
ANNOUNCER: …advanced phonics and morphology with Susan Ebbers.  Susan Ebbers, our presenter 

this morning for her dissertation work.  She created a test of work learning aptitude and gathered data 

from grades two to five.  She's taught primary and secondary grades and was awarded by the district for 

her contributions to literacy.  She also served as a K principal and preschool director.  In an attempt to 

bring researchers and educators together, she created edublog, Vocabulogic published by Sopris West.  

She has written four supplemental programs for developing vocabulary, morphological awareness, 

fluency and/or decoding as an instruction in morphological awareness.  On the creative side, she enjoys 

poetry, painting and writing children's books including Jamie's Journey: The Savannah.  You can visit her 

website at readingway.com.  This session is being video taped, so we would ask you to please keep 

conversations and any unnecessary noises to a minimum.  And so now, I'll introduce Susan Ebbers and 

[inaudible] in welcoming her. 

SUSAN EBBERS: Thank you so much.  Thank you all for coming.  This is a -- this is going to then build 

on what we talked about at 8:00 -- at 8:30, looking at a more advanced approach to word study for 

students who are not beginners but are still beginning to develop competence with the English language 

and the English language is challenging.  I think about it as the -- as the jabberwock, right?  Are you 

aware of the jabberwock?  It's what it says in your handouts, right?  And the English language is that 

jabberwock with teeth that bite and the claws that catch.  So we want to help students come to terms with 

this English language with the frumious Bandersnatch.  One thing we know from research is that 

compared to the other English -- compared to the other languages that use this same alphabet, the other 

European orthographies, Finnish and Greek, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, we see that English is 

way out there at the deep end -- at the deep end of the pool in terms of orthographic depth, spelling 

patterns and in terms of the syllabic structure, very complex and deep.  This makes this language 

particularly challenging.  It's also challenging because it's a mixture of Latin, French, Germanic, Greek 

and every other language -- just about every other language under the sun.  We have a borrowing 

language and so hundreds of languages make up the composition of the English language.  Most of the 

words in the English language tend to have Latin roots from Roman speaking -- I mean, the Roman 

Empire who spoke Latin and the romance languages is then in French, Spanish, Italian, right?  We see 

that -- we see that about 60% of the words that come from Latin or French, but remember that French is 

based in Latin roots.  And so when we say that a word is French, we may as well be saying that it is -- 

that it derives from the Latin language.  That's about 60% of the words.  And the green chunk of the pie 

would be the Germanic words of the language, the word this language, the English language, is 

considered to be a Germanic language.  Even though there's more words that came to us through Latin.  

When this language was first born, it was formed completely on Germanic -- Old Germanic roots, the 

Anglo-Saxons, Jutes and Frisians who drove out the Celts after the fall of the Roman Empire, after Rome 

withdrew and went back home and the Celts were left.  Well, the Celts lived in little tribes without one 

united army, so a lot of chieftains and lots of tribes but not one big army and so they were vulnerable to 

the invaders, the Anglo-Saxons, Jutes and Frisians and they all spoke forms of German -- Old German, 



various forms of old German.  And that was the beginning of the English language.  And so it is today, 

that this language is filled with a lot of German and they tend to be the little words in the language.  Those 

words on your Dolch Sight list, the, of, to, and, for, around, because, before, with.  And they tend to be 

little words like love and hate, like child and chin, like give and take.  They tend to be the little words in the 

language.  When you think about the Lord's Prayer, the old fashioned wording of the Lord's Prayer, those 

words are all pretty much Old Germanic words.  Then we see the Greek make some smaller part of the 

pie and yet, if you're a scientist, you're reading an awful lot of Greek.  My husband's a scientist and when 

I look at his book, it's just filled with Greek roots.  So depending on what you're reading, you might be 

reading a lot of Greek.  And then we see the blue piece is other and that of course is all the words that 

are flowing into the language from Spanish, from Mandarin, from Arabic, from all over the world, right?  

And this is just estimates.  These are based on estimated approximation of the 80 -- of 80,000 words.  So 

what happens then is because this language is a borrowing language, is a morphological mixture, we 

have interesting orthography going on.  So the interesting orthographic and phonological patterns going 

on wherein the words that came to us through the Germanic layer, from those Old Anglo-Saxon and Old 

English, those words today happen to be pronounced with /ch/ sound, spelled with the letter C-H and 

pronounced /ch/ as in child, chin, ditch, chide, such.  However, if the word came to us through the French 

language, the ch is not pronounced /ch/.  It is pronounced /sh/, chef, charade, chivalry, chauffeur, 

panache.  If the word however came to us through the Greek layer of the language, it tends to have a 

pronunciation that is the hard /k/, chaos, archaic, not charisma, not charisma, but charisma and 

charismatic, technology and anchor.  So this adds to your complexity in terms of teaching children to read 

and spell and also in terms of teaching them patterns by language origin, in terms of meaningful patterns.  

Turn to your neighbor and sort those five words at the top of the page, school, which, champagne, 

chronic and chardonnay based on the sound that the ch is representing.  Do those words come from the 

Germanic, French or Greek layer of the language? 

AUDIENCE: [indistinct chatter] 

SUSAN EBBERS: Okay.  School is from Greek with a ch being /k/ and Plato -- Plato's Academy is 

theoretically the first school I suppose, so they say.  Which is Germanic with that ch being /ch/ and the W-

H is also a Germanic marker which.  It used to be spelled in old English H-W, which makes more sense 

because that's how you pronounce it, which, wheel, but we don't do it that way anyway -- anymore.  And 

then champagne is from French, yes.  Chronic is Greek and Chardonnay is French.  I live in California not 

too far from Napa Valley, wine country.  We got a nice certificate to a nice restaurant, kind of place we 

don't normally go.  A guy came up and asked me what we wanted to drink, what I wanted to drink.  I 

asked him what is house white was and he was all dressed up in a nice tuxedo type, very nice restaurant.  

Young guy, I think he was just old enough to serve wine.  Maybe it was his first day on the job.  Anyway, I 

asked him, "Well, what is your house white and Chardonnay?"  And there was that tense pause, just the 

tension, I could -- I could cut it with a knife.  I know I was going to like this. So I got out my white board, 

but I did -- I said, "Chardonnay?  Oh, I love Chardonnay.  Chris, I haven't had Chardonnay for a while.  Do 



you think -- Chris, should we get some Chardonnay?"  And Chris said, "Yes, honey.  I think we should get 

some Chardonnay."  And hopefully that stopped.  Now, the only thing we have going on is the e.  In 

Germanic words, the e tends to be silent, stone, take bride, side and mine.  Now back in Old English 

days, the e was pronounced.  Everything that is silent today used to be pronounced.  So it's been the 

silence of the lambs, right?  Yeah.  So, it used to be stone, take, take, bride, side, something like that.  

