ED 314 711

CS 008 856

AUTHOR Marzano, Robert J.; Marzano, Jana S.

TIILE A Study of Basic Words in Elementary School
Textbooks.

INSTITUTION Mid-Continent Regional Educational Lab., RAurora,
CO.

SPONS AGENCY Office of Educational Research and luprovement (ED),
Washington, DC.

PUB DATE May 89

NOTE 14p.

PUB TYPE Reports - Research/Technical {143)

EDRS PRICE MF01/PCOl Plus Postage.

DESCRIPTORS *Basic Vocabulary; Elementary Education; Reading
Research; Reading Strategies; =Tex:tbook Content;
Textbook Researcl.; =Word Frequency; Word Lists

IDENTIFIERS Prefixes; SuffiXes; »Words

ABSTRACT

A study was conducted to answWer the question, "What
are the basic words in a list of words kindergarten through sixth
grade students will frequently encounter in their reading?" The study
was limited to the words the students would encounter in their
textbooks (including basals). A corpus of 7,230 words was then
analyzed by two raters to determine those that were basic. The major
finding was that out of 7,230 high frequency words, 5,084 were found
to be basic. The study "1lso indicated that there are identifiable
high frequency basic w.rds that can be used as a tool for classroom
instruction. Specifically, the 5,084 words identified in the study
appear quite frequently in the content-related materials students
will commonly encounter in their reading. The study of suffixes
indicates that instruction in their use might be most erfective if it
focused on those that change basic words to noun forms. It would also
appear useful to provide students with an awareness of the dynamics
of change along the concrete/abstract and specific/general
dimensions. (Three tables of data are included.) (MG)

EXXEXXXXZRRARRARRARRARARARR AR RRRRRARRRRRARARRARRARRRAAAARARXRRANRRRRARNRARRARRRRARNRRR

L Reproductions supplied by EDRS are the best that can be made ®
= from the original document. »
EEXXARREAZRRRARR R R AR RRRRRRRRARRRARRRRRRRRRAARRAXNRARRRRARRARARRARARRARRRARARRARRSR




A STUDY OF BASIC WORDS

IN ELEMENTARY SCHOOL TEXTBOOKS

Robert J. Marzano

Jana S. Marzano

Mid-continent Regional Educational Laboratory

May, 1989

U 3\. DE’WQ!NT“ EDUCATION
and i

EDUCATIONAI. RESQURCES INFORMATION
CENTER (ERIC)

O This documant has besn reproduced ss

. {
N

PR 0 ".“l L i 1 .
. i et .
RS SRR SR VY y r 2t t s R
PRI ot R S TS PO R S A AR T L AL T o

N
t

saalA A

recerved from the person or organization -

onginating it

O Minor changes have been made to mprove

reproduction qualty

. Pomudvmovopumomsmnmmlldocw
donolmmm/ropnumm iiss

OERT position or poicy




The concept of basic words has been of interest to educators for years, mainly
for rcasons of their assumed utility. Given that basic words are considered to be.
those from which other words are derived, a reasonable assumption has been that a
knowledge of the basic words in the English language will naturally lead to
increased facility at learning the other words in the language. Specifically, it has
been assumed that teaching students a small set of basic words would circumvent
the problem of the sheer numbers involved in tzaching students all words that they
will encounter in their reading (Becker, Dixon & Anderson-Inman, 1980).

One of the earliest attempts to identif y the tasic words in English was Ogden’s
(1932) ."basic English," ar 850-word lexicon from which all other English words
could be derived. Unfortunately, Ogden’s basic words were more like "primitive”
concepts that could be used to map the semantic features of words, than they were
like basic words from which other derived forms could be induced. Later, Dupuy
(1974) operationally defined a basic word as one that is included in four major
dictionaries, is not compound or hyphenated, a proper name, an abbreviation,
foreign, archaic, informal, technical, derived or variant. Based on a one percent
sampie from the four criterion dictionaries, he then estimated that there are 12,000
basic words in the English language.

