
What do children read as they transition into and through
adolescence? Insights from CYP-LEX, a new large-scale

lexicon of books for children and young people

Maria Korochkina1 | Marco Marelli2 | Marc Brysbaert3 | Kathy Rastle1

1Department of Psychology, Royal Holloway University of London, UK

2Department of Psychology, University of Milano-Bicocca, Italy

3Department of Experimental Psychology, Ghent University, Belgium

Annual Conference of the Cognitive
and Developmental Sections of the

British Psychological Society

Bristol, United Kingdom

12–14 September 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on

▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



The CYP-LEX project
Why do we need a children’s books corpus?

• Hard to overestimate the importance of literacy for an
individual’s prosperity

• Large body of scientific knowledge on
▶ how children learn to read & how they should be taught [1]

▶ the prerequisites for becoming an expert reader [2–6]

• The speed with which children gain reading expertise depends
on the nature of language they are exposed to

• Yet, presently, we know very little about what children and
young people are reading

Korochkina et al. CYP-LEX 1 / 16 13 September, 2023



Corpus development

National reading surveys, publisher data, & book sales statistics
from Amazon UK, BookTrust, Goodreads, LoveReading4Kids, etc.w�

1,200 popular fiction & non-fiction e-books
400 books per age band

7–9 10–12 13+

w�
Cleaning, tokenisation, lemmatisation, PoS-tagging...
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The CYP-LEX corpus
70,287,217 tokens & 105,694 types

7–9 10–12 13+

N words 11,162,653 21,837,794 37,286,770
Average N (σ) words per book 27,907 (19,212) 54,594 (24,012) 93,217 (57,718)
N unique words 52,851 70,945 90,980
Average N (σ) unique words per book 3,028 (1,452) 4,713 (1,550) 6,447 (2,366)
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Some words occur very widely...

7–9 10–12 13+
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...and amount to half of the corpus

...but it’s the other, less common, words that make up the stories!
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...yet, many of the less common words may be unfamiliar

Percentage of CYP-LEX words that children DO NOT encounter on TV

Cbeebies CBBC SUBTLEX-UK
0–6 years 6–12 years adults

N = 27,236 N = 58,691 N = 160,024

7–9 age band
61% 30% 9%

N = 52,851

10–12 age band
70% 42% 14%

N = 70,945

13+ age band
76% 52% 21%

N = 90,980
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Word use in books vs. on TV

Word frequency correlations for shared words

Cbeebies CBBC SUBTLEX-UK
0–6 years 6–12 years adults

N = 27,236 N = 58,691 N = 160,024

7–9 age band
.67 .77 .72

N = 52,851

10–12 age band
.63 .75 .76

N = 70,945

13+ age band
.58 .72 .76

N = 90,980
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Many new words in each band
25,627 new words in 10–12 compared to 7–9

73% encountered ≤ 3 times 1% encountered ≥ 100 times
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Vocabulary across the age bands
600 most common words in sets of 100

⇓
Similar only in terms of the 200–300 most common words
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Vocabulary across the individual books
75 most common lemmas in sets of 25

A lemma is the unmarked form of a set of inflected word forms

• go, goes, going, went, gone → go

• he, his, him → he

⇓
Similar in terms of their most frequent lemmas but rapidly diverge
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Vocabulary within the age bands

⇓
Books in the 7–9 age band are less similar to one another than

those in the other age bands are to one another
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Conclusions

• Initial experience of independent reading (7–9 age band) is
intense & vitally important for building word knowledge

→ It is crucial to develop reading skills & motivation

• Vast number of (new) & morphologically complex words in
children’s books

→ Importance of tools to decode these words, e.g.,
morphological knowledge

• Beyond function words, children’s books have low similarity to
one another

→ Reading widely is key
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Thank you!
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