Anyway, who really knows because there's no one alive today to tell us, but this is what linguist believe, 

that the e was, at one time, kind of a schwa sound of, "uh."  And then the language went through 

something called the Great Vowel Shift.  And over a period of two or three hundred years, there was a lot 

of shifting going on with pronunciations and many of the sounds that used to be pronounced were 

silenced.  So, it used to be [makes noise] not light.  And it used to be knee, not knee.  All right.  Enough of 

that.  So Germanic e is silent.  The French then has this little accent mark in fiancé, sauté, risqué, touché, 

cliché.  When I was an intensive teacher -- intensive reading teacher in middle school, my students would 

be confronted with these types of words in their history texts.  I also taught them California History which 

was the eighth grade text.  So they end up with the eighth grade history text and also the intensive 

reading program.  I was at the time teaching LANGUAGE!  Do you know that program?  At any rate, they 

didn't know what to do with that accent mark.  I think they thought it was a speck out of page or misprint.  

And they continually misread those accented words until finally, I thought, "I'm just going to -- I'm just 

going to Google --" this was 12 years ago.  "I'm just going to Google words ending with accent mark and 

see if I can come up with enough to teach them a quick lesson," which, of course, Google is a wonderful 

tool and I was able to do that and I stuck 20 words on the board and said, "See, it's not a speck.  It's 

actually meant to be there.  It comes from French and we say /ā/.  And so we had a quick little lesson and 

then it all was much better after that.  Greek then, the e at the end tends to be, but is not always long, so 

not epitome, not sesame.  Catastrophe, collide, Penelope.  I had a teacher come up to me once and tell 

me that she always thought that name Penelope was Penelope.  And you could see why she would think 

that because we have the antelope and the cantaloupe, so why not the Penelope and so we see the 

complexities of our language.  Think about it, Aphrodite, that long e, Hercules, Psyche, the antipodes, 

right?  So, we have this long e pattern at the end of Greek words and it is not always there.  It's a-- it's a 

tendency, not something we can depend on and not consistent.  Sort the words at the top based on what 

the e at the end is doing.  Okay.  So phoebe is Greek.  Phoebe is that little bird.  It's also a girl's name.  

Phoebe is Greek.  Another way we know it's Greek is because of the ph.  Ph tends to tell us that word 

probably came from the Greek language like in telephone.  And then passé would be French, anemone.  

And I'm from Wisconsin and I don't know if you guys have heard -- in Pennsylvania, they have too many 

sea anemones [inaudible] I doubt it.  I didn't know too many of them in Wisconsin.  But when I moved to 

California, I experienced the animal.  I read about the animal and finally I went to the beach and saw the 

animal until someone said it's an anemone.  [inaudible] and appliqué of course is French and Psyche is 

Greek.  So what do you say?  What does all this matter?  But when it comes to boosting reading, it 

matters because basically when we teach children to read, we teach them that an e is silent and then it 



makes the vowel say its name in the middle and it's stone and it's epitome.  And it's fine to teach them 

that pattern, that long vowel silent magic e at the end pattern.  That's a good pattern worthy of your 

teaching time, but it doesn't end there.  It only begins there.  And when they start moving up into third, 

fourth, fifth grade level test, they're going to start seeing more of these types of patterns.  So they have to 

be prepared at some point for that.  Some of them will just catch onto those patterns on their own 

because they read so much and they just are linguistically aware and attentive to these patterns and 

details.  And others, the ones we worry about the most, will not.  I'm not suggesting that in first grade we 

teach them these -- all these different patterns, but I'm suggesting that starting somewhere around third or 

fourth grade we have a little brush up course.  So, you know what we say?  We say we learn how to read 

in K through two or three and then we read to learn from three through twelve.  But really and truly, that 

isn't so.  We're constantly learning how to read.  We're learning how to read the different language 

patterns from the different layers of the language.  We're learning how to read -- I don't even want to call 

these anomalies because they're not anomalies.  They follow a pattern.  They're just a less -- the pattern 

is not as commonly used or it's not as high of frequency, but it certainly is a pattern that is distributed 

across words and generalizes across words.  This language is also complex.  It's the jabberwocky with 

teeth that bite and the claw that catch.  In that, it's redundant.  There's a lot of ways to say the same thing.  

We can say earth in Germanic.  From the Germanic layer, we say earth and earthworm and unearth and 

unearthly.  But from the Latin, with Romans speaking Latin language and the French, we say terra, terrain 

and Mediterranean and subterranean, meaning earth and rocks.  And from the Greek layer, we have geo 

which still means the same thing, earth and rocks as in geo- in geology and geometric, geometry and 

geochronology.  And our children have to learn all three of these patterns.  They have to learn to count in 

Greek and Latin and in Germanic.  So the Germanic is one, O-N-E, but the Greek is mono and then Latin 

is una.  The Germanic is two, T-W-O, but the Greek is di- and the Latin is bi- and duo in dynamic duo.  

And knowing these, this will help us then with centimeter, and hemisphere, and octave and pentagon and 

monopoly.  And even that Roman numeral at the bottom, the MCMXXVII, what is that -- what is that 

Roman numeral?  What is that C? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: One hundred. 

SUSAN EBBERS: One hundred.  Just like the C-E-N-T-U-M is 100, centum means 100 in Latin.  And the 

C is that same C from centum, from century, from centipede and from the Roman centurion with 100 men 

under his guard, under his lead, right?  Cent meaning 100.  So this jabberwocky is this interesting 

configuration of languages all combined to make the English language.  Children come to school already 

knowing the word shape.  They've heard of shape.  They know what it means.  Maybe they can't breathe 

and smell it, but they've worked with that word at home and they probably know that word unless they're 

English language learners.  Dual language learners, we really don't know what they know and so all of 

that [inaudible] with them.  But for our typical native English speaker, they come to school already 

knowing the word shape.  They might know structure and they might not.  It's from the Latin layer of the 

language with that root struct which you see in instruct, and construct, and construction and destruction.  



