
Teachers College Reading and Writing Project 

February, 2009 TCRWP--DRAFT 

High Frequency Word Assessment (Grades 3-8) 
 
Purpose: 
The purpose of this assessment is to deter mine the number of high-frequency words that stude nts control.  
Control means they recognize them immediately when reading a text, and write them automatically when 
writing.  (That is, they are not sounding them out and thinking about patterns.)  One way to assess control 
is to have stu dents spell the words.  W hen they can quickly spell the m that  shows automaticity.  When 
reading words, Sam uels (2006) call s this automa tic recognition of hi gh frequency w ords part of 
automaticity.  He stat es t hat when these words ar e instan tly recognized, the short ter m memory is not 
overloaded and is freed to focus on com prehension of what is being presented in the text.  Si milarly, if a 
student is ab le to spell a word automatically , a ttention is fre ed to focus on the message they  are 
attempting to write.  Ther efore, this assessment can be used  throughout the y ear to recor d students’ 
growth in control of high frequency words.   
 
Ehri (199 8) found stu dents eventually encapsulate the letters of a word into a bonded unit t hat is 
recognized (or written) i mmediately.  In designing the assessment, words were ranked accor ding to their 
frequency of occurrence in English, using lists from The Reading Teacher’s Book of Lists 5th Edition (Fry 
and Kress, 2 006).  From t hese lists, words that ar e considered “spelling demons” were chosen, because 
they contain spelling features that are o ften difficult for students.  Therefore, learning them  as a “bonded 
unit” will enable students to write them quickly  and correctly.  If a student has to stop an d “tap out” or 
“say the sounds of each letter in the word” before writing it correctly, this should be noted. 
 
Directions: 
The words lists are organized in grou ps of 25 words.  As st ated above, the words are ranked  in order of 
highest frequency in the English language so your students should progress through the lists in frequency 
order.   
 
Sentences ar e provided, if needed, for the teacher to dictate as the student spells each word.  High 
frequency words are not new vocabulary.  The notion of high frequency words is that thes e are common 
in reading and writing.  The following format should be used: 

1. Say the word. 
2. Read the sentence that contains the word. 
3. Repeat the word. 

 
Scoring: 
Words m ust be spelled co rrectly.  Self-corrections are counted as correct.  A student must be able to  
provide the conventional spelling of each word.  These are words that students need; therefore when they 
miss 2 words or m ore, we usually stay with that list as their principal word study  list.  If  a student spells 
all words on a list correctl y, we keep moving up until we find the list on which they  miss one or two 
words. 
 
Many teachers are helping students set up personal wo rd study  lists by having lam inated copies of the  
lists availabl e, and students have word study  not ebooks where they  tackle about 5 wor ds each week, 
following a look, cover, say, spell pattern.   
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