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The more children read,
the greater their vocabulary

and the better their
cognitive skills. C

e've known for a while how
X A I children learn to read and

the foundational milestones
they must achieve to become fluent and
accomplished readers. But now we are
seeing that the amount of print children
are exposed to has profound cognitive
consequences, and that the act of reading
itself serves to increase the achievement
differences among children.
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tht aid readesexperience and peetrsarc fnd-
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Research has shown that early suc-

cess at reading is clearly one of the
keys that unlocks a lifetime of reading
habits. We now understand that chil-

dren who crack the spelling-to-sound
code early appear to enter something
like a positive feedback loop, a recip-
rocal effect in which reading increases
their ability to read.

This may explain the Matthew

Effect seen so often in literacy devel-
opment, a rich-get-richer and poor-
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reading skill yielding faster rates of
growth not only in reading achieve-
ment but other cognitive skills as well
(Stanovich 1986; Walberg & Tsai
1983). We believe that independent
reading may help explain the widen-
ing achievement disparities between
the educational haves and have-nots.

Building Vocabulary
Support for our belief can be

-; 2Wt ~ 0 - ;; -~ <seen most easily in the field ofvocab-

I ~~~~~~~~~~, ~~~~~ulary development. Research has
shown that after decoding skills, a

~~~~~~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~child's vocabulary is one of the most
>s.c , ^ X ; Q: ; 0 important factors in fluent and easy
reading. Children with limited vocab-

~~~~~ ~~~~~~~~~ ~~~ularies stumble over unfamiliar words
-rying to read a sentence and can't

mprtnfctr incflen and easyt
keep the thread of the idea-a sure
formula for difficulty and dislike of
reading.

While it is generally agreed that
most children's vocabulary growth
occurs indirectly through language
exposure rather than direct instruc-
tion, we now realize it is reading
volume, rather than oral language,
=-hat is the primary source of their

differences in vocabularies. This has
been shown through Hayes and

Ahrens' (1988) research analyzing
the frequency and complexity of
words a person might encounter in
different contexts.

Hayes and Ahrens analyzed three
z different categories of language:

written language sampled from texts

4 -0 ~ ranging in difficulty from scientific

; articles to preschool readers; words
spoken on different types of television
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"We do not have to wait for 'prerequisite' abilities...

Even the student with limited reading and

comprehension skills will build vocabulary and

thinking skills through reading."

showvs; and ad]ult speech (Tible 1).
They theni analyzed the words accord-
ing to a standard fircqtneicy cotint
that tells howv olten an average person
wvonld hlear or read a partictilar wvord
(Carroll el aL 1971). So, for example,
"the" is ranked ntimber I in terms of
fr;eqtuenlt use (out of rotighily 87,000
wvordcs) wvhile a more specialized wvordI
like "aamplifier" is ranked 16,000th.

For vocabulary growvtih to occui
(especially after the middIle grades)
child(reni mtist be exposed to wvords
that are relatively rare, and it is prinit
that provicles many sucih wvord-
learnlinig opportunities. For example,
Hayes and Ahl'enls fotiuid chiild-enl's
books to have 50 percenit more rare
wvorcis in themil than adult prime-time
television or the conversation of col-
lege grauctiates.

These relative differences have
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clirect implications for childireni's
vocabulary developmenit. For if most
vocabulary is acquired outsicle of Ifr-
mal teachinig, then opportUnities to
acquire newv words occui vastly more
often wlhile reading rather thani
listeninlg.

So if wve wvant childlireni to improve
their vocabulary andI readinlg fluenicy,
ve mtist get themil to log many hotirs
on printedl pages. But there is a htige
clifference in reacling voltime betwveen
avid ancl reltictanit readers. Data from
a study of out-of-schiool reading time
by fiftih gradlers showv that a chliilc at
tihe 50th pemcenitile readl about five
minuites a day, or a lialf-lhour per
wveek-more than six times as muci
as a child at the 20th percentile
(Andlerson el al. 1988). 7alblc 2 illus-
trates the enormlllotus differenices in
word expostue generated by chil-

s instructional leaders, princi-
Lrpals should promote extended
independent reading opportuni-
ties at home and after school by
ensuring the following:

During the school day:
a Classrooms are full of books

and writing materials.
a There are special book centers

with places to read comfortably.
a A wide variety of genres (both

informational text as well as litera-
ture) are available.