Destruction, struct meaning to build, destroy, destruction.  Greek architecture, another word for shape, 

design, structure.  And then the French motif, another word for design, shape and structure with the 

nuance to its meaning or the nuance have to do with embellishments and how the -- how the structure, 

form and the meaning altogether.  And students are going to look at that French word motif and they're 

going think it's, what?  Maybe motive?  They know motive.  Motive for murder, maybe they think it's 

motive.  They'll look at that I-F and maybe they'll think it should be pronounced if, like, "If you help me, I 

will help you."  Motif.  And so we see that we're constantly learning to read, advanced reading.  The 

jabberwocky is the size of the language.  This language is considered to be, by all accounts that I've read 

including the Oxford English Dictionary itself and by every lexicographer I've read including David Crystal, 

it's considered to be the largest language.  More words and phrases on the English language than any 

other language, any other comparable written language at this time -- alive on the planet at this time; 

much larger than French, much larger than German or Spanish.  Now all these ways to say happy; I'm 

happy to be here today, overjoyed and almost euphoric.  Some of these words come to us from Greek, 

some from French and some from the Germanic layer, from -- some from the Latin layer.  And each of 

these words has a different shade of meaning, a different nuance, and used -- and can be used with 

specificity to really specifically express how we're feeling.  From the Germanic layer of the language, we 

get bathroom, because the Germans like compound words; sauerkraut, kindergarten, mankind, rainbow, 

blackbird, bathroom.  From the French, we get the toilet and the latrine.  From the Latin layer, Romans, 

we get the lavatory and the Greeks had better things to do with their time.  From the -- from the Germanic 

layer, we get a drawing.  The French gave us a portrait.  The Latin language gives us the picture and the 

Greek language, the photograph.  Where do you think royal, king, monarch, regal comes from?  How 

about chaperone versus watchman versus sentinel?  Talk with your neighbor very quickly.  I'll just give 

you a minute and see if you can sort these words.  Then we have the frightful scientific spellings and this 

is your jabberwocky.  These are frightful.  I mean, come on.  Don't they scare you a little bit?  The ps, ph, 

y, x?  Hello?  What's going on with the rh pattern?  These are just frightful.  They tend to all come from 

the Greek language.  These are all Greek and they're all Greek to me too.  Content-specific Greek terms 

from anatomy and medical terms.  Yes, thank you very much.  Psoriasis, dyslexia, seismology and 

geochronometry.  From the animals and plants, we get the arachnid with that ch being /k/.  The 

amphibian with the ph for the -- representing the sound, but not spelling f.  Theatre and the arts are filled 

with Greek terms too.  This is advanced decoding.  This is advanced reading .  This is where morphology 

and etymology and phonics all come together.  Morphology, the mental system involved in word 

formation.  The branch of linguistics that deals with words; their internal structure, how they are built, how 

they are formed.  Morph is a Greek root that means structure or shape.  So I think there used to be a 

comic book about this character called, what, Morph man or something.  Can anybody help me out?  A 

comic book character, he went around changing his shape, right?  Yeah.  Just like words do.  They 

change their structure, adding different parts, adding this prefix, taking away that suffix and becoming a 

different meaning.  Sometimes it's called structural analysis, morphemic analysis and it's related to 



etymology.  So the morphemes then in the English language -- all languages have a morphology based to 

them.  Morphology is a -- is a global language, universal.  It isn't only specific to English, but in the 

English language, morphemes, which are the smallest units of meaning in a word.  They're the -- they're 

building blocks of language.  The Legos of language and they can't be broken down any further than they 

already are.  So in unlocking, you have the three morphemes un-lock-ing.  Biographers has the four, bio-

graph-er and s, right?  And each morpheme has meaning, yes?  Then we have the common morphemes.  

The spect in inspector.  Spect is from the Latin language meaning to look, see, watch, observe.  Phon in 

phonics, and telephone and symphony meaning sound, right?  The base words like light in lighthouse, 

add them together to make a compound word.  The prefixes and suffixes are collectively called affixes.  

Those are the morphemes that make up the English language and understanding those morphemes is 

then -- if we can get our students to understand the most common morphemes, the most common 

prefixes, and suffixes and roots, then they have knowledge that will take them far in terms of 

comprehension, in terms of reading, in terms of spelling, in terms of grammar even.  They will have 

insight and to know that this language is based on predictable patterns -- meaningful, predictable, family 

patterns.  They will then have the aptitude and the willingness to try to use it because they have enough 

self-efficacy to -- they've learned to develop enough self-efficacy to believe in their own ability to apply 

this type of knowledge to their working with words and this is beneficial.  The definition for morphology is 

at the bottom of the page then.  It is the ability to reflect upon and manipulate morphemes and employ 

word formation rules in one's language.  Whether one is working with the Mandarin language, the 

Spanish language, the English language, all three languages have been studied and tested in terms of 

morphological awareness and the relationship to literacy.  And in all three languages, we have found that 

there is a direct relationship between how well you understand the morphological patterns of prefixes, 

suffixes, and roots for the English language, of course, then that has a direct relationship to your -- to your 

ability to read, to your ability to spell and to make sense of -- to make meaning -- vocabulary meaning and 

even comprehension of complete sentences or phrases.  So we want to teach our students then that 

morphologically related words, which what we call then a morphological family, share the same -- similar 

form, same spelling form -- similar spelling form and similar meaning.  So in this example here, we see 

that the G-O-V-E-R-N is the shared spelling form across the whole family.  Every word of this family has 

that shared form, G-O-V-E-R-N, govern.  And we know then that the meaning is related across all the 

words, but the meaning is not the same across all the words.  The meaning changes when we add 

prefixes and suffixes.  The part of speech changes too.  When we add suffixes, the part of speech will 

change from noun to verb to adjective to adverb.  So where govern is a verb, a governor is a noun.  And if 

you are ungovernable, you are an adjective, right?  Ungovernable is an adjective and governability is 

back to being a noun, an abstract noun.  Not a concrete noun.  We're not talking about something we can 

touch and see.  It's hard to overstate the importance of morphology to vocabulary growth.  Researches 

just consistently find students who are the most knowledgeable about morphological patterns have the 

greatest vocabulary.  Students who are the least knowledgeable about morphological relationships and 



do not look for patterns and form and meaning, similarity in form and meaning, who think that they have 

to learn every single word as an individual entity, just another a word to memorize, and aren't thinking in 

terms of clusters of words -- morphological families of words with shared meaning and a shared spelling 

at its core.  Those are the ones who have the least robust vocabulary.  They also struggle with reading 

and spelling and comprehension.  So as we talked about this morning, one thing we want to do at all 

grade levels, not just with beginning readers, is we want to help them look for relationships and patterns 

across the phonology or the pronunciation of the word, the orthography or the spelling of the word, the 

morphology where the roots, prefixes and suffixes are and the semantics or the meaning of the word and 

we would add the syntax too.  So this morning, we looked at some of these words and let's add famished 

at the bottom, famished.  So from a more advanced perspective famished.  I'm very hungry and famished.  

I'm so famished because there's a famine in the land and the rain hasn't fallen and the crops haven't 

grown and we're starving.  Making that connection between famine and famished.  Seeing how they are 

spelled the same and they are pronounced the same and yet different.  Differently spelled and differently 

pronounced.  Helping students see that.  Helping them see that the meaning is the same, but different.  

