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speaking and Listening
the special role of speaking and Listening in K–5 Literacy
If literacy levels are to improve, the aims of the English language arts classroom, especially in the earliest grades, must 
include oral language in a purposeful, systematic way, in part because it helps students master the printed word. Be-
sides having intrinsic value as modes of communication, listening and speaking are necessary prerequisites of reading 
and writing (Fromkin, Rodman, & Hyams, 2006; Hulit, Howard, & Fahey, 2010; Pence & Justice, 2007; Stuart, Wright, 
Grigor, & Howey, 2002). The interrelationship between oral and written language is illustrated in the table below, using 
the distinction linguists make between receptive language (language that is heard, processed, and understood by an 
individual) and expressive language (language that is generated and produced by an individual).

Figure 14: Receptive and Expressive Oral and Written Language

Receptive Language Expressive Language

Oral 
Language Listening Speaking

Written 
Language

Reading 
(decoding + comprehension)

Writing 
(handwriting, spelling, 
written composition)

Oral language development precedes and is the foundation for written language development; in other words, oral 
language is primary and written language builds on it. Children’s oral language competence is strongly predictive of 
their facility in learning to read and write: listening and speaking vocabulary and even mastery of syntax set boundar-
ies as to what children can read and understand no matter how well they can decode (Catts, Adolf, & Weismer, 2006; 
Hart & Risley, 1995; Hoover & Gough, 1990: Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998).

For children in preschool and the early grades, receptive and expressive abilities do not develop simultaneously or at 
the same pace: receptive language generally precedes expressive language. Children need to be able to understand 
words before they can produce and use them.

Oral language is particularly important for the youngest students. Hart and Risley (1995), who studied young children 
in the context of their early family life and then at school, found that the total number of words children had heard 
as preschoolers predicted how many words they understood and how fast they could learn new words in kindergar-
ten. Preschoolers who had heard more words had larger vocabularies once in kindergarten. Furthermore, when the 
students were in grade 3, their early language competence from the preschool years still accurately predicted their 
language and reading comprehension. The preschoolers who had heard more words, and subsequently had learned 
more words orally, were better readers. In short, early language advantage persists and manifests itself in higher lev-
els of literacy. A meta-analysis by Sticht and James (1984) indicates that the importance of oral language extends well 
beyond the earliest grades. As illustrated in the graphic below, Sticht and James found evidence strongly suggesting 
that children’s listening comprehension outpaces reading comprehension until the middle school years (grades 6–8).

Figure 15: Listening and Reading Comprehension, by Age
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The research strongly suggests that the English language arts classroom should explicitly address the link between 
oral and written language, exploiting the influence of oral language on a child’s later ability to read by allocating in-
structional time to building children’s listening skills, as called for in the Standards. The early grades should not focus 
on decoding alone, nor should the later grades pay attention only to building reading comprehension. Time should be 
devoted to reading fiction and content-rich selections aloud to young children, just as it is to providing those same 
children with the skills they will need to decode and encode.

This focus on oral language is of greatest importance for the children most at risk—children for whom English is a 
second language and children who have not been exposed at home to the kind of language found in written texts 
(Dickinson & Smith, 1994). Ensuring that all children in the United States have access to an excellent education re-
quires that issues of oral language come to the fore in elementary classrooms.

read-alouds and the reading-speaking-Listening Link

Generally, teachers will encourage children in the upper elementary grades to read texts independently and reflect 
on them in writing. However, children in the early grades—particularly kindergarten through grade 3—benefit from 
participating in rich, structured conversations with an adult in response to written texts that are read aloud, orally 
comparing and contrasting as well as analyzing and synthesizing (Bus, Van Ijzendoorn, & Pellegrini, 1995; Feitelstein, 
Goldstein, Iraqui, & Share, 1993; Feitelstein, Kita, & Goldstein, 1986; Whitehurst et al., 1988). The Standards acknowl-
edge the importance of this aural dimension of early learning by including a robust set of K–3 Speaking and Listening 
standards and by offering in Appendix B an extensive number of read-aloud text exemplars appropriate for K–1 and 
for grades 2–3.

