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The journey to skilled reading

Meaning Spelling

Sound

Oral language 
foundations 

Phonics 
instruction

Text experience

What challenges does text experience pose and what 
opportunities does it bring? 
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The richness of text 

Suitable for 12+ years old
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More sophisticated than spoken language

Bloody school tomorrow!  
Going back tonight ... or tomorrow 
morning ?
Tomorrow morning .
What early?
I'm gonna have to get up at four. Get 
home by seven .
Have you hurt your eyes ?
Yeah. Rubbing it  … Got eyelash in my eye 
. . .  I get a funny twitch in it . The nerve 
goes , phew  {laugh} It's horrible when it  
{laughing} A bit dodgy !
Yeah. Was the club busy last night ?
Er , yeah it was actually packed , it was 
really packed. It was a good night actually.

Bergen Corpus of London 
Teenage Language (1993)
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CYP-LEX corpus

National reading surveys, publisher data, book sales statistics from Amazon, 
BookTrust, Goodreads, LoveReading4Kids, etc.

 ↓

1,200 popular books, 400 books per age band

7-9 years 10-12 years 13+ years

Korochkina, Marelli, Brysbaert & Rastle, 2024

Over 70 million words in the corpus
Over 100,000 distinct words
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100 words make up 54% of the books…
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Yet, these words aren’t very useful for understanding

• Readers will quickly learn to recognise common words by sight
• But recognising every second word is not sufficient! 

But he … the … of the …. He … … the … 
he …, whether they … the … … of the … 
…, the … … of the …, or more … … such 
as … whether or not the … were the … … 
as the ….
… … … so … in the … … of … that he’d … 
his … of … … on the … and … in, but only 
after … … …. He was … to many of the … 
and … …, and … …, but … … was … an … 
of his; he… … to be the … of … and came 
to … of himself as … which did him no … 
in … …. If he’s been the … of … who … a 
… he would no … have been … as …, but 
he wasn’t that … of …. He was … when 
… but not … …, and that did him no … 
….
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Most words are not used repeatedly

% words used 
more than 100 

times (across 400 
books)

% words used 
less than 50 

times (across 400 
books)

7-9 age band 12% 81%

10-12 age band 14% 79%

13+ age band 16% 77%

• Most words are rare

• Not enough exposure to learn them by sight

It is crucial that readers acquire strong analytical skills 
to unpick them
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CBeebies (up to 6 yrs) + CBBC (6-12 yrs) 9 BBC channels

7-9 age band 28%

10-12 age band 40%

13+ age band 21%

Percentage of CYP-LEX words not encountered on TV

• Readers encounter many words in books that are not in their spoken vocabulary

Many words are unfamiliar

Readers will be needing considerable support to 
understand the words they encounter in books
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Books vary greatly in the words they use

• In each age band, 30% of distinct words appear in 1 book out of 400

• Most of these words are used once in that book

• Low similarity in vocabulary across the individual books

↓

Each book contains many words that are not 
encountered in any other book

• Each book is a new challenge

• To encounter as many different words as possible 
as often as possible, teenagers must read widely
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How do GCSE English Lit books compare?

32 prose books from the AQA and EdExcel specifications for English Literature GCSE

How do these books compare to the popular books?
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Highly dense vocabulary in the GCSE books

• GCSE books are half as long as 
popular books, but contain a similar 
number of distinct words

• GCSE books are much less 
homogenous in the words they use

• More vocabulary through less 
text in the GCSE books

• May be harder to understand 
the text as a whole
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Many unfamiliar words in the GCSE books

• Only 33% of distinct words in GCSE books occur regularly in 13+ samples

• 27% of distinct words in GCSE books don’t occur at all in 13+ samples

• 3,000 distinct words never used on 9 BBC TV channels over 3 years

• poulterer, bonneted, dowerless, bedight, sepulchre, catechize

• brusquely, docilely, imploringly, beatifically, superciliously  

• GCSE texts will stretch even those who read widely

• Weaker readers may not be able to engage with the 
GCSE texts at all
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Many unfamiliar words in GCSE books are new roots

• Children often encounter unfamiliar words in books

• In popular books, these “new” words are usually morphologically complex

→ Meanings can be derived from the words’ constituents: [mourn] + [-ful] + [-ly]

• In GCSE books, many additional unfamiliar words but most are new roots

→ Meanings cannot be derived from smaller units 

• aspidistra, crimplene, beseech, coccidia, gambol

• Pupils must rely on context or instruction to understand 
these words

• Deriving meaning from context requires advanced 
language and reading skills
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Conclusions

• Books offer a wonderful opportunity to build vocabulary

• Yet, book vocabulary is very challenging – unfamiliar words, 
rare words, sparsely represented across different books 

• The challenge ramps up further in GCSE English Literature 
texts – density, unfamiliar vocabulary, prevalence of new roots

• Young people need strong foundational reading skills to 
access popular books and to read widely to build vocabulary

• Young people with good foundational reading skills will be 
able to read, understand what they are reading, and derive 
pleasure from books, leading to a virtuous circle
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Further reading

Open Access

rastlelab.com/blog 

Rastle, 2026

https://www.rastlelab.com/blog


Thank you!
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