Similarity, but differences.  Helping them see that famished, "I am famished," is an adjective, but famine is 

a noun.  So suffixes change the part of speech.  And when we do this, when we look at the phonology, 

the spelling, the morphology, the semantics and the syntax, we help students boost their morphological 

knowledge to the point where they become more fluent comprehenders, which is the endgame.  Yes, we 

help them decode.  Yes, we help them encode.  Yes, we help them develop vocabulary, but that is not the 

endgame.  The big final ultimate goal is comprehension and actually, there is a growing body of research, 

but it's only a tentative promising body of research.  It's certainly is not a complete body to show that this 

type of thinking, this type of processing, those of us who process the most fluently in terms of 

morphological connections and relationships tend to comprehend the most fluently.  But again, that's 

tentative.  We do know that from -- so take comprehension out of the picture and just look at reading, 

decoding and encoding and making meaning of vocabulary words.  We do know for sure that combining 

phonics and spelling -- phonological awareness and orthographic awareness with morphological 

awareness, those three linguistic components combined as we instruct and as students process mentally 

would lead to the most advantageous, effective, expeditious word processing and so we will increase our 

smileage.   Smileage.  And just putting up a word like smileage, we have an extra in the day, you found 

this word in the newspaper like I did.  I found it in the newspaper.  I scanned it into my computer.  Put it 

up on the board for your kids and say, "Talk to your neighbor and decide why do you think they call it 

smileage?  What was the marketing campaign going on behind that idea?  And what is the structure of 

this word?  Is it smile plus ege like anchorage and steerage and anchorage and smileage or is it mileage 

plus S?"  And just letting them have those conversations in that extra minute.  It creates in them an 

interest in words, it kindles their word awareness, it makes them aware of word structure and it sort of 

lays the groundwork and the foundation for continued work with morphology and etymology based on 

phonology.  Here is a morphological matrix.  This is the family words we can build from the root -- the 



Latin word crede which means to believe or to trust.  The prefix is at the beginning.  The suffix is at the 

end.  All sorts of different ways that it can be put together, configured together, many configurations to 

create dozens, if maybe not, even more than a hundred words.  Incredible, incredible, incredibility, 

incredulous, accreditation.  Very quickly in the next 30 seconds, I'm only going to give you 30 seconds, jot 

down or just tell your neighbors as many words as you can that you could build with this root crede.  So 

you get a sense then from morphological families and you get a sense for the breath of this particular 

family.  The take home message is it's worthwhile to teach students the most generative morphological 

families.  The roots that generate to create a wide, broad family of words.  That's worth your teaching time 

or if you work with teachers, then that is worth your teachers' teaching time.  Not small families of words.  

Think about the word sabotage.  If I try to make a matrix for sabotage, well, sabotage, sabotaging.  Now 

notice that these matrices do not even have the -ing and -ed inflectional suffixes.  They don't bother with 

them.  They only have the derivational suffixes, the more advanced suffixes.  But we know we could have 

-ing, and -ed and s.  Simple inflectional suffixes create inflections.  So for sabotage, my matrix would be 

sabotage and maybe saboteur and it's a small, small family because we borrowed it from the French, but 

we didn't borrow the whole family.  No, no, we only want sabotage and okay, we're going to saboteur 

[inaudible] so when we're focusing on morphology, we're choosy.  We don't want to confuse them with 

words that don't clearly and easily belong to a large family.  We don't want to make them memorize a 

bunch of roots that only have one or two or three words for it.  We want to have them work with roots in 

context -- contextualized roots that propagate to a large family of words, like -rupt meaning to break or 

burst.  That's a big family, folks.  And in every word of this family, -rupt is spelled the same exact way, R-

U-P-T.  So we don't have to wonder how you spell -rupt in corrupt.  Say, when you spell disrupt, say when 

you spell it in rupture and bankrupt and interrupt.  And you can have your students then find the root in 

each word and highlight it pink and make it standout.  Find the root in each word and tell your partner how 

that meaning, that root meaning to break or to burst, is reflected and not reflected in the meaning of the 

whole word itself.  So how does the concept of to break or to burst have anything to do with rupture?  Tell 

your partner and give your students a minute to do that.  How is the concept of bankrupt have anything to 

do with to break or to burst?  What's broken?  Or what about interrupt, abrupt, disrupt, erupt, corrupt?  

What's broken in the corrupt society or corrupt government?  And so now, we're looking at semantics.  

We already looked at the spelling, the orthography; we said it's spelled the same way in every word R-U-

P-T.  Fourth grade language standards or the Common Core State Standards for Vocabulary Acquisition 

and Use, very simple, they simply want your students to use context clues -- A, context clues; and B, look 

inside the word for the Greek and Latin roots and affixes, so the affixes are your prefixes and suffixes, the 

Greek and Latin roots of affixes as clues to the meaning of the whole word, but link it to A, context.  

These are not two separate entities.  They go together.  If you buy a program that teaches morphology 

without ever putting it into context, you're doing your students some disservice.  They need to apply it to 

context and see how the context always strums the morphology.  The context always is the master of 

meaning and the morphology works with it and helps it to make meaning.  They have to be able to 



interpret the morphemes in light of the context.  And this standard says that -- it says here it is the Fourth 

Grade Standard but in fact the standard repeats all the way through high school; and all they do in the 

States -- in the Common Core State Standards is they just change the example words instead of 

telegraph and photograph and autograph, we'll have some other example words.  If we can get our 

students to do this, we've taught them to fish, we don't have to teach them all the words now.  We just 

teach them this strategy, I call the Outside-In Strategy.  Outside is, A, using context, looking outside the 

word of the context to find clues to the meaning of the word, reading the sentences back and the 

sentences still to come as well as the proximal, immediate sentence and looking for clues for the meaning 

of that unknown word; and then B, looking inside the word for clues, so Outside-In Strategy, the Outside-

In Strategy.  We'll look some more of that later.  So there you see the seventh grade, it's the same basic 

standard.  They just change the example words at the bottom, under B, it's, Belligerent, Bellicose and 

Rebel.  And how many of you knew that B-E-L is the Latin root that means to fight and to battle, a 

rebellion, a belligerent rebellion, the rebel is a bellicose.  Right?  Who knew that?  I didn't know that.  It's 

really not a huge family and I wouldn't have put that example in there if it were up to me, but nobody 

asked me.  All right.  Grades nine to ten, then we add this standard in addition to the ones we've just 

seen, that -- this idea, Part B, identifying correctly used patterns of word changes that indicate different 

meanings or parts of speech.  So that means that we're teaching our students that if they know analyze -- 

the verb analyze, they should be able to look at the -- at analysis and say, "Well, it's got a different 

ending.  It's got a different suffix."  And so the part of speech change.  Analyze is a verb but analysis is a 

noun.  Because when we change the derivational suffix in the end of the word, we tend -- we tend, it's not 

always, but we tend to get a whole different grammatical category.  Noun, verb, adjective, adjective, 

adverb.  So analytical goes back to being an attitude.  Advocate to advocacy.  "I will advocate for you," so 

that would be your verb form.  "I believe in advocacy," that would be your noun form.  Or using advocate 

as a noun.  So this is -- this is nuance and this is upper level which is why it's here in the Ninth Grade 