Because, as indicated above, children’s listening comprehension likely outpaces reading comprehension until the 
middle school years, it is particularly important that students in the earliest grades build knowledge through being 
read to as well as through reading, with the balance gradually shifting to reading independently. By reading a story 
or nonfiction selection aloud, teachers allow children to experience written language without the burden of decod-
ing, granting them access to content that they may not be able to read and understand by themselves. Children are 
then free to focus their mental energy on the words and ideas presented in the text, and they will eventually be better 
prepared to tackle rich written content on their own. Whereas most titles selected for kindergarten and grade 1 will 
need to be read aloud exclusively, some titles selected for grades 2–5 may be appropriate for read-alouds as well as 
for reading independently. Reading aloud to students in the upper grades should not, however, be used as a substitute 
for independent reading by students; read-alouds at this level should supplement and enrich what students are able to 
read by themselves.
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Language

overview

The Standards take a hybrid approach to matters of conventions, knowledge of language, and vocabulary. As noted 
in the table below, certain elements important to reading, writing, and speaking and listening are included in those 
strands to help provide a coherent set of expectations for those modes of communication.

Figure 16: Elements of the Language Standards 
in the Reading, Writing, and Speaking and Listening Strands

Strand Standard

Reading

r.ccr.4. Interpret words and phrases as they are 
used in a text, including determining technical, con-
notative, and figurative meanings, and analyze how 
specific word choices shape meaning or tone.

Writing
W.ccr.5. Develop and strengthen writing as 
needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or 
trying a new approach.

Speaking 
and Listening

sL.ccr.6. Adapt speech to a variety of contexts 
and communicative tasks, demonstrating com-
mand of formal English when indicated or appro-
priate.

In many respects, however, conventions, knowledge of language, and vocabulary extend across reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening. Many of the conventions-related standards are as appropriate to formal spoken English as 
they are to formal written English. Language choice is a matter of craft for both writers and speakers. New words and 
phrases are acquired not only through reading and being read to but also through direct vocabulary instruction and 
(particularly in the earliest grades) through purposeful classroom discussions around rich content.

The inclusion of Language standards in their own strand should not be taken as an indication that skills related to 
conventions, knowledge of language, and vocabulary are unimportant to reading, writing, speaking, and listening; 
indeed, they are inseparable from such contexts.

conventions and Knowledge of Language

Teaching and Learning the Conventions of Standard English

Development of Grammatical Knowledge

Grammar and usage development in children and in adults rarely follows a linear path. Native speakers and language 
learners often begin making new errors and seem to lose their mastery of particular grammatical structures or print 
conventions as they learn new, more complex grammatical structures or new usages of English, such as in college-
level persuasive essays (Bardovi-Harlig, 2000; Bartholomae, 1980; DeVilliers & DeVilliers, 1973; Shaughnessy, 1979). 
These errors are often signs of language development as learners synthesize new grammatical and usage knowledge 
with their current knowledge. Thus, students will often need to return to the same grammar topic in greater complex-
ity as they move through K–12 schooling and as they increase the range and complexity of the texts and communica-
tive contexts in which they read and write. The Standards account for the recursive, ongoing nature of grammatical 
knowledge in two ways. First, the Standards return to certain important language topics in higher grades at greater 
levels of sophistication. For instance, instruction on verbs in early elementary school (K–3) should address simple 
present, past, and future tenses; later instruction should extend students’ knowledge of verbs to other tenses (pro-
gressive and perfect tenses8 in grades 4 and 5), mood (modal auxiliaries in grade 4 and grammatical mood in grade 
8) and voice (active and passive voice in grade 8). Second, the Standards identify with an asterisk (*) certain skills and 
understandings that students are to be introduced to in basic ways at lower grades but that are likely in need of being 

8Though progressive and perfect are more correctly aspects of verbs rather than tenses, the Standards use the more familiar 
notion here and throughout for the sake of accessibility.
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retaught and relearned in subsequent grades as students’ writing and speaking matures and grows more complex. 
(See “Progressive Language Skills in the Standards,” below.)

