Big Five: Module #4: Handout #10
Three Tiers of Words
Isabel L. Beck, Margaret G. McKeown, and Linda Kucan (2002, 2008) have outlined a useful
model for conceptualizing 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 learning 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 often define Tier Three words prior to students
encountering them in a text and then reinforce their acquisition throughout 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.
ACTIVITY DIRECTIONS:
Identify Tier Two words in the passage below. Which words would need MORE teacher
facilitating for the students to APPLY these words’ meaning to the understanding of this
particular text? Why?
Churchill, Winston. “Blood, Toil, Tears and Sweat: Address to Parliament on May 13th,
1940.” Lend Me Your Ears: Great Speeches in History, 3rd Edition. Edited by William
Safire. New York: W. W. Norton, 2004. (1940) From “Winston Churchill Braces Britons to
Their Task”
I say to the House as I said to ministers who have joined this government, I have nothing to offer
but blood, toil, tears, and sweat. We have before us an ordeal of the most grievous kind. We have
before us many, many months of struggle and suffering.
You ask, what is our policy? I say it is to wage war by land, sea, and air. War with all our might
and with all the strength God has given us, and to wage war against a monstrous tyranny never
surpassed in the dark and lamentable catalogue of human crime. That is our policy.
You ask, what is our aim? I can answer in one word. It is victory. Victory at all costs - Victory in
spite of all terrors Victory, however long and hard the road may be, for without victory there is no survival.
I take up my task in buoyancy and hope. I feel sure that our cause will not be suffered to fail
among men. I feel entitled at this juncture, at this time, to claim the aid of all and to say, “Come
then, let us go forward together with our united strength.”

SOURCE: http://www.corestandards.org/assets/Appendix_B.pdf