Following the Dupuy criteria, Becker et al. (1980) then identified 8,109 basic
words from a list of 25,782 words drawn f rom an updated version of the
Thorndike & Lorge (1941) list. The intent of their study was to create a
vocabulary list that could be vused as an instructional tool. Presumably, a
knowledge of the 8,109 words on their list would allow one to infer the mearing of
the 25,782 (and perhaps more) words from which the list was derived. However,
Nagy and Anderson (1984) noted that Becker ct al’s usc of a morphological basis

for identifying basic words rendered their list impractical for educational




purposes. Specifically, although many words are related at a morphological level,
they were not be related closely enough semantically for the average language user
to make a connection. For example, animism and animosity were assigned the basic
word anima by Becker et al. Nagy and Anderson (1984) implied that the vast
majority of students would probably not know anima and, consequently, could not
use it to understand animosity.

The most recent study of basic words was that done by Nagy and Anderson
(1984). Using a corpus of written school English compiled by Carroll, Davies and
Kichman (1971), Nagy and Anderson estimated that there are 88,500 basic words
(that they refer to as "word families")—about seven times that estimated by Dupuy
(1974) for grades K through 12. Based on their estimate, Nagy and Anderson
asserted that any attempt to identify and subsequently teach basic words to K
through 12 students would be futiie by virtue of the sheer numbers involved.

Beck, McKeown and Omanson (1987), however, offered an alternative to the
Nagy and Anderson position. They explained that effective basic vocabulary
instruction does not have to include all words students will encounter in their
rcading, only those that are high frequency words and/or are important to the
understanding of specific content. They estimated that about half of the 28,500
word familics calculated by Nagy and Anderson would be encountered only about
once in an avid reader’s lifetime. Of the remaining 44,250, only about 15,000
would be encountered once or more in 10 million rur ning words. In short, Beck et
al. conceded the impossibility of teaching all basic words students will encounter
but argued for tcaching the basic words identif icd from a corpus of relatively high
frequency words.

Given the validity of the Beck et al. position, it would seem a useful endeavor
to identify the basic words from a corpus of words students will commonly

encounter in their reading. Consequently, this study sought to answer th= question,
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"What are the basic words in a list of words K through 6 students will frequently

encounter in their reading?”

METHOD
Corpus
The intent in selecting an initial corpus for study was to identify or construct
a set of words students frequently encounter from which basic words could be
identified. Beck ct al. (1987) estimated that there are 15,000 such words in grades
3 through 9. However, their estimate was based on the 86,741 word corpus of
Carroll, Davies and Richman (1971) that was drawn from a wide variety of

reading material students might encounter. That material included poetry, novels

and general nonfiction. Although these certainly represent types of materials
students might read, a more restricted corpus was identified for the present study.
Specifically, it was decided to limit the corpus to words students will encounter in
their textbooks (including basals). It was also decided to limit the study to grades
K through 6. This was done under the assumption that the words found in K
through 6 content materials are, for the most part, the higher frequency words in
the English language.

The initial corpus selected for study was the Basic Elementarv_Reading
Yocabulary (Harris & Jacobson, 1972). This text is based on 14 clementary school )
series (six basal series and two series each in the f ields of English, social studies,
math and science). The Harris & Jacobson corpus includes 7,613 words. Because it
is somewhat dated, the list was reviewed by 60 elementary school tcachers who: (1)
deleted words that were not frequently encountered in instructiona: situations, and

(2) added words that were commonly the focus of instruction. For addition of a B

new word in the corpus, a majority of the 60 teachers had to agree; similarly, a

majority of the 60 teachers had to agree for a word to be excluded from the list.




The addition and deletion of words from the corpus resulted in a final list of 7,230

words.

Procedure

The corpus of 7,220 words was then analyzed by two raters to determine those

that were basic. The following criteria were used in the identification of basic

words:

1.

Masculine forms of words were considered basic in cases where there were

masculine and feminine forms.

Basic Derived
duke duchess
prince princess

Singular forms of words were considered basic.

Basic Derived
man men
child children

Neuter or androgynous forms of words were considered basic in cases in

which there were neuter, masculine and feminine forms.

Basic Derived
cowhand cowboy
cowgirl

Foreign words were considered basic (e.g., kimono).

Fields of study were considered basic, whereas names of practitioners within

a field were considered derived.

Bagic Derived
science scientist

Cardinu! numerals were considered busic, whereas ordinal numeral; were

considered derived.