Making Appropriate Grammar and Usage Choices in Writing and Speaking

Students must have a strong command of the grammar and usage of spoken and written standard English to succeed 
academically and professionally. Yet there is great variety in the language and grammar features of spoken and writ-
ten standard English (Biber, 1991; Krauthamer, 1999), of academic and everyday standard English, and of the language 
of different disciplines (Schleppegrell, 2001). Furthermore, in the twenty-first century, students must be able to com-
municate effectively in a wide range of print and digital texts, each of which may require different grammatical and 
usage choices to be effective. Thus, grammar and usage instruction should acknowledge the many varieties of English 
that exist and address differences in grammatical structure and usage between these varieties in order to help stu-
dents make purposeful language choices in their writing and speaking (Fogel & Ehri, 2000; Wheeler & Swords, 2004). 
Students must also be taught the purposes for using particular grammatical features in particular disciplines or texts; 
if they are taught simply to vary their grammar and language to keep their writing “interesting,” they may actually 
become more confused about how to make effective language choices (Lefstein, 2009). The Standards encourage 
this sort of instruction in a number of ways, most directly through a series of grade-specific standards associated with 
Language CCR standard 3 that, beginning in grade 1, focuses on making students aware of language variety.

Using Knowledge of Grammar and Usage for Reading and Listening Comprehension

Grammatical knowledge can also aid reading comprehension and interpretation (Gargani, 2006; Williams, 2000, 
2005). Researchers recommend that students be taught to use knowledge of grammar and usage, as well as knowl-
edge of vocabulary, to comprehend complex academic texts (García & Beltrán, 2003; Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007; 
RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). At the elementary level, for example, students can use knowledge of verbs to 
help them understand the plot and characters in a text (Williams, 2005). At the secondary level, learning the gram-
matical structures of nonstandard dialects can help students understand how accomplished writers such as Harper 
Lee, Langston Hughes, and Mark Twain use various dialects of English to great advantage and effect, and can help 
students analyze setting, character, and author’s craft in great works of literature. Teaching about the grammatical 
patterns found in specific disciplines has also been shown to help English language learners’ reading comprehension 
in general and reading comprehension in history classrooms in particular (Achugar, Schleppegrell, & Oteíza, 2007; 
Gargani, 2006).

As students learn more about the patterns of English grammar in different communicative contexts throughout their 
K–12 academic careers, they can develop more complex understandings of English grammar and usage. Students can 
use this understanding to make more purposeful and effective choices in their writing and speaking and more accu-
rate and rich interpretations in their reading and listening.

Progressive Language Skills in the Standards
While all of the Standards are cumulative, certain Language skills and understandings are more likely than others to 
need to be retaught and relearned as students advance through the grades. Beginning in grade 3, the Standards note 
such “progressive” skills and understandings with an asterisk (*) in the main document; they are also summarized in 
the table on pages 29 and 55 of that document as well as on page 34 of this appendix. These skills and understand-
ings should be mastered at a basic level no later than the end of the grade in which they are introduced in the Stan-
dards. In subsequent grades, as their writing and speaking become more sophisticated, students will need to learn to 
apply these skills and understandings in more advanced ways.

The following example shows how one such task—ensuring subject-verb agreement, formally introduced in the Stan-
dards in grade 3—can become more challenging as students’ writing matures. The sentences in the table below are 
taken verbatim from the annotated writing samples found in Appendix C. The example is illustrative only of a general 
development of sophistication and not meant to be exhaustive, to set firm grade-specific expectations, or to establish 
a precise hierarchy of increasing difficulty in subject-verb agreement.
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Figure 17: Example of Subject-Verb Agreement Progression across Grades

Example Condition

Horses are so beautiful and fun to ride.

[Horses, grade 3]

Subject and verb next to each other

When I started out the door, I noticed that Tigger and Max were follow-
ing me to school.

