and their impli-
cations for classroom practice.

I. A Growing Scientific Consensus

For most of my scholarly life (going back to my first techni-
cal publication on the subject in 1960) my research has been
concerned with the nature of text comprehension: How do
we know we have correctly understood a text? Is reading a
displaced version of ordinary oral communication? My ac-
tive interest in relating that subject to student achievement
and educational equity dates to the *70s when | began to
study some of the advances being made in cognitive science
and psycholinguistics (the study of how our minds produce
and comprehend language spoken and written). Now, after
several decades of researching this difficult subject of reading
comprehension from varied angles in the humanities and
sciences, | can report that although what we dont know still
far exceeds what we do, there is current scientific agreement
on at least three principles that have useful implications for
improving students’ reading comprehension. The three prin-
ciples (which subsume a number of others) are these:

1. Fluency allows the mind to concentrate on
comprehension;

2. Breadth of vocabulary increases comprehension and facili-
tates further learning; and

3. Domain knowledge, the most recently understood princi-
ple, increases fluency, broadens vocabulary, and enables

deeper comprehension.

Fluency Is Important

“Fluency” means “flowing,” and in this context it also means
“fast.” There is a general, though not perfect, correlation be-
tween how fast you can comprehend a text and how well
you can comprehend it. To most psychologists, including
those who dont specialize in reading, it would be surprising
if that werent the case. A person who reads fast has “auto-
mated” many of the underlying processes involved in read-
ing, and can, therefore, devote conscious attention to textual
meaning rather than to the processes themselves. W hat’s
more, fluency is greatly enhanced by word and domain
knowledge: While word knowledge speeds up word recogni-
tion and thus the process of reading, world knowledge
speeds up comprehension of textual meaning by offering a
foundation for making inferences.4 A few of the principles
underlying the relationship between fluency and compre-
hension are explained below.

If decoding does not happen quickly, the decoded ma-
terial will be forgotten before it is understood. Have you
ever tried to understand what is being said in a movie in a
foreign language (say in French) that you have studied in
school? Even if you know the words, isnt it frustrating that
they speak so fast? While you are trying to work out what
the actors just said, they are already saying something else,
and your mind gets overloaded. The basic difficulty regard-
ing speed and reading comprehension is even more serious
than that. If you were able to slow down the movie so that
you could concentrate on identifying the words and translat-
ing them, you would find in that situation, too, that your
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understanding would still be less than adequate. By having
to focus on the sounds, turn them into French words and
subsequently into English ones, you tend to lose track of the
connections between one sentence and another, and be-
tween groups of sentences. You are in the same position as a
child who has to translate consciously and slowly from print
to sound. Things disappear from your mind before you have
a chance to ponder the significance of what is being said. In
slowly translating from French to English, you have been
handicapped by the severe limits of what cognitive scientists
call your “short-term memory” or “working memory.”

I vividly remember when 1 first learned about the severe
limits of human working memory and their importance in
communication. It was in a wonderful book called The Psy-
chology o f Communication by the distinguished cognitive sci-
entist George A. Miller.5The second chapter was one of the
most famous articles ever written in the field of psychology,
“The Magical Number Seven, Plus or Minus Two: Some
Limits on Our Capacity for Processing Information.” The
“magical number seven” turned out to be the approximate
number of items (whether simple facts, or numbers, or
words representing complex concepts) that you can hold in
your conscious mind at one time before they start evaporat-
ing into oblivion. This “magical number seven” is a limita-
tion that (with some variation) afflicts everyone— including
geniuses. One way we overcome this limitation of working
memory while reading is by learning how to make a rapid,
automatic deployment of underlying reading processes so
that they become fast and unconscious, leaving the con-
scious mind (i.e., the working memory) free to think about
what a text means.

This is why fast and accurate decoding is important. Ex-
periments show that a child who can sound out nonsense
words quickly and accurately has mastered the decoding
process and is on the road to freeing up her working mem-
ory to concentrate on comprehension of meaning. Decoding
fluency is achieved through accurate initial instruction fol-
lowed by lots of practice. Typically, it takes several years of
decoding practice before children can process a printed text
as rapidly as they can process that same text when listening
to it.

Students also overcome the limitations of working
memory by rapidly grasping what kind of text this is,
rapidly identifying words, and by understanding the
grammatical connections between them at the basic level
of the sentence.” This kind of fluency at the sentence level
increases with practice and with knowledge of different
kinds of writing. Such general language fluency is also inti-
mately connected with well-practiced vocabulary knowl-
edge, meaning how familiar the words and their various
connotations are to the student. Take, for example, the fol-
lowing sentence: “Besides having had a lot of useful time in
the trenches, Claire will also make a good assistant principal
because she is able to keep her eyes on the ball.” Educators,
with their knowledge of the conventions of language and vo-
cabulary use, will have no problem surmising that Claire has
worked with students (probably as a classroom teacher) and
is good at staying focused. But notice that to process this
simple sentence, you had to interpret two metaphors
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A big difference between an expert
and a novice reader is the ability
to take in basic features very fast,
thereby leaving the mind free to
concentrate on important features.

(trenches and ball); and if you were to make a judgment re-
garding Claire’s qualifications to be an assistant principal,
you would draw on your domain knowledge as to the de-
mands of that particular job.

Finally, fluency is also increased by domain knowl-
edge, which allows the reader to make rapid connections
between new and previously learned content; this both
eases and deepens comprehension. An expert in a subject
can read a text about that subject much more fluently than
she can read a text on an unfamiliar topic.7 Prior knowledge
about the topic speeds up basic comprehension and leaves
working memory free to make connections between the new
material and previously learned information, to draw infer-
ences, and to ponder implications. A big difference between
an expert and a novice reader—indeed between an expert
and a novice in any field—is the ability to take in basic fea-
tures very fast, thereby leaving the mind free to concentrate
on important features.

This insight was dramatized in a famous experiment. A
Dutch psychologist Adrian de Groot8 noticed that chess
grand masters have a remarkable skill that we amateurs can-
not emulate. They can glance for five seconds at a complex
mid-game chess position of 25 pieces, perform an interven-
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ing task of some sort, and then reconstruct on a blank chess
board the entire chess position without making any mis-
takes. Performance on this task correlates almost perfectly
with one’s chess ranking. Grand masters make no mistakes,
masters very few, and amateurs can get just five or six pieces
right. (Remember the magical number seven, plus or minus
two!) On a brilliant hunch, de Groot then performed the
same experiment with 25 chess pieces in positions that, in-
stead of being taken from an actual chess game, were just
placed at random on the board. Under these new condi-
tions, the performances of the three different groups—grand
masters, masters, and novices—were all exactly the same,
each group remembering just five or six pieces correctly.

The experiment suggests the skill difference between a
master reader who can easily reproduce the 16 letters of “the
cat is on the mat” and a beginning reader who has trouble
reproducing the same letters: t-h-e-c-a-t-i-s-0-n-t-h-e-m-a-t.
If, instead of providing expert and child with that written
sentence, we change the task and ask them to reproduce a
sequence of 16 random letters, the performance of the first-
grader and master reader would be much closer. On average,
neither would get more than a short sequence of the random
letters right. Practiced readers, chess grand masters, and
other experts do not possess any special brain centers that
novices lack, and they do not perform any better than
novices on structurally similar yet unfamiliar tasks.
Nonetheless, experts are able to perform remarkable feats of
comprehension and memory with real-world situations such
as remembering mid-game chess positions or the meanings
and even spellings of actual sentences and paragraphs. How
do they manage?

They do so partly by chunking—a word used by George
A. Miller to denote the way knowledgeable people concen-
trate multiple components into a single item that takes up
just one slot in working memory. “The cat is on the mat” is
an easily remembered sentence, and expert readers can easily
reproduce the 16 letters not because the letters are individu-
ally remembered, but because the sentence is remembered as
a chunk out of which the sub-elements can be reconstructed
from prior knowledge of written English. Remember, work-
ing memory can hold roughly seven items— but those items
can be anything from simple numbers to complex previ-
ously-learned concepts that can be concentrated in a single
word or image. What de Groot found, and what subsequent
research has continually confirmed, is that the difference in
fluency and higher-order skill between a novice and an ex-
pert does not lie in mental muscles, but in what de Groot
called “erudition,” a vast store of quickly available, previ-
ously acquired, knowledge that enables the mind to take in a
great deal in a brief time. So, when shown a mid-game
board, the chess grand masters were not separately remem-
bering the placement of 25 pieces—they were able to draw
quickly on previous knowledge of similar past games and the
one or two ways in which the pieces were aligned differently
from those games.

Experiments have shown that when someone compre-
hends a text, background knowledge is typically integrated
with the literal word meanings of the text to construct a co-

(Continued on page 16)
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The Classic Study on Poor Childrens Fourth

By Jeanne S. Chall and
Vicki A. Jacobs

dministrations of reading tests
by NAEP (National Assessment
of Educational Progress) have

since 1971 confirmed what has long
been part of the commonsense and in-
tuitive knowledge of both teachers and
laypeople: Children from more eco-
nomically advantaged families score sig-
nificantly higher than the less advan-
taged at all ages tested (nine, 13, and
17), and the gaps become greater with
increasing age. The questions are: Why
do these differences occur? Why are
they so enduring and so universal?

A Developmental Model

of Reading

In Chall’ stages of reading develop-
ment (1983, 1996), reading is concep-
tualized not as a process that is the
same from beginning stages through
mature, skilled reading, but as one that
changes as the reader becomes more
able and proficient.

Changes in reading development fall
into six stages— from Stage 0 (preread-
ing) to Stage 5 (the most mature,
skilled level of reading in which readers

The lateJeanne S. Chall is retnembered as
a great researcher ivho devoted overfifty
years to helping children learn to read
well. She authored such classics as Learn-
ing to Read: The Great Debate and
Stages of Reading Development. Vicki
A. Jacobs is associate director o fthe
Teacher Education Program and lecturer
at the Harvard Graduate School o fEdu-
cation. This article is based on research
originally presented in The Reading Cri-
sis: Why Poor Children Fall Behind by
Jeanne Chall, VickiJacobs, and Luke
Baldwin; it is excerpted with permission
from “The Reading, Writing, and Lan-
guage Connection"inJ. Shimron (ed.)
Literacy and Education: Essays in Mem-
ory of Dina Feitelson. Cresskill, N.J.:
Hampton Press, Inc. 1996, pp. 33-48.
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construct and reconstruct knowledge
from their own reading). Generally,
Stages 1 and 2 (typically acquired in
grades 1, 2, and 3) can be characterized
as the time of “learning to read”— the
time when simple, familiar texts can be
read and the alphabetic principle is ac-
quired (i.e., readers are able to decode
words they do not immediately iden-
tify, and they become fluent, especially
when reading texts that use language al-
ready wdthin their experience and abil-
ity); Stages 3 to 5 can be characterized,
roughly, as the “reading to learn”
stages—when texts become more var-
ied, complex, and challenging linguisti-
cally and cognitively. Beginning at
Stage 3 (grades 4-8), students use read-
ing as a tool for learning, as texts begin
to contain new words and ideas beyond
their own language and their knowl-
edge of the world. Words and concepts
in such material are beyond the every-
day experience of children. In order to
read, understand, and learn from these
more demanding texts, the readers
must be fluent in recognizing words,
and their vocabulary and knowledge
need to expand, as does their ability to
think critically and broadly. If children
are unable to make the transition from
Stage 2 to 3, their academic success is
usually severely challenged.

Using this developmental stage
model of reading, we focused a research
study on the critical transition from
Stage 2 to Stage 3— from “learning to
read” to “reading to learn.” Teachers
have often reported a “fourth-grade
slump” in literacy development, partic-
ularly for low-income children—pre-
cisely at the point of the Stage 2-3 tran-
sition. We wanted to examine the skills
and abilities of a low-income popula-
tion to determine why some might
meet the challenge of Stage 3 reading
whereas others might not.

The Study

The subjects in the study (see Chall, Ja-
cobs, and Baldwin, 1990) were 30 chil-
dren—about 10 each from grades 2, 4,
and 6, whom we followed for two years

(through grades 3, 5, and 7 respec-
tively). Low-income status was deter-
mined by the students’ eligibility for a
free-lunch program. Each child was
given a series of individual tests of read-
ing and language (as well as writing,
but those findings are not presented
here; see Chall and Jacobs, 1983). The
reading measures were scores on the six
subtests of the experimental version of
the Diagnostic Assessments of Reading
(DAR) (Roswell & Chall, 1992) that
consist of word recognition, word anal-
ysis, oral reading, word meaning, read-
ing comprehension, and spelling.

The most significant finding of the
study for reading was that low-income
children in grades 2 and 3 achieved as
well as children in the normative popu-
lation on all six subtests. However, as
predicted by the theoretical model of
reading used for the study, some of the
students’ scores started to decelerate
around grade 4. This “fourth-grade
slump,” reported often by teachers of
disadvantaged children, started in
grade 4 on some tests and later on
other tests.

The first and strongest to slip was
word meaning. The low-income chil-
dren in our study—in grades 4 through
7—had greatest difficulty defining
more abstract, academic, literary, and
less common words as compared with a
normative population on the word
meaning test. In grade 4, the children
were about a year behind grade norms.
By grade 7, they were more than two
years behind norms. Next to decelerate
were their scores on word recognition
and spelling. Oral reading and silent
reading comprehension began to decel-
erate later in grades 6 and 7.

