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Adapted from “What Words Are Worth Teaching?” This article appeared in Perspectives on 
Language and Literacy, Summer, 2015. (Permission for this adaptation has been granted.)

What has not changed?

V ocabulary is the largest determinant of comprehension of language. Teachers often ask: 
What words make up vocabulary for preschool, primary, and upper elementary school 

students? What words are likely to be needed? In this article, I will discuss ways of teaching 
and fostering needed vocabulary at the preschool, primary, and upper elementary and 
middle school grades.

The vocabulary needed to comprehend a specific text consists of knowledge of most of the 
words in that text. Some word meanings are learned earlier than others. Thus, if most of 
the words in a text are known by most children by age 5, that text would be considered 
appropriate to read to kindergartners, or to be read by beginning readers. Conversely, a text 
with a substantial number of words not understood by the majority of children in grade 2 
would not be appropriate for primary grade children to read independently. By kindergarten, 
the number of words known orally by children (i.e., vocabulary) is the strongest predictor 

D ue to both opportunity and aptitude, some children acquire more word meanings 
than other children. Even by the primary grades, a limited vocabulary predicts 

poor educational achievement throughout students’ public school careers. For children 
in need of more vocabulary, this white paper addresses the following questions. 
Roughly how many words do lower vocabulary children need to learn? What meanings 
ought to be taught directly? What word meanings ought to be introduced, but not 
necessarily taught? What meanings can be left to experience without instructional 
attention? How does this differ for pre-literate children, and literate students  
through grade 6?
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of their reading comprehension when they reach the upper elementary grades (Scarborough, 
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The Preschool Period 

These are not literate children—they cannot acquire new vocabulary through their own independent reading.

Important word meanings in the preschool period

M any of the words learned in the preschool years have perceptual (or “concrete”) meanings 
(things that can be pointed to or acted out). Deacon (1997) and Peirce (1903/1955) call 

these “indexical” meanings that relate words to nonverbal perceptions of objects, places, or events.4

However, young children also learn relational meanings from age 2 on. There are many function 
words that some children have learned by age 3 but many other children only learn later  
(Hart ad Risley, 1999). 

Among relational meanings are 

■■ function words specifying relationships including auxiliary verbs (could), conjunctions (both), 
prepositions and locations (after, instead, inside), pronouns (whose), and quantifiers and 
articles (all, enough, a); and

■■ other words involving relations including nouns such as aunt/niece or boss/worker, verbs such 
as balance or put, and modifiers such as big/small, good/bad and quickly/slowly.

These relational
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Priority relational meanings can often be illustrated as well, but the picture must include two or 
more objects or agents and a physical or temporal relationship. When not known, these relational 
words should be taught. Examples of relational function words acquired by some children in the 
primary grades include after, opposite, and or. Examples of other relational meanings known by 
some students by grade 2 are companion, to transfer, and slight (or small as in “slight delay”). In 
Words Worth Teaching, there were over 130 function words and 500 other relational meanings 
that ought to be taught sometime between kindergarten and grade 2. In addition, among words 
classified as “Easy”—known by grade 2—there are another 175 function words that may be 
needed by some children.

The priority symbolic meanings (non-picturable) are words that should often be taught (e.g., science, 
to divide, evidence). There are over 600 symbolic words known by most students by the end of grade 
2. In addition, there are some 700 symbolic meanings often known by some students by grade 2 but 
which may require attention in the primary grades (e.g., add, plan, history). These symbolic meanings 
may include “figurative” terms such as a time line, or lean on someone for support. 

How can acquiring word meanings be supported in the primary period?

P rimary children are still mainly preliterate. Until they become reasonably fluent at reading 
language in print, primary children can find unknown word meanings to be confusing. Children 

often do not know whether they have misread a familiar word or correctly read an unfamiliar word. 
If students are to consolidate their reading skills through practice, they should have reading texts 
with mostly familiar vocabulary or reading support, especially in kindergarten and first grade. In 
Open Court Reading, first readings of texts are done with the teacher, ensuring that children can 
identify each word. 

In the primary grades (kindergarten, grade 1, and grade 2), new word meanings will still mostly 
come from oral sources such as stories read to or with children, introductory demonstrations, 
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Reviewing word meanings after each reading with explanations, as well as providing an additional 
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Does reading, in itself, build vocabulary? To some extent, it does. However, we have found that 
some children seem to acquire a lot more vocabulary from added reading experience than others 
(Shany & Biemiller, 2009). Consequently, I emphasize increasing student awareness of unknown 
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