[Glowing Shoes, grade 4]

Compound subject joined by and

A mother or female horse is called a mare.

[Horses, grade 3]

Compound subject joined by or; each 
subject takes a singular verb1

The first thing to do is research, research, research!

[Zoo Field Trip, grade 4]

Intervening phrase between subject and 
verb

If the watershed for the pools is changed, the condition of the pools 
changes. 

[A Geographical Report, grade 7]

Intervening phrase between each subject 
and verb suggesting a different number 
for the verb than the subject calls for

Another was the way to the other evil places.

[Getting Shot and Living Through It, grade 5]

All his stories are the same type.

[Author Response: Roald Dahl, grade 5]

All the characters that Roald Dahl ever made were probably fake charac-
ters.

[Author Response: Roald Dahl, grade 5]

One of the reasons why my cat Gus is the best pet is because he is a 
cuddle bug.

[A Pet Story About My Cat . . . Gus, grade 6]

Indefinite pronoun as subject, with 
increasing distance between subject and 
verb

1In this particular example, or female horse should have been punctuated by the student as a nonrestrictive appositive, but the 
sentence as is illustrates the notion of a compound subject joined by or.
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Figure 18: Language Progressive Skills, by Grade

The following standards, marked with an asterisk (*) in the main Standards document, are particularly likely to require 
continued attention in higher grades as they are applied to increasingly sophisticated writing and speaking.

Standard Grade(s)
3 4 5 6 7 8 9–10 11–12

L.3.1f. Ensure subject-verb and pronoun-
antecedent agreement.

L.3.3a. Choose words and phrases for effect.

L.4.1f. Produce complete sentences, recognizing 
and correcting inappropriate fragments and run-
ons.

L.4.1g. Correctly use frequently confused words 
(e.g., to/too/two; there/their).

L.4.3a. Choose words and phrases to convey 
ideas precisely.*

L.4.3b. Choose punctuation for effect.

L.5.1d. Recognize and correct inappropriate shifts 
in verb tense.

L.5.2a. Use punctuation to separate items in a 
series.†

L.6.1c. Recognize and correct inappropriate shifts 
in pronoun number and person.

L.6.1d. Recognize and correct vague pronouns 
(i.e., ones with unclear or ambiguous 
antecedents).

L.6.1e. Recognize variations from standard English 
in their own and others’ writing and speaking, and 
identify and use strategies to improve expression 
in conventional language.

L.6.2a. Use punctuation (commas, parentheses, 
dashes) to set off nonrestrictive/parenthetical 
elements.

L.6.3a. Vary sentence patterns for meaning, 
reader/listener interest, and style.‡

L.6.3b. Maintain consistency in style and tone.

L.7.1c. Place phrases and clauses within a 
sentence, recognizing and correcting misplaced 
and dangling modifiers.

L.7.3a. Choose language that expresses ideas 
precisely and concisely, recognizing and 
eliminating wordiness and redundancy.

L.8.1d. Recognize and correct inappropriate shifts 
in verb voice and mood.

L.9–10.1a. Use parallel structure.

* Subsumed by L.7.3a
† Subsumed by L.9–10.1a
‡ Subsumed by L.11–12.3a
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Vocabulary

Acquiring Vocabulary

Words are not just words. They are the nexus—the interface—between communication and thought. 
When we read, it is through words that we build, refine, and modify our knowledge. What makes 
vocabulary valuable and important is not the words themselves so much as the understandings 
they afford.

Marilyn Jager Adams (2009, p. 180)

The importance of students acquiring a rich and varied vocabulary cannot be overstated. Vocabulary has been em-
pirically connected to reading comprehension since at least 1925 (Whipple, 1925) and had its importance to compre-
hension confirmed in recent years (National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). It is widely ac-
cepted among researchers that the difference in students’ vocabulary levels is a key factor in disparities in academic 
achievement (Baumann & Kameenui, 1991; Becker, 1977; Stanovich, 1986) but that vocabulary instruction has been 
neither frequent nor systematic in most schools (Biemiller, 2001; Durkin, 1978; Lesaux, Kieffer, Faller, & Kelley, 2010; 
Scott & Nagy, 1997).

