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TOP WORDS BIG READING

▸ Key Questions for self-quizzing before and after.  

▸ How many words do English learners need to 
know? 

▸ What words do learners need to learn first? 

▸ What percent of the words in a text must you 
know to read for pleasure or with no dictionary? 

▸ What is extensive reading and why do it? 

Word Power

• How many words do adult educated 
speakers know? 

• At least 20,000 English words. 

• How many words are there in English? 

• Between 100,000 and 1,000,000. 

• Are teach, teacher, teaching, and 
taught four words or one word?

Word Power

• What’s an optimal vocabulary size for 
an English learner? 

• 8,000-9,000 words 

• 9,000 give you 98% coverage of 
almost all texts.  

• This is nearing superior level. 

COVERAGE

• Of the 100,000 words in English, 
educated speakers may know 20,000.  

• But they use the top 2,000 80% of 
the time.  

• The top 2,000 cover 80% of daily 
usage. 

20,000

100,000

Top 2,000; 80% coverage

Word Power

• How many English words do you need 
at minimum? 

• The top 2,000 give you 80% of all 
texts.  

• That’s intermediate.  

• But 5,000 give you 95% coverage.  

• That’s advanced. 

Top 2,000 give 80% coverage

Top 5,000 give 95% coverage

Word Power

• What if you know the top 9,000? 

• Then you will know 98% of all the 
words that you meet.  

• Of the 100,000 words of English, 
the top 9% give you 98% coverage. 

Top 9,000 give 98% coverage

VOCAB COVERAGE: YOU NEED TO KNOW
Vocabulary Level Coverage of Text Note

1-1,000 75.22% High-Frequency Words
1,001 - 2,000 8.92% 84.14%
2,001 - 3,000 5.32% Mid-Frequency Words
3,001 - 4,000 1.71%
4,001 - 5,000 0.97% These 7,000 Words
5,001 - 6,000 0.64% Give you 9.65% more. 
6,001 - 7,000 0.44%
7,001 - 8,000 0.33% For High and Mid that’s:
8,001 - 9,000 0.24% 93.79%

10,000 0.18%
10,001-25,000 1.25%

If you know the top 2,000 
English words, you know 
about 80-85% of the words 
that English speakers use.  
(Coverage differs for spoken 
and written texts.)

If you know 7,000 of the 
mid-frequency words, you 
know ONLY 10% of the 
words English speakers use. 

LEARN TOP WORDS FIRST!

Word Rank Meet 1 Time Meet 5 Times
Meet 10 

times
Meet 20 
Times

like 50 225 1,127 2,253 4,506

intent 1500 14,773 73,864 147,727 295,455

stumble 2000 23,103 115,625 231,250 462,500

relativity 10,000 632,000 3,164,474 6,328,974 12,657,895

Rob Waring, 2007

 WHAT IS BIG READING: A READING BEE

• What is ER? 

• It's a reading BEE (a meeting 
for communal enjoyment). 

• Readers commune with authors, 
story characters, and other 
readers. 

Big 

Easy 

Enjoyable

WHAT IS BIG ER?

•ER is BIG reading.  

•A few easy books is not big. What is BIG? 

•300,000 words is the beginning of BIG.  

•(Nishizawa, Yoshioka, & Fukada., 2010).  

•NEW! Nishzawa says _________ words equals 1 year abroad. 2,000,000

WHAT IS ER?

• ER is BIG, EASY reading.  

• What percent of words in a text 
do we need to know to read 
easy? 

• I have heard many learners 
and teachers say 70%! 

• That's not right!

100 Words (70% Coverage) 
Two weles were laudering through the 
bance. As they laudered, they wained the 
beautiful colors. They gipped to the buttles 
of the wind in the blunes. But then, 
everything became kipe. The weles nimmed 
around. They frined that something jarvis 
was going to ploom. Then all of a sleeden, a 
big black Stace came out of the bance. The 
Stace adair up and made a great buttle. For 
a thibe, the weles didn't move. They just 
adair there chuned. Then one of them hoult. 
He hoult ujay and got up a nearby blune. He 
was duffining only about his dowricks.  

100 Words (95% Coverage) 
Two men were laudering through the woods. 
As they laudered, they enjoyed the beautiful 
colors. They listened to the buttles of the 
wind in the trees. But then, everything 
became quiet. The men looked around. They 
felt that something bad was going to 
happen. Then all of a sudden, a big black 
Bear came out of the woods. The Bear stood 
up and made a great buttle. For a second, 
the men didn't move. They just stood there 
surprised. Then one of them ran. He ran 
away and got up a nearby tree. He was 
thinking only about his safety.  

WHAT IS ER?

• ER is BIG, EASY reading.  

• If you know 95-98%, you can 
guess new words from context. 

WHAT IS ER?

• ER is BIG, EASY ENJOYABLE.  

• Not too hard. 

• Extrinsic benefits: helpful 
information.  

• Intrinsic rewards: playful 
reading is the reward.

Mason, 2014

CORNERSTONE

• How can you best improve the 
way you teach or learn? 

• Nation says “adding an 
extensive reading program.”  

• “a cornerstone”

WHY READ BIG?

• Why a cornerstone? 

• "best-supported technique we have in the field of second-language 
pedagogy" (Krashen, 2003). 

• "a completely indispensable part of any language program" (Waring, 2009). 

• Big Reading works as "the most important improvement that a teacher can make" 
to a language course" (Nation, 2014)