Standards.  In my own research in my Word Play research, one of those items -- one of the tasks or tests 

that I gave the students look like this.  Example: Two blank dug a hole.  Dog, doggy, dogs, dogging.  And 

they would circle dogs.  Example: The bell is blank.  Ring, rang, ringer, ringable.  And they would circle 

ringable.  This is kind of easy, we'd think.  These are easy words and they are.  Plus the teacher reads it 

out loud, so we know it's not an encoding matter because it's read to them.  Six blank fell down.  Clown, 

clowning, clownish, or clowns.  Can the rain vapor, vaporize, vapors, vaporizing?  See what's happening 

here?  The only thing that's changing in these words is the suffix.  It's the same base word.  The only 

change is the suffix.  And they have to figure out which word goes on the line based on the changing 

suffix which is this standard.  But then I put an invented words because I couldn't only test them based on 

real words, what if they just knew all those words?  I have to see if they really understood the 

morphological processing, the kind of reasoning that goes on behind the -- behind the lines.  The blank 

will help us.  Jasted, jaster, jastful, jastable.  Who will help us?  I'm learning about mectful.  I'm learning 

about mectable.  I'm learning about mections.  I'm learning about mectless.  Mections.  Yeah.  I could be 



learning about fractions.  I could be learning about distractions.  I could be learning about interruptions, 

directions, but I'm learning in this case about mections.  We will borkize it.  We will borkous it, borkment, 

borkly.  What will we do everybody?  Tell me everybody. 

AUDIENCE: We will borkize. 

SUSAN EBBERS: We well borkize it.  And you knew that not because you know borkize, after all it's not a 

word.  You knew that because you now analyze and synthesize and theorize and exercise.  Even if it's 

spelled with an S or a Z, it's still the same morphological pattern.  I-C-E, I-S-E, it doesn't matter.  You 

knew it.  Somehow, you figured that pattern out.  No one probably ever talked to you.  No one probably 

ever said words that end with I-Z-E are verbs.  Did anyone ever say that to you?  So you figured it out like 

most of us do.  So the researchers have found that good readers just sort of figure that out but poor 

readers never do; and we even tested them in college, the poor readers and the remedial reading classes 

in college, and they'd still fail.  They bum these tests, this kind of test.  Whereas, a good reader in third 

grade can already do well on this test.  This test made it before as an art.  Testing reasoning.  So this is 

where the problem hits the road, this is where you really can't tell which students are processing 

morphologically and which are confused about the morphological patterns, especially the suffix forming, 

the patterns where we form a new word by changing the suffix.  This has to do with usage, grammar, 

syntax, and this has a lot to do with comprehension then of the whole sentence because if you don't 

understand that it's a noun or a verb and how it's used, your comprehension of the whole sentence is 

likely to falter.  But at a more simplistic level, there was just this.  Just having students see the meaning 

and the parts.  So an exothermic reaction is a science term.  Anyone here teach science?  States of 

matter?  Exothermic, exo meaning out, right?  And what does therm mean everybody?  Heat or energy.  

It's Greek meaning heat or energy.  Exo meaning out like an exoskeleton or an exit.  Yes?  So exothermic 

means that heat or energy is going out.  It's being released.  It's not there anymore.  And in a very 

simplistic non-scientific way, because I'm not a scientist, at least I'm not a physical scientist.  We think 

about -- we think about water states of mass, we think about water melting versus freezing.  If something 

is undergoing an exothermic reaction, if water is undergoing an exothermic reaction, is it melting or is it 

freezing?  Exothermic and that's freezing.  Someone said freezing.  And that's a very simplistic way to 

look at.  When I was observing an eighth grade science teacher once I became a consultant and she was 

actually teaching a unit on this, and we planned the unit together and we planned that she would first 

teach therm because her textbook, her science book didn't say to start with therm and teach that root 

therm and then it means heat or energy.  As a matter of fact the textbook was teaching each word in the 

order that the word's shown up in the text.  So exothermic wasn't taught in tandem with endothermic 

reaction which is the opposite sort of reaction.  Exothermic is freezing and endothermic is melting.  These 

are simplistic terms.  I mean I'm giving a very simplistic definition but good enough for today.  So the 

science tech was just going, "Okay, in the first quarter, I'm going to have to read the states of matter, so 

we'll put that first.  They're going to have to read gas so that will come next," right?  And there was just 

listing the words in the order they appeared in the text.  So we reordered it, we said, "Let's start with this 



concept with therm, heat and energy.  And then, let's look at thermos and thermal and thermostat and just 

very quickly let the kids brainstorm some words with that Greek root therm meaning heat or energy, then 

let's look at thermic, exothermic, endothermic and go from there."  So what we know is that word types 

like exothermic, which is a kind of complicated word, tend to move from simple to complicated or 

complex.  We have the simple basic word "boy".  It's a base word or basic word.  It can't be broke it down 

any further.  It has no suffixes or prefixes added to it and a boy isn't -- is a concrete noun, it's a person.  

We can touch him and see him, so he's concrete.  When we add the suffix -s, when we add the 

inflectional suffix -s, we get boys.  It's still a noun.  It's still a concrete noun.  We can still touch and then 

see him, there's just more than one of them.  That's not so tough but for some kids, it's a challenge.  Kids 

would found specific language impairment or misuse their inflections, they'll use plurals instead of singular 

or singular instead of plural.  English language learners quite struggled with this.  But for most typical 

native English speakers, that's something they understand before they come to school it's just natural 

understanding.  And we can take that word boy and add it to friend, and we have boyfriend.  So now, we 

have a compound word, but it's still a boy something we can touch and see.  Now, look at the derivation 

and this is where it all gets tough and rough.  We add -ish and we have boyish, and we don't have a boy 

anymore.  I sat next to a boyish person for breakfast.  I didn't sit next to a boy.  I sat next to a girl with an 

older guy playing with his toys or something, acting like a tomboy and maybe if it's girl.  It's not a boy 

anymore.  And boyish is an adjective, so we don't have a noun anymore concrete or abstract.  We've lost 

our noun.  We've got and adjective boy-ish.  Now, we have -ly, boyishly.  She acted boyishly.  And now, 

we have an adverb.  Now, we add the -hood.  In my boyhood, I fished, played, sang all day.  Boyhood.  

Now, we're back to a noun, but it's not a concrete noun.  We can't touch our boyhood.  We can't see it.  

We can't go back to it.  It's abstract.  It's an abstract noun.  Derivational suffixes added to a word create 

derivations and they tend to be abstract, nuanced complex words.  Those are the advanced words we're 

talking a lot today here.  So taking a look, we see that if we add the derivational suffix -ic to the end of a 

word, we create an adjective.  We start with a noun angel, now we have the adjective angelic, and notice 

how the pronunciation changed.  The word went through a shift from angel to angelic not angelic.  If I said 

angelic you'd go, "Oh, yeah, like an angel."  But if I say angelic and you're like, "Oh, like gel?"  Because 

when the pronunciation changes, it messes with our mind a little bit and that adds to the complexity of 

derivations and derivational suffixes, complex words.  The suffix -ive is an adjective maker, we add it to 

the noun mass.  What is the mass of the planet?  "Oh, this planet is massive."  Now, we have an 

adjective.  Create-creative, sense-sensitive.  -Ly's your adverb maker and everybody knows that one, but 

nobody knows the rest of them because for some reason we never teach them.  -ate is your verb maker.  

