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A recent study conducted by Nelson, 
Perfetti, Liben, and Liben, “Measures of Text 
Difficulty,” compared all of the quantitative 
and qualitative variables considered when 
measuring text complexity.

• Findings:
The features that determine text complexity are very 
uneven, and not equally important, in their effect on text 
difficulty
The features of complexity most predictive of student 
performance are vocabulary and syntax

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
Very rarely is vocabulary instruction one of the first methods considered for improving access to high levels of text.
Many educators discuss modeled think alouds, guided reading, and intensive skill building as ways to improve comprehension.  
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“It is widely accepted among researchers 
that the difference in students’ 
vocabulary levels is a key factor in 
disparities in academic achievement…
but that vocabulary instruction has been 
neither frequent nor systematic in most 
schools.”

(Appendix A of Common Core State Standards for ELA) 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Think for a moment if you agree or disagree with the second part of this statement “but that vocabulary instruction has been neither frequent nor systematic in most schools”
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“Acquire and use accurately a range of 
general academic and domain-specific 
words and phrases …”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
“Vocabulary instruction and its connection to comprehending complex texts is an important part of the Common Core State Standards, and references to it appear throughout the grade-level standards. 
One emphasis which may represent a bit of a shift in classroom practice is on acquiring and using what are termed ‘general academic words.’ 
These are words of great importance to understanding academic writing, but they are words that many students, especially those learning English, may not comprehend because this vocabulary is neither the language of everyday conversation nor the subject-area ‘hard words’ traditionally included in the explicit content instruction.”  

Oregon Department of Education:  
http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=3454
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Tier One words are the words of everyday speech usually learned in the early 
grades. They are not considered a challenge to the average native speaker, 
though English language learners of any age will have to attend carefully to 
them. 

Tier Two words (what the Standards refer to as general academic words) are far 
more likely to appear in written texts than in speech. They appear in all sorts of 
texts. Tier Two words often represent subtle or precise ways to say relatively 
simple things. Because Tier Two words are found across many types of texts, 
they are highly generalizable.

Tier Three words (what the Standards refer to as domain-specific words) are 
specific to a domain or field of study and key to understanding a new concept 
within a text. Because of their specificity and close ties to content knowledge, 
Tier Three words are far more common in informational texts than in literature. 
Recognized as new and “hard” words for most readers, they are often explicitly 
defined by the author of a text, repeatedly used, and otherwise heavily 
scaffolded.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator should discuss/summarize the three bullets in this slide.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Read handout Three Tiers of Words Descriptions and Sorting Activity.
Sort words on handout with a partner.
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Tier One Words Tier Two Words Tier Three Words

cloud
arm
pizza
house
school
walk
friend

relative
accumulate
misfortune
expectation
falter
vary
itemize

Impressionism
lava
carburetor
legislature
circumference
eclipse
aorta

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
Let’s take a look at the Tier One Words First.  How did yours match up?
Now let’s look at the Tier Two Words.  Any surprises?
Finally, let’s look at the Tier Three Words.
Any questions?
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Tier 3:

Domain- Specific 
Words

Tier 2:

General Academic 
Words

Tier 1:

Words of Everyday Speech

Academic 
Vocabulary

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
This is based on the work of Isabel Beck, Margaret McKeown, and Linda Kucan.
The Three Tier Model is intended to conceptualize and categorize vocabulary words based on their frequency in texts (more to less frequently occurring) and applicability (broader to narrower) as you progress up the triangle.
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Tier Three words often receive the most instructional time and 
attention because they:

are unfamiliar to most students
contain ideas necessary to a new topic
are important to specific subject areas

Tier Two words are not unique to a particular discipline, 
therefore are not usually the focus of vocabulary instruction, 
however they are:

far less well defined by contextual clues
far less likely to be defined explicitly within a text than Tier Three words
frequently encountered in all sorts of texts
powerful because of their wide applicability to many sorts of reading.
words that often represent subtle or precise ways to say fairly simple 
things

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants: 
Tier Three words are important because they allow for greater access to content-specific texts, however they do not usually cross contents and students do not encounter them frequently.

http://www.ride.ri.gov/default.aspx


First, word knowledge is incremental, which means 
that readers need to have many exposures to a word 
in different contexts before they “know” it. 

Second, word knowledge is multidimensional. This is 
because many words have multiple meanings (e.g., 
sage: a wise person; an herb) and serve different 
functions in different sentences, texts, and even 
conversations. 