Thus, ifwe view reading as com-
posed of the three basic components
proposed by Carroll (1977)—cogni-
tion, language, and reading skills— cog-
nition seemed to be a lesser problem for
them than language. In grades 4 to 7,
they did best on the reading tests that
relied on context and required under-
standing— reading comprehension and
connected oral reading. The children
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rade Slump

had greatest difficulty in grades 4
through 7 in defining less common
words and in recognizing and spelling
them—skills and abilities needed for
reading at higher levels of complexity
(Chall, 1983, 1996).

The language tests assessed vocabu-
lary meaning, metalinguistic awareness,
and grammatical judgment. All but the
vocabulary measure (the WISC-R vo-
cabulary subtest) were developed by
Carol Chomsky.

Our population seemed to do well
on measures of basic language abilities
through the third grade. After the third
grade, they began to decelerate first in
knowledge of the meanings of words
(on the WISC-R as on the DAR)—es-
pecially the less common, more aca-
demic words found in books used in
the intermediate and upper elementary
grades and higher. The childrens basic
linguistic competencies, as shown in
their grammar and language awareness
scores, were stronger than their word
knowledge, especially after the third
grade.

In sum, the low-income population
in our sample achieved as well in liter-
acy and language as a normative popu-
lation through the third grade. Begin-
ning with the fourth grade, however,
they exhibited signs of a slump. First
and strongest to decelerate was word
meaning. The slowest to decelerate
were reading comprehension and oral
reading.

Causes of the Fourth-Grade
Slump

One possible reason for the fourth-
grade slump may stem from lack of flu-
ency and automaticity (that is, quick
and accurate recognition ofwords and
phrases). We found this particularly
among the poorest readers who read
slowly and hesitatingly in grade 2 and
beyond. Lack of fluency tends to result,
ultimately, in children’ reading less and
avoiding more difficult materials (see
Chall, 1983, 1996; Stanovich, 1986).
The deceleration of the scores on
word meaning, beginning with grade 4
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and continuing through grade 7, sug-
gests a difficulty that, if not improved,
ultimately affects children’s reading
comprehension as well. The high corre-
lation of word knowledge with reading
comprehension has been found consis-
tently in the research literature from the
turn of the century to the present time
(see Anderson & Freebody, 1981; E.L.
Thorndike, 1917; R.L. Thorndike,
1973-1974).

It is important to realize that the vo-
cabulary scores of our population,
when they were in grades 2 and 3, were
on a par with the general population.
At these levels, the words tested were of
high frequency and were familiar. It is
when the words became less common
(at grade 4 and beyond) that they pre-
sented a problem.

Importantly, too, the vocabulary lag
did not at first seem to affect negatively
the children’ silent reading comprehen-
sion scores. Although their vocabularies
decelerated in grade 4, their compre-
hension still held up well against
norms. It was at grade 6 that their com-
prehension began to decline. This sug-
gests that the students used context well
to compensate for their weakness in
word meanings. But when there were
too many difficult words, their compre-
hension declined as well.

W hy should low-income children
have greater difficulty with word
meanings at about the fourth grade?
One reason is that the words at fourth
grade and above are less familiar. Al-
though the children’s language seemed
to have been sufficient for the first
three grades, they were not prepared to
meet the challenge of the greater num-
ber of abstract, technical, and literary
words characteristic of the reading ma-
terials of grades 4 and beyond. Such
language— often termed literary and
abstract—is more complex than that
used by children in everyday, oral in-
teraction.

follow-up study of our low-in-
come children, five years later
when they were in grades 7, 9,

and 11, found decelerative patterns of
scores similar to those the children ex-
hibited when they were in the elemen-
tary grades (see Snow et al., 1991). On
most tests, their scores were below
norms, and the discrepancies between
their scores and norms were greater in
each succeeding grade. By grade 11,
their reading scores were in the 25th
percentile— considerably below their
achievement in grades 4 through 7.

Similar to the deceleration in the ear-
lier grades, the seventh- and ninth-
grade students decelerated slowest on
tests that permitted the use of context.
However, by the 11th grade, even their
reading comprehension scores had
fallen. Thus, similar to their achieve-
ment in the earlier grades, the children
scored relatively well, as long as their
meaning vocabularies and word recog-
nition were not too weak and when
they could compensate through the use
of context on reading comprehension.
But when there was too great a mis-
match between the students’ word-
meaning knowledge and the difficulty
of the text, their use of context was not
sufficient to help them to understand
the text.

The trends for grades 2 through 7
and grades 7 through 11 suggest that
we cannot be sanguine when students
do well in silent reading comprehension
despite apparent difficulty in word
meanings and word recognition.

As predicted by the model of reading
development, if children are lacking in
certain aspects of reading, later reading
development will usually suffer. Be-
cause of the developmental nature of
reading, the later one waits to
strengthen weaknesses, the more diffi-
cult it is for the children to cope with
the increasing literacy demands in the
later grades. Moreover, those who have
reading difficulties in the intermediate
grades will, most likely, have serious
trouble with the study of science, social
studies, literature, mathematics, and
other content study that depend, in
great part, on printed text. G

(Sidebar references begin on page 44)
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herent model of the whole situation implied by the text. An
expert can quickly make multiple connections from the
words to construct a situation model. But a novice will have
less relevant knowledge and less well-structured knowledge,
and will therefore take more time to construct a situation
model. Suppose the text contained the term “World War
I1.” Someone who has the requisite knowledge of that war
will be able to take in the term very fast, and, like the chess
grand masters, be able to unpack its many layers of meaning
when needed. The novice’s limited background knowledge
will not be as readily accessible as the experts, and so the
novice will only slowly make the few connections that his
limited knowledge enables. Inevitably, he will comprehend
the text poorly.

Breadth of Vocabulary Is Important

Vocabulary knowledge correlates strongly with reading (and
oral) comprehension. This seems so obvious that it might
seem pointless to discuss vocabulary in a brief review of re-
search on reading comprehension. True enough. But we
know a few significant things about vocabulary acquisition
that might be useful in enhancing students’ ability to com-
prehend texts. These are not obvious things, and some as-
pects of vocabulary acquisition are deeply surprising. A few
important insights are discussed next.

In vocabulary acquisition, a small early advantage
grows into a much bigger one unless we intervene very
intelligently to help the disadvantaged student learn
words at an accelerated rate. Hart and Risley9 have shown
that low-income homes on average expose young children to
far fewer words and far simpler sentence structures than
middle-class homes. (To read more about Hart and Risley’s
work, see “The Early Catastrophe” on page 4.) A high-per-
forming first-grader knows about twice as many words as a
low-performing one and, as these students go through the
grades, the differential gets magnified.D By 12th grade, the
high performer knows about four times as many words as
the low performer. 1l

The reason for this growing gap is clear: Vocabulary ex-
perts agree that adequate reading comprehension depends
on a person already knowing between 90 and 95 percent of
the words in a text.r Knowing that percentage of words al-
lows the reader to get the main thrust of what is being said
and therefore to guess correctly what the unfamiliar words
probably mean. (This inferential process is of course how we
pick up oral language in early childhood and it sustains our
vocabulary growth throughout our lives.)

This means that the communications students read or
hear hold very different knowledge and word-acquisition
possibilities for advantaged and disadvantaged students.
Those who know 90 percent of the words in a text will un-
derstand its meaning and, because they understand, they
will also begin to learn the other 10 percent of the words.
Those who do not know 90 percent of the words, and there-
fore do not comprehend the passage, will now be even fur-
ther behind on both fronts: They missed the opportunity to
learn the content of the text and to learn more words. The
prominent reading researcher Keith Stanovich termed this
growing gap the “Matthew Effect” from the passage in the
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Gospel of Matthew: “Unto every one that hath shall be
given, and he shall have abundance: but from him that hath
not shall be taken away even that which he hath.”

Overcoming this initial disadvantage is a huge challenge.
To do so, we need to engage in the best, most enabling
kinds of vocabulary building. As we will see, that means ex-
plicit vocabulary instruction done in the best possible way
and providing an environment that accelerates the incidental
acquisition of vocabulary, which is how most vocabulary
growth takes place.

A well educated 12th-grader knows an enormous
number of words, mostly learned incidentally. But, there
is also an important place for explicit vocabulary develop-
ment, especially in the early years, and especially for children
who are behind. Isabel Beck and her colleaguesBin their ex-
cellent guide to explicit vocabulary instruction estimate that
students can be taught explicitly some 400 words per year in
school. (See “Taking Delight in Words” on page 36 for an
example of such instruction.) These 400 words can be of
immense importance to those children who are behind and
need to be brought to the point of understanding key words
as fast as possible. But that is just the beginning. If we want
all of our children to comprehend well, they must learn
many, many more words each year through incidental
means. A 12th-grade student who scores well enough on the
verbal portion of the SAT to get into a selective college
knows between 60,000 and 100,000 words. There is some
dispute among experts regarding the actual number so we
might split the difference and assume that the number is
about 80,000 words. If we assume that a child starts acquir-
ing vocabulary at age two, and that the 12th-grader is 17
years old, he has acquired 80,000 words in 15 years. Multi-
plying 365 days times 15 we get 5,475 days. We divide that
number into 80,000, and we find that the high-achieving
12th-grader has learned some 15 words a day—over 5,000
words a year. But of course, the 15-words-a-day estimate is
just a mathematical average that describes a haphazard and
complex process occurring along a very broad front. (For a
brief account of this process, see “Words Are Learned Incre-
mentally” on page 18.)

Most vocabulary growth results incidentally, from
massive immersion in the world of language and knowl-
edge. Recent work in cognitive science holds promise for
making progress on this incidental learning front. It has long
been known that the growth of word knowledge is slow and
incremental, requiring multiple exposures to words. One
doesnt just learn a words meaning and then have the word.
One gradually learns the words denotations and connota-
tions and its modes of use little by little over many, many
language experiences.¥4 The high-performing 12th-grader
who knows 80,000 words knows them with very different
degrees of complexity and precision, and has learned them
not by learning 15 words a day, but by accruing tiny bits of
word knowledge for each of the thousands of words that he
encounters every day. As | shall discuss below, this and other
considerations mean that we should immerse students for
extended periods in the sorts of coherent language experi-
ences that are most conducive to efficient vocabulary
learning.
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Ifwe dont know the domain, we
cant construct a meaningful mental
model ofwhat’ being said.

Domain Knowledge Is Important

More than vocabulary knowledge is needed to understand
most texts. To make constructive use of vocabulary, the
reader also needs a threshold level of knowledge about the
topic being discussed—what we call “domain knowledge.”
Consider the following examples.

Domain knowledge enables readers to make sense of
word combinations and choose among multiple possible
word meanings. A typical newspaper article shows why it%s
important to know in advance something about the subject
matter of a text in order to understand it. If we are reading a
story about a baseball game in the newspaper sports section,
we must typically know quite a lot about baseball in order to
comprehend what is being said. Think of the quantity of
baseball knowledge that has to be already in mind to under-
stand the simple sentence “Jones sacrificed and knocked in a
run.” Strung together in this fashion, the literal words are al-
most meaningless. A baseball-ignorant Englishman reading
that sentence would be puzzled even if there were nothing
amiss with his fluency or general knowledge of words like
“sacrificed.” Words have multiple purposes and meanings,
and their meaning in a particular instance is cued by the
readers domain knowledge. The word “sacrifice” has differ-
ent connotations in a baseball story and in the Bible.
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Domain knowledge is necessary to give meaning to
otherwise confusing sentences. | once read an anecdote
about an elderly person who went to hear the great Albert
Einstein lecture on relativity at Princeton University. She is
reported to have said after the lecture: “l understood all the
words. It was just how they were put together that baffled
me. > W hat she meant was that the everyday words that Ein-
stein used in his lecture referred to a particular knowledge
domain. If we dont know that domain, we cant construct a
meaningful mental model of what’ being said. Here’s a sen-
tence by Einstein such as might have been heard in his
Princeton lecture: “It will be seen from these reflections that
in pursuing the general theory of relativity we shall be led to
a theory of gravitation, since we are able to produce a gravi-
tational field merely by changing the system of coordinates.”
I know all those words, but since | cant imagine how chang-
ing coordinates will “produce” gravity, | cant comprehend
what that sentence means.

For a more everyday example, take this sentence from the
February 2003 issue of National Geographic: “Gigantic and
luminous, the earliest star formed like a pearl inside shells of
swirling gas.” Most adults, drawing on their knowledge of
the Big Bang theory, pearl formation (and the use of
metaphor, which | return to below), and gasses, can compre-
hend this sentence. But we would expect different degrees of
comprehension among, say, physicists, amateur astronomers,
and you and me. Likewise, we should expect little compre-
hension among average sixth-graders—not just because of
the words used, but because of the extensive domain knowl-
edge those words represent in this context.

