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'Word Lists That Make Sense--And Those That Don't"

1 vish to begin by stating that I still hold the somewhat old-fashioned
conviction that written words are important 1n ruding I know it is more
fubionablo to be ccncarnod vith syatactic structures, semantic nuances and
phonological relationships as important planks i{n bridging the gap ftu printed
surface structure to the writer's or reader's desp structures. And I agres that
thcy are important. Yet vit}wu: words they are mesningless.

Syntactic otmcturu--pattcmcd diagraamed, fomliud or described--
are useless without words: The formula "Article + Subjoct + Mmxilisry +
Verb + Article + Direct Object" is of no uss to a M yatil the words, "The
boy can drive the car.' have been inurtod.

Similarly letter-sound correspondences, srrangements ani sequences, be
they labeled "rules," spelling petterns, dccodu;. patterns, (tqhdg bases, )
phonograms, graphonemes or whatever, have no utility except in the context of
vords. We msy ﬂoh to call vords worphemss or free morphemes or "voﬁi-lqth
units of meaning" (as one tast does) but, .however labeled, they are inescapably
. iqotgmt couponents of language, which, in ;b.fr vritten forms, must be dealt
vith by readers. - | *

With this brief statement of btu as an introduction, I wish to spend my
| r-uning d.nutu ducuuin; thtng- t!ut I think are importent (or uunort-t) ‘
| about 'otd-‘liltl. For many decades reading teachers snd resesrchers have been
compiling lists of words t!ny feel are useful for cnc puipou or another. Por
. example, c-oron (1), vhile at a smsll collége .in Wisconsin, tabulated the pro-
tntty of undcrgnduto students as overheard in domtoﬂ.u. lunnyo ud

equ tmtm. In mly:m bhis results, c-.mnutly cstc.oﬂ.ud such words
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.ccordingl to their derivatimm; sacrad, excretory or sexual. From a different

direction\ B{11 (6) compiled words found in best-selling comic books during

World War II. Davis (4) pfepared a list of what he termed "indispensible words"

(such as bus_stop, exit, toilet) common to evaryday environmant. Such lists
are no doubt 1nb¢re.51ng and may, in some cases, be useful to young ;udou.
Obviously there are many purposes for and potential uses of: vord lists.
‘re;chato of ‘.Enguab as a second langusgce may desire lists of words considered
important to th§ oral language development of non-English speaking children.
Researchers may require lists of CVC trigrams or tallys of hcmographs or
ho-ophonu.' Struggling textbook and tast authors mey wish for lists of pté-
turable words or words cowmmon td a pni’ticular discipline. Spéllin; reformers
like lists of words which demonstrate the pocullt:aritiu' of Bnglish spelling
vhile phonics advocates search for clusters of words that end in tch or ght or
contein the /3/ sound of o in medial position. | ‘
Our concern in this sympopium is with vocabularies for beginning reading.
Wwe auA;oking the question "vlu inds of vordo--that. is ___l_; vords-~ do we
consider tq»oftant for young childm to learn to read?” Certainly one's ?h!f-

losophy of what beginning reading should be determines the criteris believed

.to be importsnt. In fact it e possible to neatly categorise the msjor spproaches

t6 beginning reading and many commercially prodacod" reading geries according to
their beliefs about “first words"--the initial reading vocsbulary.

‘rhou smong us ‘who advocate organic -ruding. the language experience
approach, would bcucve that the first words to be read should de thon chosen
by children-~the vorda thoy want to leamn to roul ‘Those who believe {n the
importence of docoding m\uul resding vant to see “first words" which are

cmi-tcnt and patterned with regard to lottor-oound corrupanlcueu. rropoouu
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of what we might collectively call "a baessl reader" approach see the need for
teaching high-frequency words--those words children will likely run into over
and over again.

Kcustheless, many teschers of roading have, through the years, felt a
need for what may be called "a basic sight word list." Thet is, teschers
have d‘étged a list of words considered vitally important for their pupils to
know, rega;&leas of underlying reading phtlocopﬁy. And reading ruutcho‘rl
have strived t;\mt these needs. . In this decade alone many tore than one
hundred word lists-~sone very short and some very comprehensive--have appeared
in the literature. Ove( 3,000 7eferences are cited in the ruvised B M
of Vocabulary Studies by Dale. Razik and.l;etty (3). Some licts seem to have
been more soundly derived thﬁ\othetl. However, if ve look at the scores of
lists based on some sort of frequmfy count and look at, perhaps the cns hundred

or more most frequent words on esch \txst, most of the liste look a lot alike.
\

\
I wish to suggest to you fcur poatu\?: or canons, {f you will, which I
.\Iiot- and the subsequent teaching,