Third, word knowledge is interrelated in that 
knowledge of one word (e.g., urban) connects to 
knowledge of other words (e.g., suburban, urbanite, 
urbane).

Nagy & Scott (2000)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
(Facilitator should assign groups of participants a specific bullet to read)

Instruct Participants to:
Read assigned bullet. 
Discuss common bullet with group.
Discuss with the larger group.

Nagy, W. E., & Scott, J. A. (2000). Vocabulary processes. In M. L. Kamil, P. Mosenthal, P. D. Pearson, & R. Barr (Eds.), Handbook of reading research (Vol. 3, pp. 269-284). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.
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http://engageny.org/resource/common-core-
in-ela-literacy-shift-6-academic-vocabulary/

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:  

This is a 6 minute video which features a discussion between New York State Commissioner of Education John B. King Jr., David Coleman (contributing author to the Common Core) and Kate Gerson (a Sr. Fellow with the Regents Research Fund) addressing Common Core State Standards’ emphasis on General Academic Vocabulary. 

The discussion addresses the tiers of vocabulary and the choices teachers need to make regarding the explicit teaching of general academic vocabulary.
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Based on this new learning what will we 
have to change about our practice?

What challenges will we face as we make 
this shift?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Independently jot down notes to each of the questions.
Discuss with table/group.
Discuss with the larger group.
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Importance and utility: Words that are 
characteristic of mature language users and 
appear frequently across a variety of domains.

Instructional potential: Words that can be 
worked with in a variety of ways so that students 
can build rich representations of them and of 
their connections to other words and concepts.

Conceptual understanding:  Words for which 
students understand the general concept but 
provide precision and specificity in describing 
the concept.

Isabel Beck (2002)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
These criteria can help teachers select high-value academic words to include in explicit instruction.
The first consideration is how useful this word will be to the readers or writers as they approach other texts and other contexts. 
Is it a word likely to appear frequently across content areas and subjects? Does it have multiple meanings, and are students likely to encounter it used differently than it is here? 
The second consideration is whether the word holds the instructional promise of rich connections, both to the students’ experiences and prior knowledge and to other key concepts or groups of words. 
The third consideration is the importance or centrality of the word to understanding a text under study. 
What words are more important to understanding the text?  What does the word convey that another, similar word would not? Precision? Specificity? A nuanced description?  

Notes adapted from Oregon Department of Education http://www.ode.state.or.us/search/page/?id=3495

Slide: Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2002). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary instruction. New York: Guilford.
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
When analyzing informational texts for vocabulary planning purposes, we may automatically target the tier 3 words, but remember, those words are usually heavily scaffolded or defined in the text. 
Instruct Participants to:
Refer to example 1 text excerpt. 
Take a moment to read the text.
Underline tier 3 words and circle tier 2 words.  
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Example 1: Volcanoes (Grades 4–5 Text Complexity Band)
Simon, Seymour. Volcanoes. New York: HarperCollins, 2006. (2006)

Excerpt
In early times, no one knew how volcanoes formed or why they spouted red-hot molten rock.  In
modern times, scientists began to study volcanoes.  They still don’t know all the answers, but they
know much about how a volcano works. 

Our planet made up of many layers of rock.  The top layers of solid rock are called the crust. Deep
beneath the crust is the mantle, where it is so hot that some rock melts.  The melted, or molten,
rock is called magma.

Volcanoes are formed when magma pushes its way up through the crack in Earth’s crust.  This is
called a volcanic eruption.  When magma pours forth on the surface, it is called lava.

Of the Tier Two words, which word is the most important to the overall meaning of 
the excerpt? 
An understanding of the word layers is necessary both to visualize the structure of the crust (“the top 
layers of solid rock are called the crust”) and to grasp the notion of the planet being composed of 
layers. 
Perhaps equally important are the word spouted and the phrase pours forth; an understanding of 
each of these is needed to visualize the action of a volcano. 
The same could be said of the word surface. 
Both layers and surface are likely to reappear in middle and high school academic texts , which would 
justify more intensive instruction in them in grades 4–5.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Reread the excerpt taking note of the Tier Two and Tier Three words highlighted in red and blue.  
Think about: Did you have similar words highlighted as tier 2 and tier 3?
Discuss with a partner:  Which word(s) is the most important to the overall meaning of the excerpt?  
Say to Participants:  
Tier Three words often repeat; in this excerpt, all of the Tier Three words except mantle and lava appear at least twice.  Volcano(es) appears four times—five if volcanic is counted. 
As is also typical with Tier Three words, the text provides the reader with generous support in determining meaning, including explicit definitions (e.g., “the melted, or molten, rock is called magma”) and repetition and overlapping sentences (e.g., . . . called the crust. Deep beneath the crust . . .).
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Refer to example 2 text excerpt. 
Take a moment to read the text.
Underline tier 3 words and circle tier 2 words.  
Discuss the words you underlined and circled with a partner.
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Example 2: Freedom Walkers (Grades  6–8 Text Complexity Band)
Freedman, Russell. Freedom Walkers:  The Story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott. New York: Holiday House, 2006. (2006)