Basic Derived
ten tenth
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7. Names of places were considered basic (e.g., Seattle, Canada).

8. Phrases were considered basic (e.g., kind of , because of).

9. Mature foims of living things were considered basic, whercas forms

indicating developmental stages were considered derived.

Basic Derived
chicken chick

10. Technical terms were considered basic (e.g., cerebrum, cerebelium).
11.  All pronoun forms were considered basic (e.g., everyone, someone).

12, Uncontracted forms of contractions were considered basic.

Basic Derived
cannot can't

13. Infinitive forms of verbs were considered basic, whereas other forms were

considered derived.

Basic Derived
do doing

14.  All directions were considered basic (e.g., northwest, southeast).

15.  Specics types were considered basic (e.g., rattlesnake, redwood).

16. Words indicating dimcnsionality or location were considered basic (e.8.
widesprcad).

17. Compound words were considered basic (e.g., horseback, snowplow).

18.  Words formed by the addition of affixes to a root word were considered
derived (e.g., unhappy).

19.  Words that were not scmantically related to any other word were considered
basic.

20. Words indicating time were considered basic (e.g., noontime).

To some extent, these rules paralleled those established by Nagy and Anderson

(1984). Nagy and Anderson defined basic words us those that are semantically




opaque as opposed to semantically transparent. Semantically transparent words are
those whose meaning can be derived by a knowledge of some root plus an affix or
inflectional ending or, in the case of compound words, the meaning can be derived
from a knowledge of the component words. Semantically opaque words are those
that might be related to some other more basic word> morphologically,
ctymologically, or even semantically, but that relationship is so weak (opaque) that
the word could not be inferred by the average reader. Basic words, according to
Nagy and Anderson, also include those that are not rel.'ed etymologically,
morphologically, or semantically to another word.

In effect, Rules 1, 2, 4, 5, 10, 12, 13, 18 and 19 operationalize Nagy and
Anderson’s notions of semautic transparency versus opaqueness. Rules 3, 6, 7, 8, 9,
11, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 20 are either substantially different from the Nagy and
Anderson criteria or are not covered by their criteria. For example, Rules 3 and 8
were not specifically covered by their criteria. However, one can infer from the
description of their study that they probably utilized similar rules. The other rules
6, 7, 9, 11, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 20) appear contradictory to their criteria. For
example, numerals (Rule 6), proper names (Rule 7) and phrases (Rule 9) were not
considered in their orpus and, thus, could not be counted as basic in their
analysis. Rules Il, 14, 15, 16, 17 and 20, in the present study, automatically
designated certain words as basic, where Nagy and Anderson made word-by-word
decisions as to the semantic transparency versus opaqueness of words covered by
these rules. To illustrate, Nagy and Anderson analyzed ail compound words. In
this study, compounds covered by rules 1, 14, 15, 16 and 20 were considered basic
because of the perceived uniqueness of words in these categories. That is, the
raters judged words designating pronouns (e.8., everyone) as basic because it was
determincd that such words play a central function in the English language and

should, thercfore, reccive instructicnal attention (Rule 11). The same reasoning
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applied to directions (Rule 14), species types (Rule 15), dimension/direction words
(Rule 16), and words indicating time (Rule 20). All other compounds were
considered basic (Rule 17) primarily because of the low inter-rater reliability
within the study. Specifically, the inter-rater reliability for compound words not
covered by Rules 11, 14, 15, 16 and 20 was .47 for the two raters. Therefore, it
was concluded that compound words not covered by Rules 11, 14, 15, 16 and 20
represent a unique class of words and should therefore be considered basic.
RESULTS

The analysis of the 7,230-word corpus is reported in Tabie 1.

Table |
N
Corpus 7,230
Basic Words 5,084
Derived 2,254

As Table 1 indicates, 5,084 words of the 7,230-word corpus were identified as
basic, and 2,254 were identified as derived. (The basic and derived words in their
eatirety are reported in Murzano and Marzano, 1988.)

Additionally, 41 types of prefixes and 77 types of suffixes that transform
basic words to derived words were identified. The suffixes were further analyzed
in terms of the syntactic change they effected in the basic words to which they
were added. (Prefixes were not analyzed because they effect no change in the

syntactic form of the words to which they are applied.) Table 2 reports the results

of this analysis.