Here's a vaccine, let's vaccinate everybody.  Operate, demonstrate, calculate, -ate is your verb maker.  

So you see, this is on my website Vocabulogic.  You can go to Vocabulogic and you can find this and 

download it and put it on your own PowerPoint.  It's yours to have if you want it.  And much more is there 

at Vocabulogic.  This one is explanations of teaching ideas.  The point is that when your students are 

working with these more advanced words, they're not necessarily realizing the relationship to its less 



advanced origin or base.  So from the word ignite, if you teach your children ignite, ig-nite, it's not that 

hard to spell, it's not that hard to read, we can learn what it means, yes?  Or we can even learn that it's a 

verb.  And then we cannot assume and this is a mistake for textbooks' make.  We cannot assume that 

just because we taught that ignite, they know ignition.  It sounds so different.  The -nite changed to -nit.  It 

sounds so different that they're not even going to realize.  When they hear you say it, when they hear you 

read it, they're not going to realize you're basically just saying a form of ignite because shift happened.  

Shifting sounds and shifting spellings phonological shift is what a researcher will call it.  Orthographic shift 

and it happens all the time in advanced orders, from provide to provision, from please to pleasant.  

Changing in the pronunciation from long vowels to short vowels and dropping some letters out.  Look at 

wisdom, from wise to wisely, there's no shift at all, that's easy.  If I teach you wise, I can sort of assume 

that you're going to be okay with wisely.  I taught you the meaning of wise, you're not kindergartners, 

"Hey, wise?  Wise means you got open eyes, always looking, always listening, always thinking.  Yeah.  

Smart in your head and smart in your heart.  Wise.  Stay wise.  Yeah, the old Meridian is so wise, open 

eyes."  She acts wisely.  And that's okay, that's cool because wisely sounds like wise and spells like wise, 

W-I-S-E.  But looking at wisdom, it doesn't sound like wise.  It sounds like wis-.  And the E is missing.  

Where did the E go from the end of wise?  Well, I don't know.  It's just not there.  I suppose some 

etymologist can tell me exactly what happened to that E.  But I don't care for now, what I care about is the 

fact that my kids are not going to realize that wisdom is the noun that describes the person who is wise, 

because of shift happening.  And so those derivatives are shifting, shifty, shifty derivatives.  And the 

teacher's job and the materials that you buy, the curriculum you buy should reveal, unveil.  You move the 

obscurity around those derivatives.  So looking at "act" to "actor", no shift; to "active", no shift.  The act- is 

there in all three words and it's pronounced the same way in all three words and it means the same thing 

in all three words.  But action, anyway, those shift.  Acsh- instead of act-.  It's acsh-.  From timid to timidly 

to intimid-ate, there's your -ate verb maker, to intimid-ation, those shift.  So if your teacher gets timid, you 

can probably do too until you're okay.  You might have to teach them, intimidate them.  From deep to 

deepen, no shift, to deeply, no shift, to deeper, no shift; to depth, we've got shift going on, folks.  We got 

orthographic spelling shift.  Orthographic means spelling.  We lost of one of the E's.  And we've got 

phonological pronunciation shift where it's not Deep, it's Depth.  And you're saying, "So what?  Why are 

you hammering on this?"  Are you saying that?  Well, just in case you are, I'm hammering on it because 

the curriculum doesn't, and when we're teaching this in our struggling readers to read, we tend to rely on 

our curriculum.  Think about it as a weak spot in the structure.  As a weak link or weak connection, it's an 

obscurity hiding the relationships that are there in the words.  Your students are not going to realize that 

grief has anything to do with grieving, or the grieving has anything to do with grief because they sound so 

different.  So your job as educators and educators you work with, their job is to become good in 

identifying shift, so that they become quick in pointing it out from the students.  Talk to your neighbor 

about the sort of shift, is it a shifting sound or a shifting spelling or both kinds of shift?  What's the shift 

going on in these five different rows here?  Just in the red word.  The red word is the shifting word.  Okay.  



Moving on.  I know you need more time but I can't give you any more time, okay?  I'm looking at the clock.  

So my take-home message for you, we'll work with advanced decoders, still struggling readers but they're 

not beginning readers.  My take-home message for you and really it's the same message I would give to 

someone working with the first grader.  If you can avoid it, don't teach words in isolation.  If you're going to 

teach graph, don't stop with graph.  Also, teach grapheme or graphite or graphic, biography or geography.  

If you're going to teach true, what else should you teach?  Truth, truthhood, or Colbert report says we 

should teach truthiness.  Truthiness.  Stephen Colbert, right?  Quickly, quickly, quickly write down a few 

other words we could teach.  You can do it with a partner or we can do it on our own and then compare 

with a partner, a few other words that go with each of these words.  All right.  So if you're teaching 

empathy, you're also teaching emphatic, empathetic.  If you're teaching revolve, you're also teaching 

revolution.  Wow, there's a lot of shift there.  Rough and roughen and roughly.  Civil and civilization, 

uncivilized and civilians, civility and anti-civility.  Vapor and evaporated.  Why is there a shift to the 

evaporate?  As long as it wasn't vaporate, we'd all get it right away.  Evaporate, where did the vapor go?  

It went up, it went e-, it went ex-.  E- is ex-, right?  You know, E- is the same as ex-.  It means out, away.  

So efface is to phase out.  Erase is to rub out.  Evaporate is vapor out.  So here's your another 

derivational suffix, that suffix -ism is going to always create an abstract noun and it's going to be found in 

hundreds of words, and these are going to be your advanced words in school curriculum fourth grade and 

up.  And -ism is always going to create that abstract noun that means a practice, a belief, a tendency, an 

adherence to.  Now, alcoholism doesn't mean a belief in alcohol.  It means a practice or tendency to be 

drawn to alcohol, right?  Now, look at what happened with act.  Look at the tree there at the bottom.  We 

started with act.  We had -ive suffix, so we have active.  We add the -tion -- activate the verb.  We have 

the -tion, -ti -- or the -ion and -tion.  And now, we have activation, a noun.  And now, we add -ism and we 

have activism, an abstract noun.  Derivations of sol, advanced sol.  So you're working with your middle 

school students and your high school students, and they already know the word sun.  That's that 