Research suggests that if students are going to grasp and retain words and comprehend text, they need incremen-
tal, repeated exposure in a variety of contexts to the words they are trying to learn. When students make multiple 
connections between a new word and their own experiences, they develop a nuanced and flexible understanding of 
the word they are learning. In this way, students learn not only what a word means but also how to use that word in a 
variety of contexts, and they can apply appropriate senses of the word’s meaning in order to understand the word in 
different contexts (Landauer & Dumais, 1997; Landauer, McNamara, Dennis, & Kintsch, 2007; Nagy, Herman, & Ander-
son, 1985).

Initially, children readily learn words from oral conversation because such conversations are context rich in ways that 
aid in vocabulary acquisition: in discussions, a small set of words (accompanied by gesture and intonation) is used 
with great frequency to talk about a narrow range of situations children are exposed to on a day-to-day basis. Yet as 
children reach school age, new words are introduced less frequently in conversation, and consequently vocabulary 
acquisition eventually stagnates by grade 4 or 5 unless students acquire additional words from written context (Hayes 
& Ahrens, 1988).

Written language contains literally thousands of words more than are typically used in conversational language. Yet 
writing lacks the interactivity and nonverbal context that make acquiring vocabulary through oral conversation rela-
tively easy, which means that purposeful and ongoing concentration on vocabulary is needed (Hayes & Ahrens, 1988). 
In fact, at most between 5 and 15 percent of new words encountered upon first reading are retained, and the weaker a 
student’s vocabulary is the smaller the gain (Daneman & Green, 1986; Hayes & Ahrens, 1988; Herman, Anderson, Pear-
son, & Nagy, 1987; Sternberg & Powell, 1983). Yet research shows that if students are truly to understand what they 
read, they must grasp upward of 95 percent of the words (Betts, 1946; Carver, 1994; Hu & Nation, 2000; Laufer, 1988).

The challenge in reaching what we might call “lexical dexterity” is that, in any given instance, it is not the entire spec-
trum of a word’s history, meanings, usages, and features that matters but only those aspects that are relevant at that 
moment. Therefore, for a reader to grasp the meaning of a word, two things must happen: first, the reader’s internal 
representation of the word must be sufficiently complete and well articulated to allow the intended meaning to be 
known to him or her; second, the reader must understand the context well enough to select the intended meaning 
from the realm of the word’s possible meanings (which in turn depends on understanding the surrounding words of 
the text).

Key to students’ vocabulary development is building rich and flexible word knowledge. Students need plentiful op-
portunities to use and respond to the words they learn through playful informal talk, discussion, reading or being read 
to, and responding to what is read. Students benefit from instruction about the connections and patterns in language. 
Developing in students an analytical attitude toward the logic and sentence structure of their texts, alongside an 
awareness of word parts, word origins, and word relationships, provides students with a sense of how language works 
such that syntax, morphology, and etymology can become useful cues in building meaning as students encounter 
new words and concepts (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2008). Although direct study of language is essential to student 
progress, most word learning occurs indirectly and unconsciously through normal reading, writing, listening, and 
speaking (Miller, 1999; Nagy, Anderson, & Herman, 1987).

As students are exposed to and interact with language throughout their school careers, they are able to acquire un-
derstandings of word meanings, build awareness of the workings of language, and apply their knowledge to compre-
hend and produce language.



Common Core State StandardS for engliSh language artS  & literaCy in hiStory/SoCial StudieS, SCienCe, and teChniCal SubjeCtS
a

p
p

e
n

d
ix

 a
  |   33

Three Tiers of Words
Isabel L. Beck, Margaret G. McKeown, and Linda Kucan (2002, 2008) have outlined a useful model for conceptual-
izing categories of words readers encounter in texts and for understanding the instructional and learning challenges 
that words in each category present. They describe three levels, or tiers, of words in terms of the words’ commonality 
(more to less frequently occurring) and applicability (broader to narrower).