N
vriting and research related to thenm, AN

believe should guide the coustruction of wor

.
\,
\,

N . -
1. The first is that no word iist should be co“idcud sacred, universslly
useful or final. Langu.ge g.hangu. constantly and vew v\drﬁs enter a langiuge,, -
daily. ' T \

. \\
Some words mean one thing today and another thing tomorrow.: w. could

play a game we night call "Generation Gap." Jua: for a moment may I you

0

to write some uood.ati.ons. As 1 read a word to you, jot down a word or Qvo--

perhaps a synonyn or s definition--vhich the word btinss to =fhd. (pot...u}t...,

huvy...mllo...bag...plud;en...) We could play this game all dcy

-

O
-

&
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Just as some words change in meaning, others fade in usage. Words such
as shall, shaw, and gully, may have once been highly useful to learn, but are
much less so todey. A word list compiled i:'the 1920's may contain a number of
words which are relatively less important in the 1970's. Lists compiled today
will certainly need regular re-evaluation in the future.

2. Hyyéﬁcond canon of word list compilation is that such lists must be
based on the language of childfen. Unless initial reading vocabularies contain
words which are in the speaking and listening vocabularies of young children,
they raélly‘cannot be very meaningful. Pioneer work such as that dome by Horm
(7) in 1926, the International Kindergarten Union in 1928 (8), Rinsland (12) im
19&} and more recent works such as those by Murphy (11) i{n 1957, Wepman and
Haa# (14) and Sherk (13) are sCudie;_generated from the oral speech of young
Ihildren. Thece studies are quite massive, and bec!uae they prezent the words
gvung children from varicus milieu use, should certainly be valuable sources
Es;ﬂ;;npiling the usually shorter sight-word listé used in reading..

3. A third canon is that beginning word lists, in addition to containing
words known by children, should reflect the present-day world of printed American
English in all ifargenre. "By this I mean that the vast array of'genetal grinfed
ngtter>na well as'childreﬁ'a 11£;ratute shouli be a basic source of sight-word
vocabulary. Please note that I have'ggg included balai readers.

In oy ;;inién the dozens and dozens of studien‘coupiltns~uords £9und in |
basal reading ieiié; have been_the wmost unintéreotigg and the most unproductive
‘form of vocabulafy‘réseatch. Tbefe crevtvo:ﬁain ptoblens_vith such studies.

The reasoning behind them has often been illogical and cefoiinly ctrcullt. of
vhat use is it to comnile 1lists of 100’ vordo or 600 vords that are common to

4

. eight out of ten basic reading series? 1Is any child tnu;ht to read with this

IR
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wide array of basal seriea? ‘Only in thefwealthiest of school districts are more
than two or three series putchaeed, and then they are usually igtenAed for rather
discrete groups of’children.. 1 have nothing against teaching children ‘the new
vocabulary they v;ll encounter in their ré;ding book; I think it gq imperative,
and I am happy that most basal series are carefully comstructed to insure the
learning of their vocabularies--through a variety of techniquec; But it seems
senseless to teach a word simply because {t is found in six or eight contr;1§ed4
vocabu}ary baaai nériea.

There 18 & fufther ¢§1t1cism of vocabularies derived from basal series
and that 1s their inherent circularity lné stagnation. Some popular word lists
published 30 oi”ZBISr more years ago were derived from basic reading fcrlos then
in use. Because of their popularity, such lists became vocqbﬁlary sﬁurgeo'for
a new, generation of.text authors. Then_new lists were pulled ffo- the ﬁcw
basals, and Qo it goes. 1 would much rather see the dog vag the tail than the
tail wvag the dog. It seems to me reading 1hatructionnl‘intorials written for
childteﬁ should contain the words the-child will run into tinn and aéi;n in
children's booko‘and magazines andlihe'b:onder world of printed !;glioh nevs-
papers, books, magazines and. the like. |

We:knoﬁ that many chiléran read much more viaely than their school reading
books and 1t seems that many other children would read more if they knew the
words .used in non-school materials. I atgue‘thlt in addittiomn td:betnj taught
the words in the reading series in use in the cla:u:co-, childven should be

caught a vocabulaty of words :hey vill frcquently ‘encounter elsewhere. And,

- of courcc, there will be- ovatlap bntwccn the two.
Two recent otquniff;acilitnted by the use of eclputcr technolozy. hava