Table 2
Number of Suffixes Changing Basic Words of Specific Syntactic Forms to

Derived Words of Specific Syntactic Forms

Form of Derived Word

N Adj Adv A\’ TOTAL
N 17 12 3 32

Form of L
Basic Adj 15 1 16 R
Word "
Adv 1 1 -
“

\4 22 5 | 28 :

TOTAL 54 17 1 5 77 »

Table 2 indicates that the general direction of syntactic change was to nominal
forms. That is, suffixes added to basic words that were adjectives, adverbs, verbs,
and even other nouns commenly produced nominal forms for derived words. For
cxample, 17 of the 77 types of suffixes identified were added to basic words that
were nouns and transformed them into derived words that were also noun forms.
Fifteen of the 77 types of suffixes were added to basic words that were adjectives
and transformed them to derived words that were nouns, and so on. In all, 54 of
the 77 suffixes that were added t- basic forms generated derived words that were s
nouns.

The 77 suffixes were also analyzed in terms of the semantic changes they

B TR
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generated. The resuits of this analysis are reported in Table 3.




Table 3

Type of Semantic Change N
Makes general or abstract something specific or concrete 25
Makes specific or concrete something general or abstract 25
Changes case between objects, agents, instruments, benefactors 20
Changes degree or order 7

Tahle 3 indicaces that semantic changes in derived words created by the addition
of suffixes were evenly distributed over three types: (1) specific/concrete to
general/abstract, (2) general/abstract to specific/concrete, and (3) change from one
case to another (e.g., agent to object, instrument to agent, and 30 on).

If one considers 1 and 2 above as changes of the same type with different
directions, then Table 3 indicates that about 65% of the changes (50 of 77) were

ones involving the concrete/abstract and specific/general dimensions.

Discussio.

The major finding in this study was that out of 7,230 high frequency words,
5,084 were found to be basic. This supports the Nagy and Anderson (1984)
assertion that there are far more basic words in English than originally estimated
by Dupuy (1974). Even under Nagy and Anderson’s assumption that the
probability of a word being basic has a relatively high correlation with the
frequency of the word (i.c., there are more basic words that have a high frequency

of occurrence than there are basic words with a low frzquency of occurrence), this
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study indicates that the majority of words a student would encouater in school-
related material are basic.

However, this study also indicates that there are identifiable high frequency
basic words that can be used as a tool for classroom instruction. Specifically, the
5,084 words identified in this study appear quite frequently in the content-related
materials students will commonly enccunter in their reading,

Direct instruction in 5,084 basic words over an extended period of time (e.g.,
throughout grades K through 6) is not an insurmountakble task. Given that these
words occur with high frequency and that by virtue of the fact that they are basic
they provide access to other words, they would scem to be strong candidates for
dirsct instruction. Tlis is not to imply that all busic words should be taught, nor
that 21! students should receive direct instruction.  Specirically, given that
develcpmental readers learn the vast majority “f vocabulary words incidentally
from wide reading and that many of the high frequency words are learned
incidentally even by poorer readers (Nagy, 1988), one might conclude that: (1) only
students who are having difficulty with their reading development should receive
direct instruction in the basic words identified here, and (2) those students should
receive direct instruction only on those words that they have not already learned
incidentally. Ideally, then, poorer readers could be quickly screened as to which
words in the 5,084 corpus they were familiar with and receive instruction on these
with which they were not familiar. A strategy for teaching these unknown basic
words using semantic categories has been described by Marzano and Marzano
(1988).

Additionally, the study of suffixes ind*=ates thac instruction in their use might
be most effective if’ it focuses on t..ose that chtnge basic words to noun forms. In
effect, most concepts tended to be nominalized by the suffixes identified in this

study. An awareness, then, on the part of students of the characteristics of
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nominalizaiion might increase their understanding of many words they encounter.
From a semantic perspective, it would ulso appear useful to provide students with
an awareness of the dynamics of change along the concrete/abstract and
specific/general dimensions. That is, students’ understanding of ncw words they
encounter might be facilitated if students grasped the dynamics of scmantic

changes affected by suffixes on the abstract to concrete continuum and on the

general to specific continuum.
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