Reading (and listening) require the reader to make in-
ferences that depend on prior knowledge—not on de-
contextualized “inferencing” skills. Many basal reading se-
ries direct teachers to use valuable teaching time to instruct
students in “inferencing skills.” But a simple example illus-
trates that inferencing itself is a fairly basic skill that most
children already have: If somebody says to a child, “Hey,
shut up. I'm trying to read,” most children, advantaged or
disadvantaged, can infer the connection between the first
statement and the second. They have prior knowledge of the
fact that hearing somebody talk can be distracting and make
reading difficult. So they are able to construct a mental
model that meaningfully connects the sentence “Hey shut
up” with the sentence “I'm trying to read.” In contrast,
many children may not understand the simple sentence, “I
wanted to take a vacation in Mexico this year, but my wife
can only be away from her job in July.” The children who
dont understand the connection between the clauses dont
lack an inferencing skill; they lack the geographical knowl-
edge that Mexico is extremely hot in July—and not most
people’s idea of a pleasant vacation spot.

Speaking and writing always convey meanings that are
not explicitly given by the words themselves. If speakers or
writers tried to make everything explicit, they would take far
too much time to say anything, and the message would be-
come impossibly long and digressive. We learn from infancy
that oral language comprehension requires readers to actively
construct meaning by supplying missing knowledge and
making inferences. O f course, the need for prior knowledge
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is not unique to oral communication but is also necessary to
comprehend written texts.

In comprehension, the need for making inferences by ac-
tivating already existing domain knowledge has been shown
by a number of researchers since the 1960s. But the basic in-

sight goes back further than that. In Greek antiquity it was
understood that communication involves the drawing of in-
ferences based on knowledge that is taken for granted. The
Greek term for such an implicit argument was “en-
thymeme,” from en (in) and thumos (mind)—that is, some-

How Words Are Learned Incrementally Ovel

By Steven A. Stahl

e live in a sea of words.
Most of these words are
known to us, either as very

familiar or at least as somewhat f&fH

iar. Ordinarily, when we encounter a
word we don't know, we skip it, espe-
cially if the word is not needed to
make sense of what we are reading
(Stahl, 1991). But we remember
something about the words that we
skip. This something could be where
we saw it, something about the con-
text where it appeared, or some other
aspect. This information is in mem-
ory, but the memory is not strong
enough to be accessible to our con-
scious mind. As we encounter a word
repeatedly, more and more informa-
tion accumulates about that word
until we have a vague notion of what
it “means.” As we get more informa-
tion, we are able to define that word.
In fact, McKeown, Beck, Omanson,
and Pople 11985) found that while
four encounters with a word did not
reliably improve reading comprehen-
sion, 12 encounters did.

W hat happens when someone sees
aword for the first time in a book?

Steven A. Stahl isprofessor o f Curricu-
lum and Instruction at the University of
Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Stahl's
previous positions include senior scientist
at the Center ofthe Study o fReading,
principal investigator at the National
Reading Research Center; and elemen-
tary school reading teacher in New York
and Maine. Stahl haspublished numer-
ous articles on all aspects o freading re-
search and instruction. This article is
adapted with permissionfrom Vocabu-
lary Development, part of From Read-
ing Research to Practice: A Series for
Teachers, Brookline Books, 1999.
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Consider the following paragraph
from the Atlantic Monthly:

America's permanent election cam-
paign, together with other aspects of
American electoral politics, has one

cjal consequence, little noticed but
V|tzj|y important for the functioning
of American democracy. Quite sim-
ply, the American electoral system
places politicians in a highly vulnera-
ble position. Individually and collec-
tively they are more vulnerable, more
of the time, to the vicissitudes of elec-
toral politics than are the politicians
of any other democratic country. Be-
cause they are more vulnerable, rhey
devote more of their time to election-
eering, and their conduct in office is
more continuously governed by elec-
toral considerations. (King, 1997)

Although | had seen the word vicissi-
tudes before, | did not know' its mean-
ing. From the context, one can get a
general picture of what it means,
something like “serendipitous happen-
ings.” My Random House Dictionary
(1978) says “unexpected changing cir-
cumstances, as of fortune,” so | was
fairly accurate in my guess.

When aword is encountered for
the first time, information about its
orthography (or spelling) is connected
to information from the context, so
that after one exposure a person may
have a general sense of the context in
which it appeared (“It has something
to do with...”), or a memory of the
specific context (“I remember seeing it
in an automobile manual”), but not a
generalizable sense of the meaning of
the word. Dale and O ’Rourke (1986)
talk about four “levels” of word
knowledge:

1. | never saw it before.

2. Ive heard of it, but | dont know
what it means.

3. | recognize it in context— it has
something to do with...

4. | know’ it.

In ordinary encounters with a word
in context, some of the information
that is remembered will be reinforced.
The information that overlaps be-
tween encounters is what is important
about the word. Other information
will be forgotten. The forgotten infor-
mation is more incidental. With re-
peated exposures, some connections
become strengthened as that informa-
tion is found in repeated contexts and
become the way the word is “defined.”

onsider the word vicissitudes

in the above context. The

concept of vicissitudes will
likely be linked to other concepts in
the context, such as “politicians,”
“electoral politics,” or possibly to the
w'hole scenario presented. Because ol
the syntax, we know that vicissitudes
does not directly mean “politics,” but
is a characteristic of politics. As the
word is encountered repeatedly, it will
be associated with other concepts,
possibly “romance” or “getting a job.”
(Or as the mother of one of my stu-
dents told her repeatedly while grow-
ing up, “Beware of the vicissitudes of
life.”) These become the strong com-
ponents of the concept, such as might
be represented in a dictionary defini-
tion (McKeown, 1991). If the links
to other concepts are not repeated,
they may recede in importance.
Given the core meaning of the word
vicissitudes, the fact that the subject of
the essay is politics is incidental and
likely would be forgotten with re-
peated exposures.

As a person encounters the word
again and again, word meaning grows
at a relatively constant rate, dependent
on the features of the context. That is.
people show as much absolute gain in
word knowledge from an unknown
word as they show from aword of
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thing kept in mind and taken for granted but not ex-
pressed.’5 One example of this characteristic of speech is a
truncated syllogism: “All men are mortal, so Socrates is mor-
tal.” To make strict logical sense of this statement, we have
to infer the missing premise that Socrates is a man.

Viultiple Exposures

Likewise, reading comprehension depends on the reader
filling in blanks and silently supplying enough of the un-
stated premises to make coherent sense of what is being
read. Once print has been decoded into words, reading com-
prehension, like listening comprehension, requires the active

which they have some partial knowl-
edge, all other things being equal
(Schwanenflugel, Stahl, & McFalls,
1997). We found that students made
the same amount of growth in word
knowledge from a single reading,
whether they began by knowing
something about a word or not. Thus,
vocabulary knowledge seems to grow
gradually, moving from the first
meaningful exposure to a word to a
full and flexible knowledge.

One does not always need to know
aword fully in order to understand it
in context or even to answer a test
item correctly. Adults possess a sur-
prising amount of information about
both partially known and reportedly
unknown words. Even when people
would report never having seen a
word, they could choose a sentence in
which the word was used correctly at a
level above chance or discriminate be-
tween a correct synonym and an in-
correct one (Durso & Shore, 1991).
This suggests that people have some
knowledge even of words that they re-
ported as unknown, and that this
knowledge could be used to make
gross discriminations involving a
word’s meaning. Curtis (1987) found
that people who reported only a par-
tial knowledge of a words meaning
(“I've seen it before”) could make a
correct response to multiple-choice
questions.

When a person “knows” a word, he
knows more than the word’ defini-
tion— he also knows how that word
functions in different contexts. For ex-
ample, the definition of the verb
smoke might be something like “to in-
hale and puff the smoke of (a
cigarette, etc.)” (Random House,
1978). However, the verb smoke de-
scribes distinctly different actions in
the following sentences:
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(@) He smoked a cigarette.

(b) The psychologist smoked his
pipe.

(c) The hippie smoked a marijuana
cigarette.

(d) The 13-year-old smoked his first
cigarette.

These all fit under the general defi-
nition, but the actions vary from a
typical smoking action in (a), to a
puffing in (b), to a deeper and
longer inhaling in (c), to an inhaling
followed by coughing and choking
in (d). Children cannot learn this in-
formation from a dictionary defini-
tion. Instead, they need to see the
word in many different contexts, to
see how the word meaning changes
and shifts.

Thus, to understand the word in
(d) we need to know that 13-year-
olds are generally novices at smoking
and that smoking can make one
cough, if one is not used to it. Some
words are embedded in a single
knowledge domain, such as dbarma
oxjib. To understand dharma, one
must understand at least some basic
concepts associated with Hinduism or
Buddhism. To understand jib, one
must know something about sailing.
These words are so tied to their
knowledge domains that they cannot
be defined outside of them. (Some
people, e.g., Johnston, 1984, have
used vocabulary tests to measure do-
main knowledge.) Most words can be
used in multiple domains but have
distinct meanings within those do-
mains. The word obligation, for ex-
ample, has a series of related mean-
ings, depending on whether the obli-
gation is a moral one, or a payment
due on a loan, and so on. Anderson
and Nagy (1991) argue that words are
polysemous, containing groups of re-
lated meanings, rather than a single

fixed meaning. These

meanings have a family resem-
blance to each other. Consider the
word give in these different contexts
(Anderson & Nagy, 1991):

John gave Frank five dollars.
John gave Mary a kiss.

The doctor gave the child an
injection.

The orchestra gave a stunning
performance.

All of these involve some sort of
transmitting, with a giver, a recipient,
and something, tangible or intangible,
that is given. But the act of giving is
radically different in each case.

full and flexible knowledge of
aword involves an under-
standing of the core meaning

ofaword and how it changes in dif-

ferent contexts. To know a word, we
not only need to have definitional
knowledge, or knowledge of the logical
relationship into which a word enters,
such as the category or class to which
the word belongs (e.g., synonyms,
antonyms, etc.). This is information
similar to that included in a dictio-
nary definition. In addition, we also
need to understand how the word%
meaning adapts to different contexts.
I have called this contextual knowledge,
since it comes from exposure to a
word in context. This involves expo-
sure to the word in multiple contexts
from different perspectives. Children
exposed to words in multiple contexts,
even without instruction, can be pre-
sumed to learn more about those
words than students who see a word
in a single context (Nitsch, 1978;
Stahl, 1991). a

(Sidebar references begin on page 44)
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construction of inferences from utterances that are chock
full of unstated premises and unexplained allusions.

Irony, metaphor, and other literary devices require
background knowledge for their comprehension. Besides
filling out logical connections, there are other ways in which
relevant background knowledge is activated in reconstruct-
ing meaning from a text. One of the most immediately ob-
vious examples is irony, which, by definition, refrains from
explicitly stating its meaning. If it did so, it would cease to
be irony and become explicit statement. “He a bright boy.”
Is the statement straight, in which case he is thought to be
intelligent, or is it ironical, in which case he is thought to be
stupid? lIrony is subject to two contrary interpretations, the
straight and the ironical. To decide between these two possi-
bilities the reader has to activate relevant world knowledge
not stated in the sentence.

Another important illustration of the way in which back-
ground knowledge is activated in the process of compre-
hending language is metaphor—an almost omnipresent ele-
ment of speech. “Victory is sweet” is easily and quickly un-
derstood by students. So is “War is hell” or “Don* be a wet
blanket.” We know these cant be meant literally because we
know what is being referred to. Researchers have shown that
metaphors are often processed just as rapidly as literal mean-
ing—indicating that we are constantly activating back-
ground knowledge in comprehension. In part two of this ar-

ticle, I’ll show that this idea of taken-for-granted knowledge
is an important clue to the sort of instruction that can help
students improve their ability to comprehend written texts.

In recent years, efforts to improve reading have focused
on how best to teach decoding. And, of course, fluent de-
coding is an absolute prerequisite to comprehension. But we
can easily see from this quick summary of research that com-
prehension—the goal of decoding—won’t improve unless
we also pay serious attention to building our students’ word
and world knowledge.

Il. Rethinking the

Language Arts Curriculum

To improve reading, schools across the country have been
steadily increasing the amount of time allocated to language
arts. For example, in Baltimore, Chicago, and the entire
state of California, early-grade teachers are already expected
to devote 2 V2 hours a day to language arts. In an AFT poll,
80 percent of elementary teachers said their schools recom-
mended a language arts block of two hours or more each
day. (If the poll were limited to teachers in the lower ele-
mentary grades, the percentage might have been even
higher.) Even given the large challenge we face, this is a lot
of time— especially since its usually during the precious
morning hours. We need to use the time optimally. As we
shall see, we’re not. What’s happening in that time? Given

What domain knowledge is optimal?

f comprehension of a text depends
on vocabulary and domain knowl-
edge, teachers and program de-
signers still need to ask: W hat kinds
of vocabulary and domain knowledge
will most effectively advance the com-
prehension abilities of our students?
W hat content is optimal?