While the term tier may connote a hierarchy, a ranking of words from least to most important, the reality is that all 
three tiers of words are vital to comprehension and vocabulary development, although learning tier two and three 
words typically requires more deliberate effort (at least for students whose first language is English) than does learn-
ing tier one words.

•	 tier one words are the words of everyday speech usually learned in the early grades, albeit not at the same 
rate by all children. 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. While Tier One words are important, they are not the 
focus of this discussion.

•	 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: informational texts (words such as relative, vary, formulate, 
specificity, and accumulate), technical texts (calibrate, itemize, periphery), and literary texts (misfortune, 
dignified, faltered, unabashedly). Tier Two words often represent subtle or precise ways to say relatively simple 
things—saunter instead of walk, for example. 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 (lava, carburetor, legislature, circumference, aorta) 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 (particularly 
student readers), they are often explicitly defined by the author of a text, repeatedly used, and otherwise heavily 
scaffolded (e.g., made a part of a glossary).

Tier Two Words and Access to Complex Texts
Because Tier Three words are obviously unfamiliar to most students, contain the ideas necessary to a new topic, and 
are recognized as both important and specific to the subject area in which they are instructing students, teachers of-
ten define Tier Three words prior to students encountering them in a text and then reinforce their acquisition through-
out a lesson. Unfortunately, this is not typically the case with Tier Two words, which by definition are not unique to a 
particular discipline and as a result are not the clear responsibility of a particular content area teacher. What is more, 
many Tier Two words are far less well defined by contextual clues in the texts in which they appear and are far less 
likely to be defined explicitly within a text than are Tier Three words. Yet Tier Two words are frequently encountered 
in complex written texts and are particularly powerful because of their wide applicability to many sorts of reading. 
Teachers thus need to be alert to the presence of Tier Two words and determine which ones need careful attention.

Tier Three Words and Content Learning
This normal process of word acquisition occurs up to four times faster for Tier Three words when students have 
become familiar with the domain of the discourse and encounter the word in different contexts (Landauer & Dumais, 
1997). Hence, vocabulary development for these words occurs most effectively through a coherent course of study 
in which subject matters are integrated and coordinated across the curriculum and domains become familiar to the 
student over several days or weeks.

Examples of Tier Two and Tier Three Words in Context
The following annotated samples call attention to tier two and tier three words in particular texts and, by singling 
them out, foreground the importance of these words to the meaning of the texts in which they appear. Both samples 
appear without annotations in Appendix B.

Example 1: Volcanoes (Grades 4–5 Text Complexity Band

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.
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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.

Simon, Seymour. Volcanoes. New York: HarperCollins, 2006. (2006)

Of the Tier Two words, among the most important to the overall meaning of the excerpt is layers. 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, of which the crust and the mantle are upper-
most. 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 in both literal and figurative contexts (“this would 
seem plausible on the surface”; “this story has layers of meaning”), which would justify more intensive instruction in 
them in grades 4–5.

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 . . .).

Example 2: Freedom Walkers (Grades 6–8 Text Complexity Band)

Excerpt

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 griev-
ances 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.

Freedman, Russell. Freedom Walkers: The Story of the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
New York: Holiday House, 2006. (2006)

The first Tier Two word encountered in the excerpt, determined, is essential to understanding the overall meaning of 
the text. The power of determined here lies in the notion that skin color in Montgomery, Alabama, at that time was 
the causal agent for all that follows. The centrality of determined to the topic merits the word intensive attention. Its 
study is further merited by the fact that it has multiple meanings, is likely to appear in future literary and informational 
texts, and is part of a family of related words (determine, determination, determined, terminate, terminal).
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Understanding the excerpt’s Tier Three words is also necessary to comprehend the text fully. As was the case in ex-
ample 1, these words are often repeated and defined in context. segregation, for example, is introduced in the second 
paragraph, and while determining its meaning from the sentence in which it appears might be difficult, several closely 
related concepts (white supremacy, discriminated, second-class) appears in the next sentence to provide more con-
text.


