TYPES OF WORDS
USED IN EFFECTIVE
PHONICS READERS

Why High-Frequency Words and
Story Words Are Essential Parts of the Story

by Wiley Blevins

ccording to state reading textbook adoption mandates, decodable texts

must be created using the following criteria: “In decodable texts, 75-80

percent of words consist solely of previously taught letter-sound and
spelling-sound correspondences and the remaining 20-25 percent of the words
are previously taught high-frequency irregularly spelled words and story or
content words.” (English Language Arts/English Language Development
Framework for California Public Schools)

What this means is that, on average, students must be able to fully sound out
three out of every four words in a decodable text. The remaining one out of
every four words is a necessary high-frequency word so that the text sounds like
English and follows natural English sentence constructions, or is a story word to
make the books more interesting and enjoyable to read. These words, therefore,
must be accessed in a way other than sounding them out. This criteria ensures
that the texts are instructive, comprehensible, and engaging. (Becoming a
Nation of Readers)

The words in the Benchmark Education Company Decodable/Phonics Readers
meet these criteria in the following ways:

Decodable Words

These are words that can be fully sounded out. When a child misreads a word, the
teacher is instructed to reinforce the missed sound-spelling and model blending.

* 80% or more of the words in each book are decodable based on the taught
phonics scope and sequence. This ensures the books are an effective and
impactful phonics fluency-building resource.

¢ In addition, care was taken to make the sentence structures comprehensible
and the story topics engaging—including incorporating dynamic photos and
highly appealing illustrations.
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High-Frequency Words

These words contain irregular spellings (not taught in a typical phonics scope
and sequence) or are words needed for story sense or sentence structure (e.g.,
glue words) for which students have yet to learn all the sound-spellings in order
to fully sound out those words.

* These words constitute a small percentage of the words in the books.

* These words are taught using the research-based Read/Spell/Write routine
that includes a focus on the individual sounds and spellings of the words, even
the irregular spellings, to ensure accurate and efficient orthographic mapping
of the words for automatic retrieval.

Story Words

These words, though rare, are included to create more sensible and
engaging stories.

¢ In the Kindergarten books, the story words are represented by the word and a
rebus above it, per the recommendations of state departments of education to
emphasize that these words cannot be fully sounded out yet (based on the
scope and sequence) and are not pre-taught high-frequency words. This alerts
both the teacher and student as to how to access these words while reading.

The state department recommendations across the country to use rebus
pictures were made to avoid children getting to the word and then scanning
the illustrations to look for clues, thereby potentially creating a bad reading
habit. Having the rebus above the word keeps the child’s focus on the print in
the sentence while reading and enables them to easily access the word.

Some educators and organizations have advocated no longer using the rebuses
above the words. Some erroneously conflate using the rebus above the word
with scanning the pictures for clues. The rebus is designed to avoid that. As no
research has been conducted to indicate the effects of removing the rebuses, it
is a decision by publishers whether or not to follow the state department of
education recommendations to use them. This is an area Benchmark is
continuing to explore.

Ensuring that decodable texts are instructive, comprehensible, and engaging is a
top priority for every educator. Using decodable texts that follow the criteria for
the breakdown between decodable words, high-frequency words, and story
words not only meets these three goals—along with state mandates—but also
has an effective, impactful effect on phonics fluency building.
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