The most notable early attempt to
define this body of knowledge was
undertaken by Carleton Washburne
in the 1920s when he was superinten-
dent of schools in Winnetka, 111 Ac-
cording to E.D. Hirsch, Washburne
carried out “an exhaustive study of the
common allusions to persons and
places in periodical literature, recog-
nizing that in order to read intelli-
gently, a person must have familiarity
with these persons and places.” Once
Washburne learned what knowledge
was taken for granted in writing ad-
dressed to the literate general public,
he believed he had a practical basis for
determining some of the domains that
need to be taught in school.
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Sixty years later, not knowing of
Washburnes work, Hirsch and his col-
leagues conducted a similar review in
the 1980s. They conducted various
surveys— ofwritten materials (newspa-
pers, novels, magazines, etc.) and of
scholars and educators, to determine
what students should know by the end
of eighth grade to have a strong foun-
dation for understanding high school
material—and ultimately for partici-
pating in literate adult society. The re-
sult is a fascinating, systematic K-8
trip through the most critical domain
knowledge in the arts, history, science,
geography, math, and literature. By
the end, children have learned about
the pharaohs of ancient Egypt, the cul-
ture and castes of India, the world’ ge-
ography, the greatest of its art, and the
fundamentals of modern science.

In science, for example, the first-
grade sequence has children learning
about the human bodys skeletal, mus-
cular, and digestive systems; the solar
system and the rocks that make up the

earth; and an introduction to “the
shocking facts” of electricity. The sec-
ond-grade sequence builds on knowl-
edge of the body to introduce children
to cells, tissues, and organs—and to
learn more about the digestive system
(a topic of great fascination to second-
graders); builds on a basic understand-
ing of electricity to introduce the phys-
ical sciences; and uses students’ ac-
quaintance with the solar system to in-
troduce them to the remarkable world
of astronomy, including a first look at
the constellations and Galileo’s revolu-
tionary claim that the sun and planets
did not revolve around the earth.

The Core Knowledge K-8 sequence
is available from the Core Knowledge
Foundation. To order or read more
about the sequence, visit
www.coreknowledge.org/
CKproto2/bkstr/segnc.htm. A set of
seven books offering an elaboration
of the sequence for each grade K-6,
aimed at parents and teachers, is
available at bookstores. = —EDITOR
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Such knowledge could be conveyed
through read-alouds, well-conceived
vocabulary instruction, and a variety
of cumulative activities that
immerse children in word and
world knowledge.

what weVe just reviewed about reading comprehension, how
should it be used?

Start Early To Build Word and World Knowledge
As | mentioned above, the typical disadvantaged child enters
kindergarten knowing only halfas many words as the typical
advantaged child. Because of the Matthew Effect, it may
never be possible entirely to overcome this initial disadvan-
tage on a large scale: As we have seen, word-rich children
learn more vocabulary and content than word-poor children
from the very same language experiences. On the other
hand, intelligent remediation is possible, especially if we
start early by encouraging optimal vocabulary growth in
preschool and kindergarten. Acquiring word knowledge and
domain knowledge is a gradual and cumulative process.
Since early learning of words and things is the only way to
overcome early disadvantage, the argument for including
optimal content in language arts as early as possible seems
compelling.

There are strong theoretical and practical advantages to
teaching early decoding through simple “decodable texts”
that enable the child to progress rapidly in decoding skill.
But the top research in this area suggests that 40 minutes of
daily decoding instruction is plenty in first grade; and for
most second-graders, 20 minutes is ample.6That leaves be-
tween one and two hours daily (depending on the time allo-
cated to language arts) for activities that foster vocabulary,
domain knowledge, and fluency. Such knowledge could be
conveyed through read-alouds, well-conceived vocabulary
instruction, and a variety of cumulative activities that im-
merse children in word and world knowledge. But no pub-

SPRING 2003

lished basal program | have seen systematically pursues this
goal. Wasted opportunity abounds.

Build Oral Comprehension

and Background Knowledge

Thomas Sticht has shown that oral comprehension typically
places an upper limit on reading comprehension; if you
dont recognize and understand the word when you hear it,
you also won't be able to comprehend it when reading.T
This tells us something very important: Oral comprehension
generally needs to be developed in our youngest students if
we want them to be good readers.

From the earliest ages, reading is much more than decod-
ing. From the start, reading is also accessing and further ac-
quiring language knowledge and domain knowledge. This
means that instruction and practice in fluency of decoding
need to be accompanied by instruction and practice in vo-
cabulary and domain knowledge. If we want to raise later
achievement and avoid the fourth-grade slump, we need to
combine early instruction in the procedures of literacy with
early instruction in the content of literacy, specifically: vo-
cabulary, conventions of language, and knowledge of the
world.

In the earliest grades, before students can read substantive
texts on their own, this content will be best conveyed orally.
An important vehicle is teacher read-alouds, in which texts
selected for their interest, substance, and vocabulary are read
aloud to children and followed by discussion and lessons
that build childrens understanding of the ideas, topics, and
words in the story. As illustrated in “Lost Opportunity” on
page 24, most of the popular basal reading series include
read-alouds in their curriculum, but the content is almost al-
ways banal, and read-alouds are generally phased out in sec-
ond grade despite the fact that research has found that stu-
dents benefit from read-alouds until eighth grade.BFurther,
the basal series’ teacher guides instruct teachers to build
background knowledge, but usually on topics that are thor-
oughly ordinary, like pets, sharing, and even what spreads
taste best on toast!

Another problem is that the early grades language-arts
curriculum, both in terms of read-alouds and decoding
texts, is overwhelmingly devoted to fiction. Literature is a
very important domain of knowledge in its own right, but |
have seen no convincing challenge to the argument made by
Jeanne Chall, who wrote that we need to place a far greater
emphasis on nonfiction in early language-arts classes. This
emphasis is essential for children to learn the words and con-
cepts they need to understand newspapers, magazines, and
books addressed to the general public.® But the problem is
not just the disproportionate attention to fiction; in addi-
tion, the fiction that is offered is typically trivial in content
and simple in its language conventions. Fiction can build
knowledge and understanding of peoples, lands, times, and
ideas that are very important but totally unknown to chil-
dren. A fine example of such fiction is The Hole in the Dike,
included in one basal series. The famous legend acquaints
students with Holland, its geography, and the power of
water and the ingenious dike system that restrains it. But
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such fiction is the exception. Far more typical, especially be-
fore grades three and four, are stories based in the here and
now that address in pedestrian ways the “ideas” children al-
ready know about: school, friendship, families, and the like.

Don't Spend Excessive Time

Teaching Formal Comprehension Skills
A great deal of time in language arts is currently being spent
on teaching children formal comprehension strategies like
predicting, classifying, and looking for the main idea. (See
“Lost Opportunity” on page 24.) In most language-arts text-
books, these exercises persist throughout the year and over
many years. Every researcher believes that there is initial
value in practicing these comprehension strategies. They
teach children to construe a text in the same meaning-seek-
ing way that they already construe the oral speech of adults
and their peers. It helps children understand that the text,
like a person, is trying to communicate something. But after
an initial benefit, further conscious practice of these formal
skills is a waste of time, according to Barak Rosenshine, who
reviewed the research on the effects of using such methods.
Rosenshine found that spending six classes on teaching these
skills had the same effect on students’ reading comprehen-
sion as spending 25 classes on them. After a quick initial
bump, there’s a plateau or ceiling in the positive effects, and
little further benefit is derived.2

Rosenshines finding might have been predicted from the
rest of what we know about comprehension. Children have
been strategically inferring meaning from speech most of
their lives. (Remember: Every child can construe the infer-
ence implicit in “Shut up! I'm trying to read.”) Students
dont lack inferring techniques so much as they lack relevant
domain knowledge. So while its good to devote only a small
amount of time to explicitly teaching comprehension skills,
this does not mean that the skills will then be abandoned.
They will be activated in the course of becoming increas-
ingly familiar with the vocabulary and domain of what is
being read. The point of a comprehension strategy is to acti-
vate the student’ relevant knowledge in order to construct a
situation model. That’ great, but if the relevant prior
knowledge is lacking, conscious comprehension strategies
cannot activate it.

Systematically Build Word and World Knowledge
Lets consider why the current basals have failed to advance
reading comprehension scores. First of all, they have failed
significantly to advance students’ vocabulary. Vocabulary re-
searchers agree that to get a good start in learning the con-
notations of a word, a person needs multiple exposures to
the word in different contexts. Such exposure is not supplied
by a fragmented selection of reading in which topics leap
from a day at the beach to a trip to the vegetable section of
the supermarket.

That is the more superficial defect of current programs;
another goes deeper. With their very heavy orientation to
trivial literature, these programs do not take it upon them-
selves to enhance students’ general knowledge in any coher-
ent way. Wide vocabulary and broad knowledge go together.
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The point of a comprehension
strategy is to activate the students
relevant knowledge. Thats great,
but if the relevant prior knowledge
is lacking, conscious comprehension
strategies cannot activate it.

Language is not an isolated sphere of activity but our funda-
mental human instrument for dealing with the world. The
best way to expand students’ language is to expand their un-
derstanding of what language refers to. If we want students
to know the connotations of the word “apple,” the best in-
struction will include references to real apples—not just to
verbal associations like “sweet,” round,” and “crisp,” but to
the actual objects that unify those traits. An ideal language
program is a knowledge program. li is a program that an-
chors and consolidates word meaning in the students' minds
by virtue of their knowing what the words actually refer to.

The late Jeanne Chall was distressed at the nullity of the
world knowledge being conveyed to students by the helter-
skelter fictional sketches that did so little to enhance their
breadth of knowledge and their vocabulary. She pointed out
that world knowledge is an essential component of reading
comprehension, because every text takes for granted the
readers’ familiarity with a whole range of unspoken and un-
written facts about the cultural and natural worlds.

It is now well accepted that the chief cause of the achieve-
ment gap between socioeconomic groups is a language gap.
Much work on the subject of language and vocabulary ne-
glects a fundamental element of word acquisition that is so
basic as to be almost invisible: The relationship between lan-
guage and the world knowledge to which language refers is
extremely strong. In human beings, knowledge of a subject
is automatically accompanied by language use that repre-

(Continued on page 28)
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Oral Comprehension Sets the Ceiling
on Reading Comprehension

By Andrew Biemiller

0 succeed at reading, a child

must be able to identify or

“read” printed words and to un-
derstand the story or text composed of
those words. Both identifying words
and understanding text are critical to
reading success. For many children, in-
creasing reading and school success will
involve increasing oral language compe-
tence in the elementary years.

The main argument is as follows:

m During elementary school, a childs
maximum level of reading comprehen-
sion is determined by the child’ level of
listening comprehension.1

m Children differ markedly in the lan-
guage and especially the vocabulary
they have upon entering kindergarten.
Advanced children (75th percentile) are
about a “year” ahead of average chil-
dren, while delayed children (25th per-
centile) are about a year behind. (Bank-
son, 1977; Dunn & Dunn, 1982).

m Language continues to develop dur-
ing the primary years. However, the gap
between children with advanced language
and children with restricted language
groivs wider during the elementaryyears.
By grade 3, advanced childrens com-
prehension is equivalent to that of aver-
age children in grade 4, while slower-
progressing children are similar to aver-
age 2nd-graders or even younger chil-
dren. Some of this difference is at-
tributable to cumulative vocabulary
deficits in less advanced children.

m Current schoolpractices typically have
little effect on oral language development
during theprimary years.' Because the
level of language used is often limited
to what the children can read and write,

Andrew Biemiller isprofessor in the Insti-
tute of Child Study at the University of
Toronto and author of numerous articles
on how children develop language and lit-
eracy. This article is excerptedfrom Lan-
guage and Reading Success, a title in
From Reading Research to Practice: A
Series for Teachers, Brookline Books,
1999, (800-666-BOOK).
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there are few opportunities for language
development in primary classes.

m In the upper elementary grades, those
who enter 4th grade with significant vo-
cabulary deficits show increasingproblems
ivith reading comprehension, even if they
have good reading (word identification)
skills. The available evidence does not
suggest a substantial “caiching-up” pro-
cess, but rather a continuing slippage
relative to those with average and
above-average achievement.

m Thus, early delays in oral language
come to be reflected in low levels of
reading comprehension, leading to low
levels of academic success. Ifwe are to
increase children’ ability to profit from
education, we will have to enrich their
oral language development during the
early years of schooling. Although not
all differences in language are due to
differences in opportunity and learning,
schools could do much more than they do
now tofoster the language development o f
less-advantaged children and childrenfor
whom English is a second language.

he listening comprehension of
the average child begins to de-
velop around 12 months of age

prehend more complex oral stories, ex-
positions, etc., than the typical 1st-
grader. Broadly speaking, language can
only “grow” through interaction with
people and texts that introduce new vo-
cabulary, concepts, and language struc-
tures. In grades 1to 3, this growth can-
not result mainly from reading experi-
ences because most children are not
reading content that is as advanced as
their oral language. We often assume
that children’s reading experiences con-
tribute much to their increasing ability
to comprehend language (e.g., Nagy &
Herman, 1987; Sternberg, 1987).
However, for many children, most lan-
guage growth continues to come from
non-print sources (parents, peers,
teacher lectures, class discussions, tele-
vision, etc.) throughout the elementary
years. For many children, the skills nec-
essary for reading printed English re-
main too poor for them to read texts
that introduce new vocabulary and new
conceptual structures. The problem is
even more severe for struggling stu-
dents. For example, the listening vocab-
ulary level of a 25th percentile 6th-
grader is equivalent to that attained by
the 75th percentile 3rd-grader. The

and continues to grow long after gradme is true of reading comprehension

6. Reading comprehension typically be-
gins to develop in kindergarten or 1st
grade. At this point, the child’s level of
reading comprehension is obviously far
below her listening comprehension.
There is considerable evidence that for
the majority of children, comprehen-
sion of printed language continues to
lag behind comprehension of spoken
language well past 3rd grade (Sticht &
James, 1984). When a child can under-
stand language equally well whether pre-
sented in print or speech, the distinction
between Listening and reading compre-
hension ceases to be important. However,
a number of studies suggest that average
children dont reach the point of being
able to read what they could under-
stand if they heard it until around 7th
or 8th grade.3

Listening comprehension continues
to grow during the elementary years.
Thus the typical 3rd-grader can com-

measures.