Germanic word sun in sunflower, in sunshine; and they know that.  So we say, well, there's another word 

that means sun and it's sol.  And we -- if we have Spanish-speaking students in our classroom relate it to 

the Spanish, and we relate it to them the words in the English language that share that sol.  The solstice, 

what is that?  The day when the sun is shining august?  Or a parasol, the umbrella that we can use to 

shade your face from the sun.  And there's a word here that is same as sunflower, it's the botanic term for 

sunflower.  Yeah, girasol, I heard someone say it.  Let me see some phrases.  Scientia sol mentis - 

knowledge, the sun of the mind which the motto of the -- of Delaware College, right?  Sometimes the 

meaning is not transparent, and the word uneasy, it doesn't mean not easy.  "How was the test?"  "It was 

uneasy.  I think I failed."  Now, uneasy doesn't mean not easy, it means a little uncomfortable, a little 

nervous, so I'm a little unsure here.  And yet, there is a semantic relationship.  How would you teach your 

students that uneasy could be broken down morphologically to make sense?  Not at ease, exactly.  I'm 

not at ease here.  I am uneasy.  But they can't do it by saying it means the opposite of easy, uneasy.  So 

we have to sometimes realize that everything isn't transparent morphologically.  It can be opaque and we 



can clarify the opacity and make it more transparent.  This is what we want our students to be able to do.  

What this fifth grader right here did in a research study in 1993 by linguist, Jeremy Anglin.  Jeremy Anglin 

worked with first graders, third graders, and fifth graders individually.  One-on-one, he ask them some 

questions.  It was all oral language.  Nothing to read, nothing to write, just conversation.  Here's his 

conversation with one of the fifth graders.  I'll be Jeremy Anglin, if you would all please read out loud and 

be the fifth grade boy.  Okay.  So let's go.  What does the word treelet mean? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Okay.  Maybe it means like a tree and maybe like for Christmas you can put lights 

on it. 

SUSAN EBBERS: Can you tell me anything more about treelet? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Is it spelled L-E-T or L-I-T. 

SUSAN EBBERS: Actually, it's L-E-T. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: I'm not sure about this, but it might mean a baby tree. 

SUSAN EBBERS: Ta-da.  So a treelet is a baby tree.  And this fifth grader is well on his way.  And this is -

- this is what we want to -- we want our students to do this.  This is your -- this is your teaching them fish 

more, right?  So we can teach them what a treelet is.  A treelet is a baby tree.  What's a treelet?  A baby 

tree.  Here's a picture of it, too.  Or we can teach them to fish, right?  And this is what -- we have to teach 

them some words and of course the more words they know -- the more words they know the more likely 

they can fish morphologically because if they don't know piglet or owlet or eaglet, they're going to have a 

hard time figuring out treelet.  So building your vocabulary through explicit word instruction and also just 

by reading to them everyday, reading with them and having them read a lot and using words in an 

enhanced way in your classroom instead of asking them to line up at the door, it's time for lunch, line up 

at the door.  You could ask them to line up at the portal, "Progress to the portal.  Make a dual formation at 

the entrance."  And you gradually build their vocabulary.  You start to work using words like eaglet and 

owlet, and so that when they see a treelet, they can make sense at it.  What Jeremy Anglin found was 

that most of the first graders weren't so successful with this.  The third graders, there was sort of this kind 

of uneven distribution of morphological reasoning.  And then there was a big, big steep jump in 

morphological problem solving between third and fifth grade.  So here you see the pattern.  Here you see 

his chart from his guide and at the bottom of the chart first grade, third grade, fifth grade, and notice that 

green box in fifth grade.  That's the slope for the green box which if you look at the legend was your 

derived words ending with derivational suffixes.  Words like with evaporation not vapor.  Words like 

provision not provide.  Those derived words.  It's a huge increase in how many derived words the fifth 

graders knew compared to the third graders.  The y-axis is number of words that they knew in thousands.  

Do you think he gave them a test of 14,000 words?  No, he gave them a test of 200 words, then he said 

all the things on those 200, since I chose the words very carefully through this process in a triangulation, I 

can assume that since they know those -- they knew those 200 words that they would know 14,000 



words.  It was basically the ideal.  It was actually a good science.  It was logical.  I mean, you can never 

give anyone a test that big, right? 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: Right. 

SUSAN EBBERS: Okay.  So what's the take-home message?  The students who did not have a great 

vocabulary, who did not know the 14,000, 16,000, 18,000 words in fifth grade, they didn't do well on 

treelet.  They were -- they did not demonstrate when they were -- they were given a lot of questions like 

this.  This is just one example and they did not demonstrate morphological problem solving, and they 

didn't know the roots or suffixes or prefixes like they should.  They didn't have -- going way back, they 

didn't acknowledge insight, aptitude, and self-efficacy about the morphological structure of the used 

language at the most common prefixes and suffixes in use.  And so their vocabulary was stymied, 

hampered, limited, it did not grow.  It did not become what could've become and what become with 

instruction.  We'll skip a few slides because I see that we're running short of time and this happens all the 

time, so we'll just live with it.  Yeah.  Here is the most common prefixes in the English language in school 

text printed in grades three through nine.  These are the 20 most common prefixes in ranked order.  So 

the first most common prefix is the prefix un-, U-N, and you see that in the start, they found it in 782 

words, different words.  Twenty-six percent of the prefixed words began that prefix un-.  And then you see 

the second most common prefix was re- and then the third all the way down.  These 20 prefixes should 

be known and understood well by the end of third grade because in fourth grade, the Common -- 

according to your Common Core State Standards, your students should already be looking with Greek 

and Latin roots.  And by the way, these are only the 20 most common prefixes.  There's a lot missing.  

The numeric prefixes aren't here; una-, bi-, di-, tri-, quadra-, penta-.  They need to know those in order to 

read science and social studies in middle school and high school, chemistry.  They need to know those 

prefixes.  It could also work with cognates as you work with morphology as you work with Spanish-

speaking especially English language learners.  The Spanish language and the English language share a 

lot of Latin roots since Spanish is based in Latin and English has bought 60%, just a rough estimate, 60% 

of the words in English language based on Latin roots.  So the Spanish and the English has a lot of 

overlap, and there is some potential for students to figure out what words mean based on their own root 

in Spanish.  So the Latin root R-O-D, rod-, also spelled R-O-S when you change the suffix then you can 

change the ending, means to gnaw or to chew.  So the rodent is just gnawing, chewing the stick.  And the 

battery acid is gnawing, chewing like, the battery.  And the wind and the waves are gnawing, chewing at 

the cliffs.  Corrosion, erosion, rodent.  And you see the Spanish cognate at the bottom for each one.  