' /o
provided maooive lioto of words derived solely frcn tc:tbook. vkitten for
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children. Rerris and Jacobson (5) (1973) examined six basal resding series

from grades onevgo'aix,_and (commendably) also includad twq series each in
social studies, Englioh, math and acienc?. They preisnt a "coge" list of words .
fouad in at least three\ﬁf the six basal resding saries. The fecent computer-
aided c§qpilation by Carroll, Dsvies and Richman (2)-(1971) is more useful in
that it sampled magazines, novels, poetry and gen;tal non-fiction 16 addition

to basic textbooks. However, it covered only mAterials intended for children

_ in grades 3 through 9.

Three récent compilations prbvide very useful vocsbulary sources for
beginning word lists, 1 believe. They are: (l)'The Kuccta-?fancls (9) (1967)
study of 50,406 distinct words from more than' one millton running words found
in five hundred 2,000-word samples drawn {rom 15 different genres including
fiction. the sports page, etc. These words, garticulatlx the top 500 or 8o,
are the words most often found in printed American BEnglish. As such these top -
SOO or more words, garticularlz those that are also within the speakins«liateatus
vocubularlec of young children, would seem tmperativc words for taacheto and
reading textbook authors to q;ilize.

Another potentla}ly valuable source f?oq which basic sight words could be

" drawm to.the c&upilation presented by Moe (10) (1973) based on his computer

. analysis of one hﬁndr?d ten\fhildtgn‘n booka- -without ;onttoiled vocabhlariel-f
which were sward winners or ;Lener- u§ ia ouch céntcnto as the Caldccotc and
Book World Children's Spring Pebtival. ‘His 1ist of 200 high frequency vords
accounted for 612 of the:'more thAn 100~000 runnins words. As with the top :
Kucera-Francis 500, tbeog’wordn).ﬁ?uld be a valuablc source to teachers and

suthors. ' L
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Eighty popular children 8 ubrary books were computer- analyzed by Durr
) (IS) (1973) and of a total of more than 105,000 running wotda he pteoenta tbre
188 vords of hlghest frequency. B

1t seems that high frequency words from such studteo as those done by
Kucera-Francis, Moe an¢ Durr when they also occur dth high-frequency in the
oral lgnguage of children, as identiffed by such studies as those by~Murphy,
wépqan l;ld Hass, and Sherk, ought to be viewed as the currently most useful
works from which to prepare sight word lists for te;cheu‘ and ahthora.

4. A final po:lnt--teally a side issue that needn nhte attention than can
 be ‘given in our remaining minutes--concems the neanings ok worda found in word
lists. Too mny sight word lists contain only the printed- vbtd without de-
4scr1ption of its functiom or meaning. ' For example, ou Noe 8 riat ve see such
words as .an, saw, and head head uhile on Durr's we find like, ngl_:_;_ and run. . Using
run as an example, we do tnot know. if it equaten to fast jogsing a hole in a
otocld.ng, vater pouring from a “tap, an atten'pt to be elected, a:! baseball score,
or operating a business. U s’hould we advise teachers to check s I‘Yuctionary and
" teach the meaning listed first? ’Sho.hld we urge that all nean!.ngo for a vord be
taught? Or 'should we indicaite fhe usege which ve a;'e presumably saying is so
highly ‘frequent? "My back 1s in back of my chest and I rarely take back vhat
I've said about h-ow poorly he backs up his car.' - But to quick}y back off thio
inue 1 sinply suggest that as ve feed print into cowuterc ve, ahould addittcnally
provlde sufficient innttuctiona to the computer so that the reﬁulttng coupila-
tions tell us vhich vords we roally'ate advocating the use of.:

In aunnary, word lists have been around & long time, and 11 conelnue
-to -be. ' The use of computers "has greatly factlitatcd the ecase and accuragy of

——oe.

uotd tabulation--but the ults will only be as lnnguage-unective as the: ooutcu

Y
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from which they arve derived. Any list of basic sight words nct derived from

the language of children and high £requency‘ln genersl printed English or
children's literature ggiggg basal readers (with their controlled vocsbularies)
should be viewed suspiciously. Let's not put the cart before the horse. Let's
let tﬁe language of children and éhe world of printed Bnglish dlctaée the reading |

vocabularies to be learned by children and to be found in {nstructional reading

' %;atetials--rather than th~ reverse.
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