Ifwe could improve the word identi-
fication skills of children at the 25th
percentile in reading comprehension,
we would get some improvement—up
to the child’s listening comprehension
level. But in many cases, we w'ould still
be looking at a child whose comprehen-
sion level is far below that of many
peers. To bring a child to grade-level lan-
guage comprehension means, ata mini-
mum, that the child must acquire and use
grade-level vocabulary plus some post-
grade-level vocabulary. Obviously, this
does not mean simply memorizing
more words, but rather coming to un-
derstand and use the words used by av-
erage children at that level. Knowledge
of this vocabulary will not guarantee
success, but lack of vocabulary knowl-
edge can ensure failure.

(Sidebar references/endnotes, page 44)
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BASAL READERS:

The Lost Opportunity
To Build the Knowledge
that Propels Comprehension

By Kate Walsh

E lementary reading textbooks are big business.
Publishers will spend tens of millions of dollars
to produce a reading program—and for good

reason. The nation’s school districts invest over a

billion dollars in reading textbooks everyyear.

As they compete for sales, these programs have
taken on many similar characteristics. They display a
lot of artwork to help children engage visually as they
learn to draw meaning from spoken and written
words, and they offer multiple teachers’ guides with
detailed lesson plans, classroom and homework activ-
ities, and related readings for faster and slower chil-
dren. Though some programs take different ap-
proaches to teaching decoding, with regard to their
pedagogy of comprehension, they are almost indistin-
guishable. Some use more stories or poems than oth-
ers; some call for teacher read-alouds more often—
but they all have the same basic components.

Unfortunately, a review of the five most widely
used basal reading programs reveals that none even
attempts the kind of sustained building of word and

Kate Walsh is theformer director o fLanguage Artsfor the Core
Knowledge Foundation. She has spent the pastfew years review-
ing and critiquing reading textbook series. For this article, Walsh
examined readingprogramsfrom five o fthe most ividely used
basal series: Harcourt Trophies, Houghton Mijflin Reading,
Macmillan McGraw-Hill Reading, Open Court Reading, and
Scott Foresman Reading. Her review was limited to the K-3 por-
tions o fthese programs andfocused on those components related
to increasing language and reading comprehension.
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domain knowledge that is essential for increased read-
ing comprehension—and for averting the fourth-
grade slump. In order to make the transition from
“learning to read” to “reading to learn” described by
Jeanne Chall, children must have a foundation of
broad vocabulary and world knowledge that includes
important domains and is built up over time. W ith-
out this knowledge, children may be able to sound
out the words in their textbooks, but will not be able
to extract adequate meaning from the text. Children
from mid- to high-income homes pick up much of
this word and world knowledge at home. But chil-
dren from low-income homes depend on their
schools— and, ultimately, on the reading series that
their schools decide to use. Beginning to emphasize
word and world knowledge in upper elementary
school is simply too late for these children.

In the photos and discussion over the next three
pages, three specific examples are provided to explain
how these programs miss opportunities to build word
and world knowledge: (1) they don* focus on system-
atically building essential knowledge and vocabulary
during teacher read-alouds and discussions aimed at
building background knowledge; (2) they waste time
by including many more lessons on formal reading
comprehension skills than researchers have found are
needed; and (3) by offering mostly incoherent, banal
themes, they miss opportunities to develop word and
world knowledge by offering and exploiting content-
rich themes.
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Basals Acknowledge the Need for Background Knowledge,

But Do Little To Build It

collection of simple stories with which children can prac-
tice their emerging decoding skills. In general, these stories

dont impart much word or domain knowledge— partly because
it is important not to interfere with practicing decoding skills.
There are a few fabulous examples of how such simple stories
can introduce tremendous world knowledge (for example, Open
Courts story titled Homes Across the World introduces children to
the world’ diverse geography and cultures with houses on stilts,
houses with thatch roofs, and much more)—but such stories are
rare.

Therefore, a critical way to build vocabulary
and world knowledge is through stories that
teachers read aloud and through the discus-
sions that follow. Most of the basals seem to
recognize this and suggest devoting time to
read-alouds. But the provided read-alouds
rarely introduce interesting vocabulary or
content; and, by second grade, they are typi-
cally not part of the daily (or even weekly)
schedule. (Harcourt Trophies is a notable
exception, providing almost daily teacher -
read-alouds with interesting vocabulary.) In
addition, teacher editions instruct teachers
to “build background knowledge” about
story content before reading the stories
(whether basal or read-aloud stories). But
most of the stories’ content deals with
slight topics grounded in the domestic
world of the modern American child, mak-
ing it unlikely that students’ horizons will be
broadened.

To increase students’word and world
knowledge, students must be exposed to more
rigorous content: Teacher read-alouds should
be roughly two grade levels above the stu-
dents, and students’ basal stories should ideally
develop the same bodies of knowledge that
have been introduced in the teacher read-
alouds. Moreover, significant chunks of time—
say 20 minutes daily—should be devoted to
discussion after each read-aloud. This allows
time to ensure that all students comprehend the
high-level read-alouds, explain new vocabulary,
and start using the new vocabulary and new ideas
and concepts.

I n the early grades, the heart of a reading basal is a
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read-alouds were all shortpoems or several-paragraph stories like those

above, containing very ordinary vocabulary. Only one story departed

from the simple world offamily andfriends and themes o fsharing,

playing, andfamily celebrations. Across several 1st- and 2nd-grade

basals, some topics on which teachers were asked to build background
knowledge were: what teddy bears look like; what makes grandmothers special;
and what could happen ifeveryone brought theirpets to school.
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Excessive Time Is Devoted
to Acquiring Formal
Comprehension Skills
Such as “Sequencing”

urrent reading programs, without excep-
‘ tion, view the teaching of reading com-

prehension largely as a set of formal skills
to be taught and practiced. None of the pro-
grams acknowledge the importance of building
broad, general student knowledge as the pri-
mary means by which to improve reading com-
prehension. Instead, beginning in kindergarten,
students are asked to rehearse skills such as se-
quencing, classifying, inferring, or finding the
main idea. Here are three typical Scope and

Sequence charts from basal teaching guides {right).
You can easily see that the same skills are practiced
year in and year out. For example, students in these
programs, and most others as well, practice the skill of
sequencing from kindergarten through grade 6 (or

even 8).

Although this illustration doesnt show how other
topics are addressed, it is critical to note that these and
other reading programs allocate as much or more actual

time to rehearsing comprehension skills than they
allocate to teaching any other element in their

language-arts program. Its not that time isnt spent in
an effort to strengthen comprehension, but that the
time is spent strictly on formal comprehension skills.

In reality, when children experi-
ence problems comprehending
text, it is more likely due to the
child’s lack of knowledge of the
subject matter. For example, a child
can make inferences about dinosaurs
because he happens to know a lot
about dinosaurs. The same child will
exhibit almost no such reasoning
about the Big Bang theory because he
lacks knowledge about it. The notion uow
that we can teach students a set of
skills that they will be able to apply to
new and unfamiliar texts or situations
is a process that cognitive psychologists
call “skills transference.” This is
regarded as an inordinately difficult task
for our brains to pull off and, therefore,
is not a practical educational goal. But it
is a goal set forward by every major read-
ing program on the market.
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The Themes Around which Basals s
Are Organized Are Typically

Contrived and Trite— s
and Do Little To Build Knowledge o

1V Misec-V

eveloping knowledge in a particular domain and be-
D |coming comfortable using its specialized vocabulary
depend on devoting time to selected topics—time in
which new ideas and concepts can be built and contemplated; w01 1tCcz
time to progress from introductory to more detailed texts; time oo '
to discuss new information and concepts; and time to repeat- . ence ¢ °nnoc(ions
edly hear and practice using the vocabulary of the domain in a ot 1 im__
variety of contexts. Teachers, who have long organized academic
content into units of study, knew this even before cognitive sci- * SnoerE, rtel)
entists began their studies of learning, memory, and expertise. t-:’w
All the popular basal series are organized around themes, but unfor- Ksmo _'_'r,J__
tunately, problems abound. Many of the themes are little more than
catch-all labels for stories that hardly relate. Many themes address only 1 TR (. I
utterly ordinary day-to-day knowledge and thus introduce only a min- )
imal amount of academic content and vocabulary that is new to stu- 2 if r
dents. Here are some actual themes for grades one and two pulled from three ]
widely used basal series: “Together Is Better,” “Being Me,” “Express Yourself,’
"Imagine That!” and “Keep Trying.” Themes like these will do little to enhance students
domain knowledge, vocabulary, and comprehension.
It is a rare theme that offers carefully selected and sequenced readings that build from basic information to detailed discus-
sion while systematically adding new vocabulary and repeating recently introduced vocabulary. In fact, none of the basals have
such awell-constructed theme in their kindergarten or first-grade programs.

G* MrandG®- -

e :

o, 2003

A Better Way To Build a Theme

One ofthe best examples o fa well-constructed theme is Open Courts ‘Fossils(Grade 2, Unit 4). Based on the theme overview
in this photo, you can see that students are going to learn a good bit aboutfossils, dinosaurs, and dinosaurfossils. By being
focused, the theme allows students to explore the two main, interrelated topics in-depth and builds many
opportunities to repeat related vocabulary in class. In addition tofossil and

dinosaur, words such as scientist, paleontologist,

imprint, extinct, bones,

and skeleton appear

frequently in the

selected readings. The

concept o fprehistory is

also well introduced, as

the readings state that

dinosaurs lived millions

and millions o fyear ago

several times before the

wordprehistoric is used.

But, unfortunately, only

one o fthe selections is a

teacher read-aloud, mean-

ing that the language is not

asadvancedas it could be i f

the readings did not have to

be at the secondgrade level.

SPRING 2003 AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS 27



Reading Comprehension
(Continued,from page 22)

sents that knowledge. It is this language/knowledge nexus
that establishes the key principle of a language arts curricu-
lum: A coherent and extended curriculum is the most effec-
tive vocabulary builder and the greatest contributor to in-
creased reading comprehension.

In the classroom, reading comprehension and vocabulary
are best served by spending extended time on reading and
listening to texts on the same topic and discussing the facts
and ideas in them. The number of classes spent on a topic
should be determined by the time needed to understand and
become familiar with the topic—and by grade level. In
kindergarten and first grade, students might listen to and
discuss single topics for just three classes. In fourth grade,
the immersion might last two weeks, and in later grades
longer. Needless to say, this principle applies to good fic-
tional stories as well as good nonfiction. These texts and
topics must be compelling enough that both the teacher and
the children want to talk about what they read, and deep
enough that there is enough reason to revisit the topic.

Such immersion in a topic not only improves reading and
develops vocabulary, it also develops writing skill. One of
the remarkable discoveries that | made over the many years
that | taught composition was how much my students’ writ-
ing improved when our class stuck to an interesting subject
over an extended period. The organization of their papers
got better. Their spelling improved. Their style improved.
Their ideas improved. Now | understand why: When the
mind becomes familiar with a subject, its limited resources
can begin to turn to other aspects of the writing task, just as
in reading. All aspects of a skill grow and develop as subject-
matter familiarity grows. So we Kkill several birds with one
stone when we teach skills by teaching stuff.

Moreover, there is evidence that by teaching solid content
in reading classes we increase students’ reading comprehen-
sion more effectively than by any other method. Some very
suggestive research conducted by John Guthrie and his col-
leagues shows that reading instruction that focuses on a co-
herent knowledge domain over an extended time not only
enhances students’ general vocabularies compared to a con-
trol group but also improves their general fluency and moti-
vation to read.2 This is exactly what we would predict from
what has been determined about the processes of reading
comprehension and vocabulary growth. For instance, take
the rule of thumb that you need to know 90 percent of the
words to comprehend a text. As exposure to the domain is
extended over time, the percentage of text words familiar to
the child will increase. This means that incidental word
learning of all the words of the text, both general words and
domain-specific words will be continually enhanced with ex-
tended immersion in a subject matter. At the same time,
general fluency will also be enhanced as the child becomes
more familiar with the domain. In short, the principle of
content immersion can make language-arts classes become
not just more interesting experiences for students but also
much more effective vehicles for enhancing their reading
and writing skills.
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World knowledge is an essential
component of reading
comprehension, because every text
takes for granted the readers’
familiarity with a whole range of
unspoken and unwritten facts about
the cultural and natural worlds.

