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Morphological Analysis as a Vocabulary Strategy in Post-Secondary Reading:  

Literature Review and Annotated Bibliography 
by Daniel Roth, July 2014 

 

Part One: Discussion and Literature Review 

Morphological analysis (MA) is a strategy that helps students learn vocabulary by parsing 

words for familiar morphemes to infer the word’s meaning. I chose to focus this literature review 

on MA for two reasons:  First, I have training in both the teaching of post-secondary reading and 

in formal Linguistics. I have studied the technicalities of English morphology in depth, and I 

wanted to build a cross-disciplinary connection between Linguistics and reading instruction. 

Second, I have used MA instruction in teaching a developmental reading class, following closely 

the pedagogy presented in two different textbooks. When students applied MA both to 

decontextualized, multiple-choice exercises and especially to authentic readings, the results left 

me unimpressed: students got overwhelmed by the formalisms and multiple steps entailed by 

MA, and I surmised that other vocabulary strategies, such as context clues or dictionary 

definitions, would prove easier to teach, more parsimonious for students, and more accurate at 

identifying word meaning. In making this decision, I experienced cognitive dissonance, because 

I use MA effectively when I read and encounter novel vocabulary, though I’m unsure exactly 

how I was taught MA. What explains the divergence between how I apply MA to texts and how 

my students do? Was I, or the textbook, simply teaching MA poorly, is MA inherently a weak 

strategy for students in developmental reading classes, or does it just take more than a semester 

of practice for any reader to use MA effectively?  

An extensive current literature establishes the theoretical motivations for the various 

ways MA, morphological knowledge, morphological awareness, and morphological processing 

can help readers (Baumann, Kame’enui, & Ash., 2003; Bowers, Kirby, & Deacon 2010; Francis 

& Simpson, 2009; Nagy, Carlisle, & Goodwin, 2014; Reed 2008; Stahl & Nagy, 2006). Most of 

these theoretical motivations are not specific to any one student population. We hardly need 

more theoretical research motivating MA; the focus needs to shift to practical research, where 

the literature is less satisfactory. A large body of research, much of it very current, investigates 

empirically how MA interventions affect students at the primary and middle levels (Bauman et 

al., 2003; Bowers et al. 2010; Nagy et al., 2014; Reed 2008). However, current research—both 

theoretical and empirical—specifically for teachers of post-secondary students or even high 
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schools students is scant, and may be limited to Bellomo (2009). Some empirical research on 

MA is geared to post-secondary teachers (Einbecker, 1973; Swisher, 1988; Thompson, 1958), 

but it uses out-dated methods, assessments, and/or pedagogy. In the few studies where 

researchers looked to reading outcomes beyond the word-level, they saw little evidence that 

explicit MA instruction improves general reading comprehension for students at any level 

(Baumann et al.2003; Bowers et. al, 2010; Francis & Simpson, 2009; Reed, 2008), though there 

is evidence that morphological awareness correlates with reading achievement, broadly defined 

(Mahony, 1994). At the post-secondary level, where the more morphologically complex 

vocabulary is particularly amenable to MA, it seems to be assumed that MA works; MA appears 

in many post-secondary textbooks for developmental reading. Overall, no one is publishing 

research on MA at the post-secondary level—either because it’s become common sense that MA 

works, or because research on the more formal elements of reading has gone out of fashion, just 

as researching the formal aspects of post-secondary Composition, such as sentences and 

paragraphs, has largely gone out of fashion. 

If MA at the post-secondary level is explored by future research, explorations should be 

informed by the more current research on younger students, but should not mirror it, since the 

needs/abilites of post-secondary students differ from younger students, as do the stated learning 

objectives for post-secondary reading courses. In particular, we need to build the body of 

empirical research at the post-secondary level by focusing on assessing the empirical effects of 

MA on reading comprehension. Even if MA can help students infer the meanings of words, we 

need evidence that students in post-secondary reading classes can use it in a self-directed way to 

comprehend longer, more authentic texts. It’s crucial to consider the methodology of this 

research. Rather than using a single assessment or one that’s crafted for one experiment and 

focused primarily on word-level outcomes (e.g. Einbecker, 1973; Mahony, 1994; Swisher, 1988; 

Thomspon, 1958), the assessment needs to include a widely accepted test that assesses reading 

comprehension (e.g. Holmes & Keffer 1995). Multiple measures of reading comprehension are 

crucial. Quantitative assessments could be supplemented with more qualitative reports from 

teachers and students about what types of tasks and texts that are or aren’t amenable to MA. In 

any quantitative research, students need to be randomly assigned to research groups within the 

same class section, in order to control for confounding factors when each group corresponds to a 

different class. MA interventions could be paired with a second vocabulary strategy (Stahl & 



3 
 

Nagy, 2006), and MA should also be compared against a control group or an alternate form of 

vocabulary instruction. But we need to keep in mind Francis & Simpson’s (2009) caution that no 

one form of vocabulary instruction is best. No researcher should aim to prove MA superior to all 

other vocabulary strategies, but simply to show that it promotes reading comprehension, or at the 

very least, that using it doesn’t disrupt the reading process in ways that lower reading 

comprehension. 

