
Threshold Vocabulary 



How many words? 
n  200,000 words in English 
n  Educated native English adult knows 

about 20,000 
n  We learn about 1,000 a year 
n  We use about 1,000 in social talk 
n  English-only kinders from educated 

homes recognize about 4,000 when they 
start school (receptive “word bank”) 



ELs and vocab 
n  EL kinder needs to know 4,000 like 

his peers, plus 1,000 new words 
n  EL 4th grader needs to know 9,000 

like his peers, plus 1,000 new words 
n  And so on.... 
n  Where to begin?   

n  Threshold vocabulary 



High frequency words 
n  Foreign students coming to the US 

for college 
n  minimum 2,000 high frequency 
n  plus 550 from the “academic word list” 

n  General Services List 
n  1st 1000---about 75% of any text 
n  2nd 1000--another 5-10% 

n  Content words--about 10% 
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n  Website for GSL word analysis 
 
www.er.uqam.ca/nobel/r21270/textool/

web_vp.html 



Which words, which grade? 
n  Doesn’t matter: 6-year old and 16-year old 

both need to recognize the threshold 
vocabulary (GSL 1,000) 

n  Houghton Mifflin covers about 650 of the 
1,000 over 6 years, but still.... 

n  Kids need to know the 1,000 within a year of 
school entry 

n  1,000 / 36 wks = 28 words a week 



Knowing 
n  Think of a 4-year old in your home…. 

he hears words, and answers questions 
that contain the words… 

n  He can’t yet retrieve the word to use it. 
n  He can’t read it. 
n  But, when he does learn to decode the 

word, he’ll already  have it in his 
“receptive word bank” 



28 words from the GSL list 
n  a, ability, able, above, abroad, 

absent, accept, accident, accuse, 
ache, act, across, actual, admire, 
adult, advantage, adventure, 
advice, afford, afraid, afternoon, 
again, agency, agree, airplane, 
allow, already, altogether 



Week #1 (GSL 1-500, random) 
n  at, better break, cause, control, 

dance general, give, history, 
hope, moment, more, near, need, 
open, probable, report, send, 
several, sure, talk, those, toward, 
treat, type, view, watch, work  



Week #19 (GSL 501-1000, random) 
n  animal, cent, check, cross,  

director, district familiar, hang, heat, 
language, length, medical, motor, 
opportunity, pattern, please, 
population, recommend, red, 
reduce, secretary, settle, share, 
song, stick, suppose, surprise, title  



What to do with the lists? 
n  Use the 28 words deliberately 
n  Have 3-4 standard activities 

n  Make sure kids hear words in context several 
times; recognize their use of words 

n  For older kids, use reading/writing of words 
n  For second language kids, use translation 
n  Include variants (plurals, tenses, adjectives, 

adverbs), synonyms, non-examples, 
collocations 

n  For kids with strong receptive vocabularies, use 
higher level activities 