The great sociologist James S. Coleman, after spending a ca-
reer examining the characteristics of effective schools and
programs, concluded that the most important feature of a
good school program is that it makes good academic use of
school time. The consistent theme of Coleman’s work had
been “equality of educational opportunity”—the title of his
monumental “Coleman Report” of 1966.2Making good use
of school time, he concluded, was the single most egalitarian
function the schools could perform, because for disadvan-
taged children, school time was the only academic-learning
time, whereas advantaged students learned a lot outside of
school. The main conclusion that people gleaned from
Colemans work was that social advantage counted for more
in academic results than schooling did—as schools were
then constituted. But there was a second, much more hope-
ful finding in the Coleman Report that Coleman himself
pursued in his later career—the inherently egalitarian and
compensatory character of a really good school program. A
poor program adversely affects low-income students more
than middle-income students who are less dependent on the
school in gaining knowledge. By contrast, a good program is
inherently compensatory because it has a bigger effect on
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low-income than middle-income students. This is because
low-income students have more to learn—and in an effec-
tive program they begin to catch up.

A good, effective language-arts program that is focused on
general knowledge and makes effective use of school time
will not only raise reading achievement for all students, it
will, by virtue of the Coleman principle, narrow the reading
gap—and the achievement gap— between groups.
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the Great VVoid

Why We Should Bring Nonfiction
into the Early-Gmde Classroom

By Nell K. Duke, V. Susan Bennett-Armistead, and Ebony M. Roberts

ata from several different sources converge on the

point that informational text is scarce in primary-

grade classrooms. One such source of data is the
analyses of the text genres represented in basal reading series.
The proportions we found reported in studies within the
last two decades ranged from a high of 33.8 percent factual
articles in eight basal reading series for grade 2 (Schmidt,
Caul, Byers, & Buchman, 1984) to a low of 12 percent non-
fiction in five basal reading series for grade 1 (Hoffman et
al., 1994). In the most recent analysis of which we are
aware, Moss and Newton (1998) examined six grade-2 basal
reading series, copyright 1995 to 1997. They found a mean
of 16 percent of selections that could be classified as infor-
mational literature.

One study (Flood & Lapp, 1986) examined the presence
of expository text in three standardized reading tests, as well
as in the tests and materials from basal reading programs (K-
6). Flood and Lapp (1986) found that 38 percent of the se-
lections in the standardized reading tests were expository

Nell K. Duke is assistantprofessor o fteacher education and learn-
ing technology and culture at Michigan State University.
V. Susan Bennett-Armistead is a doctoral candidate at Michigan
State University and Literacy consultant to several urban early
childhoodprograms. Ebony M. Roberts is operations managerfor
Black Star Educational Management, LLC in Detroit, Michi-
gan. This article is adapted with permission from ‘Bridging the
Gap between Learning to Read and Reading to Learn”in Liter-
acy and Young Children, edited by Diane M. Barone and Lesley
Mandel Morrow\ Guilford Press, 2003, a version ofDuke, N.K.,
Bennett-Armistead, S., & Roberts, E.M. (2002), ‘Incorporating
informational text in the primary grades, ”in C.M. Rotter (eds.)
Comprehensive reading instruction across grade levels: A col-
lection of papers from the Reading Research 2001 Confer-
ence. Newark, Dei: International ReadingAssociation.
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(not reported by grade level), as compared with 16 percent
of the selections in the basal readers and 38 percent of the
selections in basal tests. The authors note the considerable
discontinuity between the genres included in the basal read-
ers themselves and the genres included in the tests children
will take.

Another source of data regarding the scarcity of informa-
tional text in the primary grades are surveys about the pres-
ence or absence of informational text in primary-grade class-
rooms. In a recent survey of 126 primary-grade teachers,
Yopp and Yopp (2000) found that only 14 percent of mate-
rials that primary-grade teachers reported reading aloud on a
given day were informational. A survey of 83 primary-grade
teachers conducted by Pressley, Rankin, and Yokoi (1996)
indicated that only 6 percent of material read throughout
the school day (not only read aloud) was expository. No-
tably, the latter sample was composed particularly of pri-
mary-grade teachers nominated by language-arts supervisors
as the most effective in their jurisdictions. It is possible that
such teachers use more or less expository text than a more
typical group of primary-grade teachers.

Direct classroom observation has also been used as a
source of data about the amount of informational text expe-
rience offered to children in early schooling. Kamberelis
(1998) observed all assigned and self-selected reading and
writing in three classrooms, one in each grade K-2, for a 4-
month period. He found that science reports/books were
read by the children far less often than stories and were also
far less often the genre of assigned classroom writing. In raw
terms, fewer than 20 science reports/books were used in lan-
guage-arts instruction in each classroom; fewer than 10 sci-
ence reports/books were assigned for writing. Duke (2000)
conducted an observational study of 20 first-grade class-
rooms in both low- and high-socioeconomic-status (SES)
school districts. The study revealed a scarcity of informa-
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tional text not only in classroom written language activities,
but also in classroom libraries and on classroom walls and
other surfaces. Informational text was particularly scarce in
classrooms in the low-SES school districts studied.

otably, evidence suggests that informational text has

not always been so scarce in primary-grade class-

rooms. On the contrary, analyses of reading materials
available to young children throughout the history of Ameri-
can literacy instruction indicate that at some points in time
informational text has enjoyed some prominence. The first
such period occurred at and around the birth of the nation in
1776. Until this time, children’s readers in this country con-
tained primarily religious selections. After the American Revo-
lution, readers included many selections intended to empha-
size national pride, unification, and citizenship. Some infor-
mational selections were included for the purpose of instruct-
ing children about their environment, affairs of the state, and
the workings ofthe new government (Smith, 1986).

W ith the rise of industrialism and the perceived link be-
tween education and worker productivity (Fifth Annual Re-
port, 1842), instructional materials included more informa-
tional text. By 1870, McGuffey readers not only offered
many childhood stories, but also included nature-based text
and histories (Venezky, 1982). An examination of a midcen-
tury reader, Wilsons School and Family series, shows a heavy
emphasis on informational text (Smith, 1986). Moralistic,
character-building stories were also prevalent, but attention
to scientific study in particular is evident.

By the end of the 19th century, however, the tide turned
away from inclusion of informational texts in instructional
materials in reading. As part of a set of reforms intended to
prompt a return to classicism, Charles Eliot, then president
of Harvard University, called for the elimination of readers
in favor of real literature. Eliot argued that children should
be exposed to quality materials rather than watered-down
offerings in readers. This influence, more than any other,
shifted early reading materials toward narrative literature
and away from expository text. The desire to appeal to the
childs imagination became a driving force in textbook pub-
lishing (Venezky, 1982). By the 1920s, narrative, particularly
realistic narrative, held absolute dominance in materials for
reading instruction. Smiths (1986) analysis of 10 popular
primers published in the 1920s shows that more than 80
percent of the pages were devoted to realistic fictional narra-
tive; no pages were devoted to informational text.

Informational text never regained its foothold in emer-
gent reading instruction in the 20th century, although it did
enjoy fleeting periods of increased interest during this pe-
riod. The Activity Movement of the 1930s led to a signifi-
cant focus of attention on factual materials in some schools
(Smith, 1986); after the first World War there was a brief
emphasis on content reading throughout schooling
(Venezky, 1982); and between 1950 and 1962, the Develop-
mental Reading Series published by Bond and Fay broke
from its peers in including attention to a wide variety of
genres. But beyond limited exceptions such as these, infor-
mational text has remained rare in materials used for reading
instruction.
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t least three beliefs seem to underlie inattention to

informational text in primary-grade or other early-

childhood classrooms—that young children cannot
handle informational text, that young children do not like
informational text, and that young children should first
learn to read and then (at about fourth grade) read to learn.
In this section we demonstrate that none of these beliefs is
supported by available research in this area.

Unsupported Belief 1: Young Children

Cannot Handle Informational Text

The first unsupported belief is that young children cannot
handle informational text, that narrative genres are the pri-
mary, if not the only, means by which young children can
understand and communicate in the world around them.
This view has certainly been held by a number of researchers
and theorists (e.g., Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, &
Rosen, 1975; Egan, 1986, 1993; Moffett, 1968; Sawyer &
Watson, 1987). The extent to which it is held by classroom
teachers, publishers, or other groups has not been well docu-
mented, though it perhaps can be inferred by the textual
choices made by these groups.

We could locate no research to support the assertion that
young children are unable to handle informational text, nor
could we find evidence in support of the primacy of narra-
tive genres for young children. However, we located several
studies offering evidence that young children can learn from
and about informational text if given opportunities to inter-
act with such forms. In a landmark study in this area, Pap-
pas (1991a, 1991b, 1993) asked kindergarten-aged children,
on three occasions, to pretend to read information books
and storybooks that had been read to them immediately be-
fore. For both the informational books and the storybooks,
children pretend readings showed increasing similarity to
the books read to them in terms of a number of language
features. This suggested that the children were able to learn
about information book language, given exposure to infor-
mational texts.

In a related study, Duke and Kays (1998) asked kinder-
garten-aged children to pretend to read an unfamiliar infor-
mation book before and after a 3-month period of exposure
to other information books through teacher read-alouds.
Childrens pretend readings on the second occasion reflected
greater knowledge of several important features of informa-
tional text, such as the use of timeless-present-tense verb
constructions and generic noun structures (Firefightersfight
fires versus Thefirefighter isfighting afire). Again, these re-
sults suggest that young children can learn the language of
informational text and reflect that knowledge in a pretend-
reading context.

Some data from the Duke and Kays (1998) study and a
study by Moss (1997) suggest that young children can learn
content, as well as language, from informational texts. In the
Duke and Kays study, children reflected content knowledge
derived from informational texts in their journals. For exam-
ple, after hearing the book Potato (Watts, 1988) read aloud,
one child drew a detailed picture of a potato plant sprouting
and explained the process in some depth. After hearing the
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Informational text was particularly
scarce in classrooms in the
low-SES school districts studied.

book Earthworm (Soutter-Perrot, 1993), another

child drew a picture of earthworms, depicting the seg-
mented structure of their bodies. Characteristics of all-
terrain vehicles, facts about spiders and their prey, and dif-
ferent types of ocean animals are other examples of the con-
tent found in children’ journals following information book
read-alouds. In another study, Moss examined first-grade
children’ retellings of an informational text (Selsam, 1973)
read to them. Eighteen of the 20 first-graders she studied
produced retellings scoring 3 or higher (out of 5) on a modi-
fied version of the Richness of Retelling Scale (Irwin &
Mitchell, 1983). Again, young children appeared to learn
content from informational texts.
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Studies examining childrens discussions around informa-
tional text also suggest that they are capable of interacting
successfully with such texts. Hicks (1995) documented the
ways in which children in first grade participated in sophisti-
cated discussions of informational text in the context of a
classroom that included many texts in this genre. Oyler and
Barry (1996) showed how students in a first-grade classroom
initiated intertextual connections among information books
when given opportunity to do so.

Another source of data regarding young children’ ability
to interact with informational text is teachers’ own reports.
Several teachers have published accounts of using informa-
tional text in their early childhood classrooms (e.g., Dalton
& Mallett, 1995; Duthie, 1994, 1996; Fisher, 1994; Guil-
laume, 1998; Kamil & Lane, 1997a, 1997b; Read, 2001;
Smith 1992). Although these accounts differ substantially in
their scope and focus, all indicate that students were success-
ful with, and indeed benefited from, inclusion of informa-
tional text in the classroom.

Unsupported Belief2: Young Children
Do Not Like Informational Text,

or at Least Prefer Other Forms of Text
A second unsupported beliefthat may underlie inattention to
informational text in the early grades is that, whether or not
they can handle informational texts, young children do not
like them, or at least prefer other genres. One piece of evi-
dence indicating that this belief exists was provided in a study
by Kletzien and Szabo (1998). As part of this study, the re-
searchers asked six teachers in grades 1 through 3 to predict
which text their students would prefer to read between forced
choices clearly reflective of informational and narrative gen-
res, such as “All About Soccer” (informational) and
“Chris Makes the Team” (narrative). The
teachers in the study predicted that their
students would prefer the narrative titles
much of the time, yet in actuality, the stu-
dents preferred the informational titles at
least half the time. Just how widespread this
belief is, however, is not well established in the

existing research literature.

Available evidence does not support the notion
that young children do not like informational text or
even that they prefer other text forms. In most cases,
available research simply is not relevant to the question.

For example, many of the studies on reading interests and
preferences have not included young (pre-K-2) children, and
many have investigated preferences for particular topics,
rather than genres (Monson & Sebesta, 1991). (Genre pref-
erences cannot be easily inferred from topic preferences—
books about animals, for example, can be narrative or infor-
mational in form.)

Of the studies that have investigated genre preferences
among pre-K-2 children, results are mixed. Robinson,
Larsen, Haupt, and Mohlman (1997) found that kinder-
garten and prekindergarten children chose modern and tra-
ditional fantasy narrative more often than informational text
when given the option of several different genres of text. But

AMERICAN FEDERATION OF TEACHERS 33



Kletzien and Szabo (1998) found that grades 1-3 children
preferred information books at least as often as narratives,
with boys generally choosing information books more often
than girls. The variation in these and other studies of read-
ing preferences may be explained by a host of factors, in-
cluding differences in methodologies used, age of subjects,
consideration or lack of consideration of gender effects, sub-
jects’ familiarity or lack of familiarity with the texts assessed,
and so on (see Kletzien, 1999, for a review).

