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The lightbulb moments



Books contain vast numbers of words

• Over 70 million words and over 100,000 distinct words in 1,200 books

• 50,000+ distinct words in the 7-9 age band alone

• Memorising words by rote is not an option

• Phonics is key!



Many of these words will be unfamiliar

• 40% of distinct words in books don’t appear in children’s TV 
programmes

• 21% of distinct words in books for children aged 13-16 do not appear 

on adult TV programmes

Books offer a unique opportunity to build vocabulary…

… but they also present a huge challenge!



Few words are used repeatedly

The most common 100 words make up about 54% of the text
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eyeglass at the entire assembly of assorted 
creatures and humans, giving them all her 
hardest stare, and through the glass of the 
monocle the stare actually stung those it 
landed on, as if they were being pinched by 
fairies or bitten by midges, in order to make 
sure they were truly paying attention”.
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Half of distinct words have complex structure

morphemes

soundlessly

Morpheme knowledge 
makes reading faster 

and more efficient



Half of distinct words have complex structure

Morphology instruction in 
schools is patchy

Morpheme knowledge 
must be acquired 
through reading!



Simulating a child reader

useful

irrelevant

misleading



Words do not contribute equally to learning



Some words are useful for learning morphemes

kind + ly
dark + ness



In many words, morphemes can’t be identified

resume
demand



Some words only appear complex

brother
deliver



Learning morphemes is challenging

Time to rethink morphology 
instruction?

Reading alone is unlikely to be 
enough to learn the meanings 

of many individual morphemes



Where does this leave us?

• Books offer a wonderful opportunity to build vocabulary

• Yet, book vocabulary is challenging from the get-go

• Children need strong phonics skills to access popular books

• Plenty of morphology, but likely not enough to support morpheme learning

• Children need to read widely to build reading proficiency

• Virtuous cycle between reading skills and reading motivation
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Thank you!
Maria.Korochkina@rhul.ac.uk

https://mariakna.github.io/ 

mailto:Maria.Korochkina@rhul.ac.uk
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