3 Children's compositions and
illustrations about favorite books
are prominently displayed in the
classroom.

3 Frequent opportunity for chil-
dren to read in teacher-selected
books and on their own in self-
selected books.

a Teachers work together to
support and teach reading across
all subject areas.

3 Teacher-led discussions of
books and print are frequently
observed.

Outside the school day:
a Establish a schoolwide reading

program at home and support it
by replenishing books and print
material.

a Demonstrate to parents the
importance of reading out loud to
children in text that is above their
reading level.

a Provide after-school reading
programs to support extended
experiences with print.

a Develop a literacy attitude
checklist to keep in touch with
motivational levels and provide
specific support.
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Table 1. Selected Statistics for Major Sources of Spoken and Written language

dren's different proclivities toward
reading. For example, just two days'
out-of-school reading for a child at
the 90th percentile amounts to an
entire year's reading for a child at
the 10th percentile!

Reading Works for Everyone
It is one thing to speculate how

differences in reading volume may
have specific cognitive consequences.
It is another to demonstrate that
these effects are occurring. All of our
studies have demonstrated that read-
ing a lot is effective regardless of the
level of a child's cognitive and read-
ing ability. We do not have to wvait for
"prerequisite" abilities to be in place
before encouraging students' free
reading. Even the student with limit-
ed reading and comprehension skills
will build vocabulary and thinking
skills through reading.

Moreover, in our research we
have observed the large and unique
contribution independent,

Rank of
Median Word

Rare Words
per 1,000

_Abstracts of scientific_articles 4,389 - 128.0
Newspapers 1,690 68.3 I
Popular magazines 1,399 65.7
I Adult books 1,058 52.7 S I

L ~ ~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ .
Comic books ____ _ _ _867 53.5
. -ildren's b ooks 627 . 30.9 _

Preschool books 578 16.3

_S~~~~~~~~~~~~liiiimiiii

L-Popular prime-time adult shows 490 22.7 i
Popluarp rine-timRe children's shows 543 20.2

FCa*-oor%nn nnsows N 598 30.8
Mr. Rogers and Sesame Street 413 2.0

__

Expert witness testimony 1,008_ 21.4
College graduates, friends, spouses 496

Adapted from Hayes and Ahrens (1988).
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out-of-sclhool reading makes toward
reading ability, aspects of verbal intel-
ligence, anC general knowvledge about
the vorld (Cunningham & Stanovich
1990, 1991, 1997; Stanovich 1993,
2000; Stanovichi & Cunningham 1992,
1993; Stanovich & West 1989). WNe
have found that there are specific
effects of reacling volume that do not
simply result from the higlher cogni-
tive abilities and skills of the more
avid reader.

This is an encouraging message
for principals to give teaclhers of lowv-
achieving students. Since reading has
such profound consequences, it is
imperative that we do not deny read-
ing experiences to precisely those
students whose verbal abilities most
need bolstering. If we wvant them to
get a successful early start for reading
ability, it is critical that we support
their extensive engagement with
print. l3

LifeSkills Training
Selected for excellence by:

U.S. Department
of Education

National Institute
on Drug Abuse

Table 2. Variation in Independent
Reading by Fifth Graders

Minutes of Reading Per Day
Readers (%) Books All Reading

98
90
80
70
60
50
40
30
20
10
2

65.0
21.1
14.2

9.6
6.5
4.6
3.2
1.3
0.7
0.1
0.0

90.7
40.4
31.1
21.7
18.1
12.9

8.6
5.8
3.1
1.6
0.2

Adapted fron A nderson, IW11ilson, an(d
Fielding (1988).
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Abuse Prevention

American Psychological
Association
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Control and Prevention
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LifeSkills Training is
proven to cut drug
use by up to 87%.
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WEB RESOURCES

The International ReadingAsso-
ciation has a number of resources
on reading and literacy, including
an archival listing of published arti-
cles on vocabulary.
http://pqasb.pqarchiver.coml
reading/ .

The Virginia Tech Division of
StudentAffairs provides brief
guidelines for building vocabulary.
www.ucc.vt.edu/stdyskl
vocabula.html

SuperRids posts game-like strate-
gies to help children build
vocabularies.
www.superkids.com/avweb/tooilcs/
words/
- -
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