A study by Horowitz and Freeman (1995) suggests that
the ways in which texts are used in the classrooms studied
may have an impact on children’s attitudes toward them. In
their study, a second-grade class, in which discussion fol-
lowed a read-aloud, preferred an informational science book
to a narrative science book; in a second-grade class with no
discussion following the read-aloud, the narrative science
book was preferred.

Unsupported Belief 3: Young Children
Should First Learn To Read and Then (at
About Fourth Grade) Read To Learn

The two unsupported beliefs discussed previously may feed
into a third unsupported belief—that children must learn to
read before they can read to learn. To our knowledge, the
popular articulation of this belief derives from Jeanne
Chall’s (1983) classic work Stages ofReading Develop-

ment. (To read more about Chall’s stages, see the
sidebar on page 14.) However, the intent in Chall’s

work was more to describe the stages children go
through in reading development than to argue that

these are the stages children shoidd go through in

reading development. There may be an empirical

basis for describing stages of reading development as
such—at the time of Challs writing, as now, infor-
mational text was scarce among beginning reading
materials— but there is no empirical basis for saying that it
therefore should be such.

Research on what happens when more informational text is
included in primary-grade classrooms is beginning to emerge.
A study in first-grade classrooms in low-SES school districts in-
dicates that there are benefits— even as early as the end of first
grade—to including more informational text in classroom ac-
tivities and the classroom environment (Duke, Martineau,
Frank, & Bennett-Armistead, 2003). Children in classrooms
with more informational text had the same levels of overall
reading and writing achievement as children in comparison
classrooms and were better writers of informational text. These
students also did not show the decline in attitudes toward
recreational reading that was found among students in the
comparison classrooms. Moreover, children in the classrooms
with more informational text who entered first grade with low
sound-letter knowledge had higher reading comprehension
and writing achievement by the end of first grade than compa-
rable children in the other classrooms. Overall then, including
more informational text in first-grade classrooms had positive
effects on reading and writing achievement, as well as motiva-
tion for at least some groups of students, and no negative ef-
fects for any group by the end of first grade.
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Some children have interest in
informational texts. For those
children, the presence of
informational text in the classroom
may be motivating.

he most obvious argument for greater attention to

informational text in the early grades is that it will

make children better readers and writers of informa-

tional text (e.g. Christie, 1984, 1987). Fundamental
argument is the supposition that more and earlier exposure
to informational text will result in greater abilities to read
and write informational text (Duke, 2000). Studies in which
children’s knowledge of informational text has appeared to
develop following exposure (e.g., Duke & Kays, 1998; Pap-
pas, 1993) seem to support this supposition, as do general
patterns in which children seem to read and write better
those forms of text to which they have had ongoing expo-
sure (e.g., Kamberelis, 1998; Purcell-Gates, 1988; Purcell-
Gates, Mcintyre, & Freppon, 1995). Sometimes cited along
with this argument are statistics on American students’ rela-
tively poor informational reading and writing abilities, cou-
pled with the relatively important role of informational lit-
eracies in American society (e.g., Duke, 1999; Moss,
Leone, & DiPillo, 1997).
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A cluster of arguments for greater attention to informa-
tional text focuses on other types of knowledge and skills
that may help to develop content-area knowledge, vocabu-
lary, and comprehension (e.g., Dreher, 2000; Guillaume,
1998). In regard to content-area knowledge, there is some
limited evidence that young children can learn about the
world around them through informational texts. Certainly
among older children there is a relationship between in-
formational reading and writing abilities and content-area
achievement (e.g., Bernhardt, Destino, Kamil, & Ro-
driguez-Munoz, 1995). Specialized vocabulary is a key
feature of informational text (e.g., Duke & Kays, 1998),
and there is evidence that even young children do learn
vocabulary from text, including text read out loud (e.g.,
Elley, 1989). Studies showing that teachers and/or parents
attend more to vocabulary and comprehension when in-
teracting with children around informational texts seems
to reinforce the claim that informational text has vocabu-
lary-building potential, and they also raise the possibility
that general comprehension skills may be further devel-
oped through these texts (Lennox, 1995; Pellegrini, Perl-
mutter, Galda, & Brody, 1990; Smolkin & Donovan,
2000).

Taking the skill-building arguments one step further are
those who suggest that greater attention to informational text
early on may indeed buttress overall literacy development.
The datum most often cited in support of this argument
comes from results of the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP). Results showed that fourth-grade children
who report reading storybooks, magazines, and nonfiction
had, on average, higher reading achievement than children
who reported reading only two of these types, who in turn
had higher achievement than children who reported reading
only one. The interpretation (e.g., Dreher, 1998/1999) is that
reading a greater variety of texts may make one a better overall
reader or writer (note, however, that it is not possible to estab-
lish causality on the basis of these data).

A number of mechanisms have been suggested by which
informational text may support overall literacy development.
One relates to the notion discussed previously, that informa-
tional text may build background knowledge, vocabulary,
and comprehension skills, which may, in turn, support read-
ing of all kinds. A second relates to interest. It appears that
at least some children have high levels of interest in informa-
tional texts or topics addressed therein. For those children,
the presence of informational text in the classroom may be
motivating. That motivation, in turn, may encourage chil-
dren to read more or to read more productively (e.g.,
Caswell & Duke, 1998). A third possible mechanism by
which informational text may support overall literacy devel-
opment relates to home literacies. Informational text is read
widely outside of schools (Venezky, 1982). The presence of
informational text in early schooling may help children
make links between home and school literacies and develop
a more comprehensive understanding of what counts as lit-
eracy (see Duke, in press, for further discussion). This may
be particularly important for children from homes in which
narrative reading or writing is not common (e.g., Caswell &
Duke, 1998). O
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Taking Delight
In Words

Using Oral Language To Build
Young Childrens Vocabularies

By Isabel L. Beck, Margaret G. McKeown, and Linda Kucan

he following exchange occurred in a first-grade class-
room in February:

JASON: Is this going to be an ordinary day?

Ms. H:  What would make it ordinary?

JASON: If we like did the same old thing.

Ms. H:  What might make it not ordinary, make it excep-
tional?

JASON: If you gave us prizes for being good— 1 mean ex-

ceptional and mature.

All of the children in this class of more than 20 students had
been having difficulty learning to read, and many of them
came from poverty backgrounds. In January, these children
were brought together for most of the morning for intensive
literacy instruction with a gifted teacher. The teacher had
two major goals for the children: (1) They would learn to
read; and (2) their listening and speaking vocabularies would
be enlarged and enriched. By February, it was not unusual to
hear the kind of conversation captured in the above example.

The purpose of this article is to explain some of the ways

Isabel 1. Beck is professor ofeducation in the Department of
Instruction and learning at the University ofPittsburgh and
senior scientist at the university$ Learning Research and Devel-
opment Center, where Margaret G. McKeown is a research sci-
entist. Linda Kucan is assistantprofessor in the Department of
Language, Reading and Exceptionalities at Appalachian State
University. The article is excerpted with permissionfrom Bring-
ing Words to Life: Robust Vocabulary Instruction, by Isabel
Beck, Margaret G. McKeown, and Linda Kucan, the Guilford
Press, New York, © 2002.
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that prekindergarten through elementary school teachers can
enhance the vocabulary development of young children. It
focuses on teaching words from texts that are read aloud to
children rather than read by children, and it presents activi-
ties that take into account the kind of support that young
children need to make sense of those words.

We start by noting where words for young childrens vo-
cabulary development do not come from—and that is from
the basal text materials that children are asked to read early
in the course of reading acquisition. This is because, given
beginning readers’ word identification limitations, the text
materials used in the early phases of learning to read should
comprise words children know from oral language, that is,
simple words like run and ball. As such, the early text mate-
rials are not good sources for adding new words to children’s
vocabulary repertoires. Emphatically, however, this does not
mean that adding to and enriching children’s vocabulary
repertoires should be put on hold, it only means that enrich-
ing young children’s vocabulary cannot be best developed
through the words in the materials that young children read
themselves.

Young children’ listening and speaking competence is in
advance of their reading and writing competence. That is,
they can understand much more sophisticated content pre-
sented in oral language than they can read independently. As
children are developing their reading and writing compe-
tence, we need to take advantage of their listening and
speaking competencies to enhance their vocabulary develop-
ment. We certainly must not hold back adding vocabulary
to children’ repertoires until their word recognition be-
comes adequate. Thus, a major source for identifying inter-
esting words are the delightful trade books that are read to
children, and we will turn to them in a moment.

But its important to note that the ideas in the little sto-
ries young children read on their own can still be a useful re-
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source. Though the words in the stories are not appropriate
for enriching children’ vocabularies, some of the ideas in the
simplest stories can be characterized by sophisticated words.
Thus, after a simple story has been read from a basal, the
teacher can describe a character or incident with an interest-
ing word. Consider for example, a story in a first-grade basal
in which some children make cookies. The story is mostly
built around pictures, with the vocabulary limited to some
childrens names and words such as pass, pat, pan, and cook-
ies. The story ends with the children eating the cookies and
saying, “Mmmm. Good!”

The teacher could remind the children that after the char-
acters in the story ate the cookies they said, “Mmmm.
Good!” and explain that another way to say that is that the
characters thought the cookies were scrumptious. She could
explain the word further by saying that when something is
scrumptious, it tastes great. Scrumptious lends itselfto a vari-
ety of other interactions that children could have with the
word. They could be asked to think of foods that they think
are scrumptious, as well as suggesting foods that they do not
think are scrumptious. The notion could go further with
asking the children what would be scrumptious to a mouse?
To a cat?

The teacher could also mention that in the story the chil-
dren ate up all the cookies really quickly, explaining that an-
other way to say that is that they devoured the cookies. The
children could be asked to suggest foods that they would de-
vour. Even further the teacher might suggest that the reason
the children devoured the food is that they were famished.
So, even though the stories that young readers read do not
offer words to teach, the stories are still a resource for the
teacher to use in generating target words for vocabulary
development.

s mentioned earlier, trade books that are read aloud

to children are excellent sources of sophisticated

words, and in recent work, we have been able to use
them to advantage. Specifically, several years ago, we initi-
ated Text Talk, a research and development project aimed at
capturing the benefits of read-alouds. Text Talk has two
main goals. One goal is to enhance comprehension through
interspersed open questions that asked children to consider
the ideas in the story, talk about them, and make connec-
tions among them as the story moves along. The second
goal is to enhance vocabulary development, which is our
focus in this article.

For Text Talk, we identified 80 children’ trade books, and
for each one, we selected about three words per story for di-
rect teaching following the reading of the story. Several is-
sues about the books and words need to be emphasized.
First, although we think all the books are good children’
books, there is nothing exclusive about the books we used.
That is, there are many other books that could have be cho-
sen. Second, although we selected an average of three words
per book, we could have selected more. We considered issues
of instructional time and the rate at which books were being
read to children, which was one or two a week. As such, we
thought that about three words per book was a reasonable

38AMERICAN EDUCATOR

number. However, there are many other approaches to de-
termining the number of words taught. For example, if
fewer books are read to children, more words from each
book might well be identified for instruction.

And, though we only targeted three words per book for
substantial vocabulary work, each of the books used has a
wide and interesting vocabulary beyond these three words.
Regular read-alouds from these books allow children to be
generally and continually exposed to lovely and delightful
words.

Sequenced Activities for Teaching Words
to Young Children

In our Text Talk project, direct instruction in vocabulary oc-
curs after a story has been read, discussed, and wrapped up.
This provides a strong context with which to begin the
word-meaning introduction. But note that in cases where we
thought that a word was needed for story comprehension,
we suggested that the teacher stop and briefly explain the
word during reading.

Let’s consider the vocabulary instruction for A Pocketfor
Corduroy, a story about a teddy bear (Corduroy) who spends
the night at a laundromat. Our targeted words were reluc-
tant, drowsy, and desperately.

As an example of the kinds of instructional suggestions
provided to teachers, consider the following activities for re-
luctant:

Teacher: In the story, Lisa was reluctant to leave the laun-
dromat without Corduroy. Reluctant means you
are not sure you want to do something. Say the
word with me.

Someone might be reluctant to eat a food that
he or she never had before, or someone might be
reluctant to ride a roller-coaster because it looks
scary.

Tell about something you would be reluctant
to do. Try to use reluctant when you tell about
it. You could start by saying something like “I
would be reluctant to

W hat’ the word weVe been talking about?

Note how the instruction for reluctant was, presented:

m First, the word was contextualized for its role in the story.
(In the story, Lisa was reluctant to leave the laundromat
without Corduroy.)

m The children were asked to repeat the word so that they
could create a phonological representation of the word.
(Say the word with me.)

m Next, the meaning of the word was explained using what
we call “student-friendly” definitions— that is, a definition
that characterizes the word and explains its meaning in ev-
eryday language. (Reluctant means you are not sure you
want to do something.)

m Examples in contexts other than the one used in the story
were provided. (Someone might be reluctant to eat a food
that they never had before, or someone might be reluctant
to ride a roller-coaster because it looks scary.)

m Children interacted with examples of the word’s use or
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Trade books that are read aloud
to children are excellent sources
of sophisticated words.

provided their own examples. (Tell about something you
would be reluctant to do. Try to use reluctant when you
tell about it. You could start by saying something like “I
would be reluctant to )

mFinally, children said the word again to reinforce its
phonological representation. (What’s the word weVve been
talking about?)