From the Introduction: “Why They Walked”

Not so long ago in Montgomery, Alabama, the color of your skin determined where you could sit on a 
public bus.  If you happened to be an African American, you had to sit in the back of the bus, even if there 
were empty seats up front.  

Back then, racial segregation was the rule throughout the American South.  Strict laws-called “Jim Crow” 
laws-enforced a system of white supremacy that discriminated against blacks and kept them in their 
place as second-class citizens.   

People were separated by race from the moment they were born in segregated hospitals until the day 
they were buried in segregated cemeteries. Blacks and whites did not attend the same schools, worship
in the same churches, eat in the same restaurants, sleep in the same hotels, drink from the same water 
fountains, or sit together in the same movie theaters.

In Montgomery, it was against the law for a white person and a Negro to play checkers on public property 
or ride together in a taxi.

Most southern blacks were denied their right to vote. The biggest obstacle was the poll tax, a special tax 
that was required of all voters but was too costly for many blacks and for poor whites as well. Voters also 
had to pass a literacy test to prove that they could read, write, and understand the U.S. Constitution. These 
tests were often rigged to disqualify even highly educated blacks. Those who overcame the obstacles and 
insisted on registering as voters faced threats, harassment. And even physical violence. As a result, 
African Americans in the South could not express their grievances in the voting booth, which for the most 
part, was closed to them. But there were other ways to protest, and one day a half century ago, the black 
citizens in Montgomery rose up in protest and united to demand their rights—by walking peacefully.

It all started on a bus.

Tier Two ~ Tier Three

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Facilitator:
Here are some Tier Two and Tier Three words.  
Take a moment to compare these words to the words you circled and underlined.  
Are there any words you would like to discuss?



Choosing Tier Two Words for Focused Instruction

Criteria: Tier Two Words 

Word is central to understanding 
the text

Word choice and nuance are 
significant

Students are likely to see this 
word frequently

Word is a more mature or precise 
label for concepts already known 
to students

Word lends itself to teaching a 
web of words and concepts 
around it

determined

obstacle

disqualify

harassment

segregation

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:  
Here is criteria that will assist you when choosing Tier Two words to teach.
Let’s look at each individual criterion and discuss the words chosen for each.
(The words on this chart come from example 1:Freedom Walkers).  
The first criterion is thinking about a word that is key to understanding the text. If students did not fully understand this word, they would have difficulty accessing the text. 
Do you agree that the word determined is a good choice for this criterion?
Second criterion:  word choice and nuance are critical.  A student will face frustration and difficulty comprehending the text if the word has multiple meanings and he/she is using the wrong meaning to access the text.
Do you agree that the word obstacle is a good choice for this criterion?
Third criterion:  words that are frequently occurring are important to teach because of their wide range and access to other texts.
Do you agree that the word disqualify is a good choice for this criterion?
Fourth criterion:  words that are a higher level of complexity and represent known concepts allow students to stretch their vocabularies further.
Do you agree that the word harassment is a good choice for this criterion?
Fifth criterion:  word is connected to other words and concepts which allows for greater insight into concept.
Notice that the word segregation is a tier three word.  Do you agree that it is a good choice for this criterion?  One reason the word may have been included is because determining its meaning from the sentence in which it appears in the text might be difficult for readers.
Instruct Participants to:
Take a moment to think about the set of words. 
Are there any additional words from the excerpt that you feel match the criteria better or are more worthy of explicit instruction? 
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Choosing Tier Two Words 
for Focused Instruction

Planning Explicit Instruction

Criteria: Tier Two 
Words 

1.  Set a purpose for 
learning.

2.   Identify critical details 
that define the new 
concept

3.   Use highly specific 
examples and non‐
examples

4.   Connect new concepts 
to previously learned 
material

Word is central to 
understanding the text

determined

Word choice and nuance are 
significant

obstacle

Students are likely to see 
this word frequently

disqualify

Word is a more mature or 
precise label for concepts 
already known to students

harassment

Word lends itself to teaching 
a web of words and concepts 
around it

segregation

It is used in different 
contexts within the text.  
Explain that this word was 
chosen because it is central 
to understanding the text.