Spanish cognate pairs are listed in the NTC's Dictionary of Spanish Cognates thematically organized, is it 

12,000 or is it 20,000?  I apologize I can't remember.  I do have this book at home.  I think it's 12,000 

Spanish cognate pairs thematically organized, so all of the cognates that have to do with driving a car will 

be in one section.  All the cognate pairs having to do with insects will be in another section, so insect and 

insecto, that's your Spanish cognate pair for the word insect, right?  National and Nacional are in one 

section.  They have to do civics and government in another section.  When you're teaching morphology, 



you can apply this across the curriculum.  It is not only for the English language arts teacher.  It's for the 

science teacher, the history teacher.  It's -- it applies to all curriculum because it is the fundamentals of 

which all words are made.  So astro is Greek for stars or heavens, and the little flowers called the aster 

because it's shaped like a star.  The astronomer, astrology, and astrobiology, astrophysics, those are real 

science words and the science teacher should be hoping you could see that astro right there.  Disaster, 

what does it have to do with stars and heavens?  Dis, aster.  Dis, aster. 

AUDIENCE MEMBER: [inaudible] 

SUSAN EBBERS: Yeah.  So the heavenly bodies have left their orbit and crashed together.  That would 

be a disaster and that was originally how that word came to be, a cosmic collision, a disaster.  And then, 

of course, you know, the asterisk is a tiny little -- tiny, tiny little start.  The Latin terra meaning earth and all 

the different forms of terra and some of them are social studies words, and some are science words, and 

some are literature.  My point is this, by the time we're in middle school and high school, this load needs 

to be carried by all teachers.  It must not rest in only the hands of the English or Reading teacher.  Graph 

or gram meaning to write, written or drawn, and there's a huge family of words with those.  Sphere or 

sphero Greek for ball or area of activity, and again a huge family of words.  Scientific words, words having 

to do with social studies, words having to do actually most in science.  Some are mathematical, some 

have to do with reproduction.  This is a nice graphic organizer to use when teaching a word 

morphologically.  You see you put the word or phrase in the section in the middle and think of 

morphologically related words.  So, maybe the word is fracture.  I broke my leg.  I fractured my leg.  I -- 

my leg has a fracture.  And fracture goes in the middle.  And then morphologically related words in the big 

box on the left, so fraction and fractal and fractile and refraction, right?  What's the root or base?  Fract, 

and it means to break.  A short definition at the top, fract-ure, a fracture is a break.  Synonyms or 

antonyms of fractures, you can choose.  Are you going to do synonyms or antonyms?  You circle if it's a 

synonym and you would write break.  If it's an antonym, I guess, you'd write mend or heal or something.  

In place for a sketch, a little drawing, they insert whether it's a noun, verb, adjective, or adverb.  If there's 

a cognate to Spanish translation, if there is a Spanish cognate pair -- you all understand cognates, right?  

Do you know what they are?  They sound similar and they're spelled in a similar way and they mean 

pretty much the same thing.  They can put that in the cognate box and then a sentence at the bottom.  

Now, I only have five minutes left and this is really -- I want to make sure we leave with this message.  

We've talked about this message throughout and now I'm going to be more explicit.  It's this idea of 

teaching students to infer word meaning by looking outside of the context clues and inside of the 

morpheme clues.  And the research says that if they are average readers in sixth grade, they have a 

pretty good shot doing this.  An average reader in sixth grade, reading a sixth grade text has about the 

60% shot or 60% of the words that they encounter can be morphologically inferred by combining clues 

from the context with internal word clues.  Well, maybe your students aren't average sixth grade readers 

yet, but this is still hopeful.  I tell you, it gives you an idea where this is going.  And what's interesting 

about this and I like to say they have a 50% shot, that's what I like to say.  They have a 50-50 shot of 



figuring out the word if they know enough about morphology in an average typical language developer in 

middle school.  I think that's more fair, 50% shot.  They're taught how to pay attention to context clues.  

But you know what the research says about context clues?  The research says Nagy, Herman, and 

Anderson -- Nagy, Anderson, and Herman, Swanborn and de Glopper, Fukkink and de Glopper.  That's 

F-U-K-K-I-N-K, a Germanic -- a German researcher.  These researchers have all found that context clues 

are pretty cramming.  Do you hear me?  Context clues are pretty cramming.  So, the curriculum says over 

and over and over, your English language arts curriculum starting in K1 and going all the way through 

middle and high school, tell the kids to look at the context clues.  They can figure out what it means.  The 

context clues tend to be pretty cramming.  They're not drawn out to be explicit.  They don't tell you just 

what the word means.  Usually, it's not an appositive, inserted right into the sentence.  We usually see 

that in a science text.  A science text has better context clues.  The science text might say a photon, the 

tiniest particle of light, travels faster than sound.  And so the definition for total photon is right there 

parenthetically, but that doesn't usually happen, especially not in known story, a narrative piece of 

literature.  And so context clues tend to be helpful at best 25% of the time -- at best 25% of the time.  And 

some studies have found only 5, 10, around 15% percent of the time depending on the study.  Twenty-

five was the best one ever.  But now look at this, 60% of the time -- I'll say 50% of the time, half the time, 

we can figure out what the word means if we're not just settling for context clues, but we're also looking 

inside the word for morphological clues.  So, the strategy that I call it -- I call it, we call it ever it was 

invented 2008, I call it the Outside-In Strategy, but we didn't really invented it, if we borrowed from Jim 

Baumann, 2003, 2007.  He's still working on it.  He calls it the vocabulary rule, I think.  We just renamed 

it.  Basically, the idea is look outside at the context clues, look inside the word for meaningful parts you 

can recognize, anything you can recognize, combine the clues and then try it out, test out your hypothesis 

by in serving your definition, your paraphrase or synonym into the word, into the sentences and see if it 

makes sense.  Context clues don't always work.  Here is an example where they don't work and I want to 

make sure I'm leaving with this idea.  Context clues and morphological clues don't always work.  

Sometimes we have to use a dictionary.  If we're trying to figure out what gregarious means or we don't 

know what gregarious means, we might think it needs full of greg -- full of greg, doesn't help so much.  

The context does better.  In this case, the context is much better than the morphological clues, but if the 

word was sociable and [inaudible] instead of gregarious, then the morphology works.  Oh, sociable, yeah, 

that makes me think it's socialize, and the ice cream social and my teacher says, "I'm too -- I'm too social.  

I need to be coy."  And we think about sociopath and all these ideas and we can figure it out.  You can 

figure it out with oppression, tired of being kicked about by the brutal feet of oppression and we see 

pressure and press and depressed, and repressed, and suppressed, and we're tired of them.  And have 

you slain the Jabberwock?  Well, you can.  If you work on phonics and spelling and morphology, all 

together in combination, "'O frabjous day!  Callooh!  Callay!  He's slain the Jabberwock today."  You guys 

were awesome.  Make sure -- and these are some of my curriculum materials published by Sorpris West 

and that's Cambium Learning.  And this is my website Vocabulogic where you will find videos, teaching 



ideas, lots of guest authors, lots of goodies, wonderful websites at the bottom for teaching morphology, 

phonics, and logic.  You guys were awesome.  Thank you so much. 