Vocabulary instruction in Text Talk always began with the
context from the story because it provided a situation that
was already familiar to children and provided a rich example
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of the word’s use. However, it is important to move beyond
this context in providing and eliciting examples of the
words use. This is not only because multiple contexts are
needed for learners to construct a meaningful and memo-
rable representation of the word. It is also important because
young children have a very strong tendency to limit a word’
use to the context in which it was initially presented.

Consider the following exchange, which took place when
a class of kindergarten children were asked to talk about
something they might be reluctant to do:

CHILD 1: | would be reluctant to leave my teddy bear in
the laundromat.

TEACHER: Well, that’s just like what Lisa did in the story.
Try to think about something you might be re-
luctant to do that is not like Lisa.

I would be reluctant to leave my teddy bear in
the supermarket.

Okay, that’s a little different than what Lisa was
reluctant to do, but try to think of something
that you would be reluctant to do that is very
different than what Lisa was reluctant to do.

I would be reluctant to leave my drums at my
friend’ house.

TEACHER: That’s pretty different from what Lisa was reluc-
tant to do, but can we think of something that
you would be reluctant to do that isnt about
leaving something somewhere?

I would be reluctant to change a baby’ diaper!

Child 2:

TEACHER:

CHILD 3:

CHILD 3:

Two of us were present when that exchange occurred, and
we both agreed that because of the diaper example, most of
the children in that class would remember the meaning of
reluctant with ease!

Lets consider several of these component parts in more
detail:

Student Friendly Definitions
Below we provide some examples of target words we chose
from trade books and the kind of language we used
to develop student-friendly definitions for young
children:

IIf something is dazzling, that means that it’s so
bright that you can hardly look at it. After lots of
long, gloomy winter days, sunshine on a sunny
day might seem dazzling.
m Strange describes something different from what you
are used to seeing or hearing.
Exhausted means feeling so tired that you can hardly
move.

m When people are amusing, they are usually funny or they
make you happy to watch them. A clown at a circus is
amusing.

m \When someone is a nuisance, he or she is bothering you.

Note that some of the definitions have an example embed-
ded in them. For some words it is particularly hard to de-
scribe their meaning in general terms to young children

(Continued onpage 41)
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Teacher Responses that
Further Build Word Knowledge

n important element for developing childrens under-
standing of word meanings is the teacher’ reinforce-
ent of those nascent understandings. Especially for

young children it is important that the teacher give voice to
the elements of developing word meaning that may be diffi-
cult for children to express on their own. And it is equally
important that the teacher reveal aspects of word meaning
that may not be readily apparent tc young learners. No mat-
ter how well planned a lesson may be, a major part of all
teaching is that combination of thoughtfulness and improvi-
sational skill that allows a teacher to respond productively to
childrens comments. In this section, we provide some of the
ways teachers responded to what children said to enhance
childrens understanding as well to encourage them to re-
spond to comments offered by their peers.

Reinforcing Connections Between Words and Meanings
When children contribute examples, it is important to ac-
knowledge the appropriateness of the example and to show
how it connects to elements of the words meaning. For
example:

TEACHER: W ho can tell about something that would be
absurd?

CHILD: A rock that can walk.

TEACHER: A rock that can walk would really be absurd,
because that doesnt make any sense at all!

TEACHER: W hat is something you mightgaze at on a hot
day?

CHILD: 1d gaze at a swimming pool.

TEACHER:  Okay. Ifitsahot day you might gaze at that

swimming pool, because what would you really
want to do?

Adding to Childrens Network of Related Words

Asking children how a new word relates to words they al-
ready know helps them understand how words fit into their
previous knowledge and gives them ideas of how they can
use the new word. For example:

Teacher: When you’re exhausted you’re really tired, tell

us how it feels?

Child: Sweaty.
Child: Like I want to lay down.
Child: Out of breath.

Teacher: Ifsomebody, isgrumpy, how are they acting,

what do they do?

Child: Mad.
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Child: Got a mean face.

Child: Being ugly.

Suggesting Ways to Apply the Word

Prompting children to think about situations in their lives
that relate to a new word increases the chances that children
will recall and use the word when appropriate circumstances
occur. Some examples follow:

TEACHER:  When you come in from recess, you could say,
“I'm exhausted. "W hen you climb the stairs,
you could say, “I'm exhausted.” When else
could you say you were exhausted?

Child: After riding my bike.

Child: When | stay up late.

Child: When | run to see who wins.

Teacher: | need to remind myselfto stop at the store on
the way home from school. Sometimes | re-
mind you to bring in your homework. When
are some times you might have to remind
someone to do something?

Child: Remind my mother to help me plant seeds to-
morrow.

Child: Remind my brother its my turn to say the

[TV] program to watch.

Involving Children in Responding to Peers’ Comments
In many cases, connections between childrens examples and
word meaning can be provided by the children themselves.
Prompting children to do this helps

them develop the kind of thinking

that promotes the building of

such connections. Having

other children play this

role also spreads

around the thinking

by getting several chil-

dren involved. And, further,

it makes it more likely that

children will attend to their peers’

examples if they know they might be

asked to comment on them. After a

child offers an example of how a word might be used, a
teacher might follow up by posing questions such as those
below, to elicit comments from other students:

I Does what Jack just told us about sound festive to you?

IWhat do you think of that— could a new bike be dazzling?

IWhat does it mean that Shana is reluctant to eat spinach?
— 1.B., M.M., anD L.K.
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It is very important to provide
examples of aword s use in
contexts beyond its use in the story.

given the limited vocabulary they have. That is, it can be
hard to make new words clearly differentiated through
words that are understandable to young children. Hence,
folding an example into the definition can help to clarify
and pinpoint the words meaning.

Uses of the Word Beyond the Story Context

Besides sometimes folding examples into an initial definition,
it is very important to provide examples of the word’ use in
contexts beyond its use in the story. Creating examples is not
always easy. We get started by thinking about places young
children are familiar with (e.g., school, home, park, street,
playground); things they do (e.g., eat, sleep, play, go to
school, watch TV); things they like and are interested in
(e.g., animals, food, clothing, toys, books, nature). Consider
the examples we developed for the words defined above:

m For dazzling-, a big diamond ring; teeth after getting them
cleaned at the dentist.

m For strange-, a dog that meows; a fish that barks.

m For exhausted: how someone probably feels after running a
long, long race, or after cleaning the house all day.

m For amusing-, watching animals play at the zoo; seeing
someone perform magic tricks.

m For nuisance: a baby brother or sister making a mess;
someone who keeps interrupting you when you are talk-

ing.
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Activities that Encourage Children
To Interact With Words

The final activity for each word provides situations in which
children have to interact with the target word, often by re-
sponding to and explaining examples as well as creating their
own examples. As you review the activities below, notice the
extent to which children will have to deal with the word}
meaning in order to complete the task.

Questions, Reasons, and Examples

m If you are walking around a dark room, you need to do it
cautiously. Why? W hat are some other things that need to
be done cautiously?

m What is something you could do to impress your teacher?
Why? W hat is something you could do that might impress
your mother?

m Which of these things might be extraordinary? Why or
why not?

— A shirt that was comfortable, or a shirt that washed it-
self?

—A flower that kept blooming all year, or a flower that
bloomed for three days?

— A person who has a library card, or a person who has
read all the books in the library?

Making Choices
m [f any of the things | say might be examples of people
clutching something, say “clutching.” If not, dont say any-
thing.
— Holding on tightly to a purse
— Holding a fistful of money
— Softly petting a cat’ fur
— Holding on to branches when climbing a tree
— Blowing bubbles and trying to catch them

m If any of the things | say would make someone look radi-
ant, say “Youd be radiant.” If not, dont say anything.
— Winning a million dollars
— Getting a hug from a favorite movie star
— Walking to the post office
— Cleaning your room
— Having the picture you painted hung up in the school
library

Using All the Words

The lesson concludes with a short activity in which all the
target words from the story are brought together. Each of
these activities is initiated with a statement like, “We've
talked about three words (words are specified). Lets think
about them some more.”

Relating Words

To develop a concluding activity; a good way to start is to see

whether there is anything about the words that is related. In

the case of reluctant, insisted, and drowsy, we noticed that each

word might be expressed through facial expressions, so that is

what was done. Sometimes more than one of the instructed
(Continued on page 45)
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Delight in Words
(Continuedfrom page 41)

words can be used in a sentence. For example, in the case of
prefer, ferocious, and budge, we would develop the following
question: Would you prefer to budge a sleeping lamb or afe-
rocious lion? Why? In the case ofpounce, sensible, and raucous,
we would ask children to choose between two words:

m [fyou get your clothes ready to wear to school before you
go to sleep, would that be sensible or raucous?

m If you and your friends were watching a funny TV show
together and began to laugh a lot, would you sound
pounce or raucous?

One Context for All the Words

Often, it is difficult to find relationships among the target
words. What can be done, though, is to use a single context.
For example, notice how the words immense, miserable, and
leisurely are used in the questions below:

m What would an immense plate of spaghetti look like?

mWhy might you feel miserable after eating all that
spaghetti?

m What would it look like to eat spaghetti in a leisurely way?

Same Format
One can bring some coherence to an activity by using the
same format for all three words. Several examples follow:

m If a dog was acting menacing, would you want to pet it or
move away? Why?

m If you wanted to see something exquisite, would you go to
a museum or a grocery store? Why?

m Is snarl something a fish might do or a lion might do?
Why?

Children Create Examples

In the last example above, the format asked the child to
make a choice and to explain the choice. The explanation is
the most important part, because it requires the child to ex-
plicitly think through how the word fits the choices in the
questions in order to express the relationship between the
example and the word. Another format we used to prompt
children’ thinking of how a word fits a context was to have
them create examples such as these:

m If there were an emergency at an amusement park, what
might have happened?

m [f you had a friend who watched TV all the time, how
might you coax him into getting some exercise?

The “Using Ail the Words” activities we created to con-
clude a Text Talk lesson were both a way to get another en-
counter with each word and a way to bring all the words to-
gether to begin the process of having them become a natural
part of the children% language rather than isolated, special-
ized items.

Maintaining Words

The vocabulary research strongly points to the need for fre-
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The vocabulary research strongly
points to the need for frequent
encounters with new words.

quent encounters with

new words if they are to

become a permanent part of

an individual’s vocabulary

repertoire. In Text Talk, target

words were placed on a bulletin board next to the cover of
the story from which they came. Tally marks were placed
next to words when they were mentioned by the teacher or
children. In this way, a class’s “favorite words” were identi-
fied. There are many variations of this notion, as well as
other ways to keep children thinking about and using target
words. Here are some that we observed in Text Talk class-
rooms.

Applying Previously Learned Words to New Stories

Both teachers and children often noticed when words they
had learned appeared in subsequent stories that were read.
But we also noticed occasions when a learned word did not
necessarily appear in a story but could be applied. In these
cases, teachers challenged children to apply vocabulary
words from past stories to the one being read. An example of
this situation occurred during a reading of Curious George
Goes to a Chocolate Factory (Rey & Rey, 1998). In that story,
George, the curious monkey, loves chocolate and nearly
causes disruption in a chocolate factory by trying to find his
favorite candy. But he ends up helping in an unintended
way, and he is rewarded with a free box of chocolates for his
efforts. The teacher asked the following questions that relate
words learned from previous stories to the Curious George
story:

m We learned some words in other stories that could fit here,
too. How about the word craving? How does that describe
something that happened in this story?

m Remember the word deserve? George got a box of choco-
lates as a present at the end. Do you think that he de-
served to get that? Why?

m Does anybody remember a word that George might use to
talk about the candy? Its a word we used to talk about the
things the wolf baked for the children in The Wolfs
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Chicken Stew (Kasza, 1987). He thought the candy was
[scrumptious].

Using Words in Reading and Writing Situations

Teachers developed a number of different ways to use the
words children were learning in various reading and writing
situations, including the following:

m Incorporating the words in the daily message. For exam-
ple: loday is Tuesday. It is a lovely day outside. The sun is
radiant. | insist that we work hard this morning so we can
all go outside at recess.

m Creating a dictionary with word meanings and sample
sentences.

m Encouraging children to use the words in their writing.

m Writing words on slips of paper and placing them into a
container and when there is some downtime in the day,
such as just before lunch, challenging children to create
sentences with that word.

* * %

eople who have large vocabularies tend to be in-
rigued with words. As such, a major impetus for
our work is our concern that school vocabulary in-
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which is to have students look up definitions in a dictio-
nary or glossary. Indeed, asking students to look up
words in the dictionary and use them in a sentence is a
stereotypical example of what students find uninteresting
in school.

Less than interesting instruction is not a problem merely
because we want students to enjoy classroom activities.
Rather, students need to develop an interest and awareness
in words beyond school assignments in order to adequately
build their vocabulary repertoires. Part of what needs to
occur is that students need to keep using words if they are
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has been our experience that students become interested and
enthusiastic about words when instruction is rich and lively,
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We hope that the strategies and activities described
above can help teachers bring delightful vocabulary in-
struction and a thorough delight in words to the children
they teach. O
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