In first sentence: determined
means dictated, decided.  
Overall use of the word 
throughout the text  suggests: 
fighting for what is important, 
perseverance, conviction, 
persistence

Examples: 
Not allowing anything to get 
in the way of what is worth 
fighting for, having courage 
to stay strong and not relent 
Non Examples:
Hesitating, weak, yielding, 
submissive 

Remind students about 
historic figures they learned 
about in history class who 
demonstrated determination.  
Why were they determined? 
How did they show 
determination?  

Explain to students that the 
nuance of the word is 
important.  If they think of 
another meaning of the 
word that was not intended, 
they will miss out on the 
deeper levels of 
understandings in the text.

Difficulty, hindrance, 
prevention 

Examples:
Something that gets in the 
way, an impediment 
Non Examples:
obstacle course

Was there a time when you 
faced certain obstacles in your 
life?  Are there certain groups 
who have had to face more 
obstacles than others?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
Once we have carefully chosen our words, we are ready to begin planning for instruction.  
This worksheet will allow us to be purposeful when selecting words and embedding them into our lesson.  
It provides a big picture, which will help us to be focused.
Let’s talk about each of the 4 steps to help us plan for instruction:
Set a Purpose for Learning: identifying for students what the purpose is and tying it to the criterion that was used to choose that word.
Identify Critical Details:  as a way to highlight any nuances that are critical to understanding
Examples and Non Examples: as a way to avoid misconceptions
Connections: building connections helps to solidify and enhance understanding of the word
Instruct Participants to:
Refer to the partially completed Instructional Guide for General Academic Vocabulary
Choose (with a partner) one of the remaining three words to discuss and record possible ideas for instruction.
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“Given how crucial vocabulary knowledge is for 
academic and career success, it is essential that 
these high value words be discussed and 
lingered over during the instructional sequence.” 
(www.achievethecore.org)

An effective set of text-dependent questions 
used during a close reading  will guide students 
in extracting the key meanings or ideas.  These 
sets of questions typically begin by exploring 
the most powerful academic words in the text 
and then examining the impact of those words on 
the text as a whole in order to build 
comprehension.  

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Turn to a partner and discuss your understanding of ‘close reading’. 
Discuss with the larger group.
Turn to a partner and discuss:  How examining a powerful academic word and its impact on the text can build greater understanding of the text. 
Discuss with the larger group.

http://www.achievethecore.org/
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
This sample of questions comes from www.achievethecore.org within the common core unit titled: A Close Reading of Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address.
It is included here to emphasize vocabulary’s important role in close reading practices through text-dependent questions.
It is important to see how the vocabulary is embedded within the series of questions to allow students to come to their own understandings. 
The questions are carefully planned so that students are led to examine the text and make discoveries that guide and strengthen their comprehension.
Instruct Participants to:
Read through the sample of questions.
Discuss with a partner:
Which questions jump out at you that connect to what we have discussed today?
Think about the criteria for choosing words to teach/include in discussion.  
Do any of the words or questions included match the criteria?
Words that are encountered frequently in the text?
Word is central to understanding the text?
Word choice and nuance are significant?
Discuss with the larger group.




Be deliberate when choosing general academic 
words to teach explicitly.

Consistently provide multiple opportunities for 
students to learn and practice the words, rather than 
the traditional approach of introducing words at the 
beginning of a lesson.

Incorporate general academic vocabulary 
instruction within close reading lessons to deepen 
word and text understanding.

Provide active engagement in learning tasks so that 
learning is effective.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Say to Participants:
It’s important that educators understand:
In order for students to comprehend texts of increasing complexity, educators will need to increase general academic vocabulary instruction by:
Finding a place for general vocabulary instruction in close reading lessons.
Carefully creating text-dependent questions that incorporate vocabulary in a meaningful way so that students are able to have rich discussions about the impact that words can have on a text.
Providing multiple opportunities to discuss and practice these words.
Imbedding vocabulary instruction throughout the course of a lesson.
  

http://www.ride.ri.gov/default.aspx


How will this stronger focus on general 
academic words impact learning in your 
classroom or at your school?

What are some ways you might begin 
implementing this focus? 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Instruct Participants to:
Discuss each question with a partner.
Discuss with the larger group.
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