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Fluency	
From Latin vocabularium, ‘a list of words’ – from the root vox, meaning ‘voice’. We 
also get vocal, vocation and evocative from this root. 
 
There are two branches of vocabulary that are distinct from one another but which 
also overlap: 
 

1. Sight word vocabulary – the store of words that are instantly recognisable to a 
reader. i.e. all the words you can read automatically 

2. Lexical-semantic vocabulary – the store of word meanings that readers or 
listeners can immediately access upon reading or hearing them, i.e. all the 
words and word-parts (prefixes, suffixes etc.) that you can understand 

Does reading improve vocabulary? 
 
When phonological awareness and phonics are established, slow progress in reading 
can continue to exist due to deficits in vocabulary. This loops back to oral language 
development. 
 
Reading has important reciprocal effects for vocabulary. Vocabulary is built through 
reading, and reading proficiency increases through vocabulary knowledge. Figurative 
language, such as metaphor, simile, hyperbole and personification is not usually 
present in everyday speech. We turn to literature for this type of Tier 2 language.  
 
This point is agreed upon by reading scientists and practitioners on all sides of the 
reading debate. What many fail to notice, however, is that you cannot assert that 
reading builds vocabulary and then postulate that children should learn to read by 
guessing. 
 
Certain reading theorists claim that skilled readers make little or no use of phonic 
information, but prefer to guess words from context and sentence structure (Smith 
1971). The opposite has been shown to be true, i.e. good readers pay attention to 
letters and poor readers are far more reliant on guessing (Stanovich 1980). 
 
The same theorists also often state that reading leads to increased vocabulary. 
However, the proposition that good readers guess and that people build vocabulary 
through reading cannot be simultaneously true. Let’s break it down. 
 
IF good readers guess what the words are on the page with increasing efficiency… 
 
THEN they can only read words they already know… 
 
THEREFORE they can only add words to their vocabulary by hearing them. Not 
reading them.  
 
THEREFORE reading cannot possibly increase vocabulary. 
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If you encourage guessing, there’s no point in encouraging reading for vocabulary 
building. You choose. 
 

Word families 
 
It would be impossible to teach the definition of every single word in English, but that 
doesn’t mean we can’t teach children to be generative. Knowing how words work and 
having an understanding of a core of prefixes, roots and suffixes helps children 
generate the meaning of new words. 
 
This then comes down to teacher knowledge and skill, and a willingness to never let a 
vocabulary-building opportunity go by. Unfortunately, the reality is often the 
opposite. 
 
Take, for instance, the list of ‘spelling words’ my eleven year-old daughter brought 
home from school at the time of writing. She was in her last year of primary school 
and was fortunate enough to find herself in the ‘advanced’ spelling group. 
 
She was given a list of unrelated words to memorise for a test every week. Only this 
year had she been asked to look them up in a dictionary and write their meanings. Her 
answers were seldom checked or corrected and her spelling of the words was never 
re-tested beyond the weekly test. Luckily again, for her, she memorises and retains 
information like that with little effort. The mere act of looking at the word and 
reading its definition puts that word at her disposal forever. But she is atypical.  
 
It was because of her memory for spelling that she was being asked to define the 
words at all. This was an attempt to keep her busy and was not a requirement of most 
of the other children in her class, who also had a list of unrelated spelling words, but 
were only vaguely directed to learn them by whatever means they saw fit. 
 
This was a ‘good’ school, with ‘good’ teachers, by all accounts. This is vocabulary 
instruction in this day and age. It’s neither vocabulary nor spelling instruction and 
many children learn next to nothing as a result. 
 
Words studied through their meanings, usage, synonyms, antonyms and etymology 
are useful. English words heaped together in random lists to be ‘learned’ solely to 
pass a spelling test on Friday might as well be in Swahili or Japanese. 
 

Sight word vocabulary (SWV) 
 
Following on from automatic processing, the concept of sight word vocabulary is 
tricky and can be badly misinterpreted. 
 
The process of placing a word in the SWV differs from the process of retrieving it. 
There is some overlap, but because a familiar word almost instantly activates the 
lexical-semantic lexicon, it is easy to overlook the crucial role phonology plays in 
establishing the word there in the first place. 
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Linnea Ehri’s orthographic mapping theory demonstrates clearly what happens when 
words are processed. Reading is learned efficiently if children have good phonemic 
awareness and knowledge of the alphabetic code. They are then able to form a ‘map’ 
of a word’s spelling for easy recall later. 
 
The chapter on teaching vocabulary in the final section of the book addresses this and 
several other points and has suggestions for further reading and learning on the 
subject of vocabulary. 
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