Since MA can be implemented in countless ways, future inquiries must complicate the 

monolithic conception of MA. Various empirical findings for MA may contradict one another 

simply because it can be taught and applied in so many ways. If MA is implemented through 

repetitive skill-and-drill exercises (e.g. Swisher, 1988), it’s unsurprising that students can do well 

on assessments of word-level skills that align closely with the drills, but at what cost to student 

engagement? Thus, researchers could compare two different implementations of MA against one 

another (e.g. Einbecker, 1973). Stahl & Nagy (2006) convincingly motivate a more flexible, 

strategic version of MA that acknowledges the hidden complexities and irregularities in the 

English lexicon and morphological system that pose problems for more rigid versions of MA. In 

this vein, a flexible, strategic version of MA could be tested against a more rigid version. 

Another avenue would analyze current textbooks for developmental reading, to see whether they 

tend to use a more flexible or more strict version of MA.  

More theoretically, we could also consider approaching vocabulary by problematizing the 

distinction between morphemes and words.  In this view, teaching morphemes is akin to teaching 

words, and vice versa, since morphemes and words share many linguistic commonalities: each is 

stored in the mental lexicon. Each is manually listed out in the dictionary. Each is attached to a 

set of fairly idiosyncratic meanings. Each has a set of related words or morphemes which it tends 

to be used in collocation with or in combination with. Word and morpheme knowledge is 

reinforced through repetition and practice with the language. Each has grammatical rules 

governing how it can and can’t combine with other morphemes or words—either syntax or 

morphotactics. Some morphemes are fossilized into words, just as some words are fossilized into 

idiomatic phrases. And in fact, many morphemes even double as words, such as free morphemes 

and the parts of compound words. In this view, one not seen in the literature, MA instruction and 

vocabulary instruction could operate more in parallel. 
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Finally, another avenue would take a more discipline-specific approach to MA. Clearly, 

not all morphemes are equally useful to students. For instance, prefixes and scientific terms of 

Greek origin tend to have clearer, more predictable meanings (Stahl & Nagy, 2006). Others have 

argued that MA instruction works better with more frequent morphemes (Thompson, 1958; 

Bellomo, 2009), morphemes with consistent spelling (Bellomo, 2009), or different categories of 

morphemes, such as roots (Reed, 2008). Just as certain words are more useful to readers in 

certain disciplines, so too are certain morphemes. Thus, we could look to specific disciplines, 

and perform a corpus analysis of textbooks to identify the most frequent and important 

vocabulary, and then analyze this vocabulary for common morphemes. This would prove 

especially useful in disciplines where morphemes are still being used fairly productive to create 

new words. 

 

Part Two: Annotated Bibliography 

Baumann, J.E., Kame’enui, E.J., & Ash, G.E. (2003). Research on Vocabulary Instruction: 

Voltaire Redux. In J. Flood, D. Lapp, J.R. Squire, & J.M. Jensen (Eds.). Handbook 

of Research on Teaching the English Language Arts (2
nd

 Ed.) (pp. 752 – 785). 

Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates. 

 

Summary: Baumann et al. review the literature on vocabulary instruction, primarily for an 

audience of K-12 Language Arts teachers. I will focus especially on their discussion of MA. 

Baumann et al. begin in a similar manner to Francis and Simpson (2009) (discussed below), 

laying out the theoretical issues and complexities that underlie vocabulary research. They note 

that a large body of pre-1970 research reached inconclusive results about the best method of 

vocabulary instruction, but consistently showed that vocabulary can be taught. The research on 

MA is fairly limited and equivocal. Baumann et al. discuss over 20 MA studies, only one of 

which focused on college students. Studies show that elementary and middle-school students can 

be taught to use MA to infer meanings of untaught words that contain taught morphemes or that 

contain morphemes found in related words they have been taught. Studies show that students can 

be taught to use contextual analysis as a transferable strategy, and some of the studies suggest 

that students should be taught to implement MA and contextual analysis together. 
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Reaction: Baumann et al. reach fairly similar conclusions as Francis and Simpson (2009). There 

certainly is ample theoretical evidence for MA and some empirical evidence, but the empirical 

evidence is inconsistent. Perhaps, the fact that the empirical findings on MA are so equivocal 

points to how hard it is to research the effectiveness of MA in particular or educational 

interventions more generally. When doing research on the effectiveness of various educational 

interventions, so many confounding variables can skew the results. With MA, there are different 

iterations of MA, different morphemes/words to focus on, different ways to assess students, and 

different student populations, that it’s challenging, perhaps impossible, to ever draw 

generalizable conclusions on MA. Perhaps, the better questions revolve around identifying some 

of the more or less effective ways to use it, or particular situations where it would be more or less 

effective. 

 

 

Bellomo, T.S. (2009). Morphemic Analysis and Vocabulary Development: Critical Criteria. 

The Reading Matrix, 9, 44 – 55.   

 

Summary: Bellomo spells out three key principles for using MA as part of a vocabulary strategy 

where students are explicitly taught word/morpheme lists. First, if teachers use a list of words 

sharing a common morpheme, that morpheme should have a similar spelling across all the 

words. For example, the following set of words does this well: malign, malignant, malicious, 

and malediction. Conversely, the set of words derived from the Latin capere does this poorly, 

since in contemporary derivatives, the morpheme is spelled as cept, cap, capt, ceiv, ceit, and cit. 

Second, the words should have semantic transparency, which means that the meaning of the 

morpheme should be clearly reflected in the meaning of the word, as is the case with the mal- 

words above. Third, a large number of words should be derivable from the morpheme. Bellomo 

briefly reports on empirical research from his unpublished dissertation, which compares MA 

skills between community college students who are native English speakers, native speakers of 

Romance languages, and native speakers of other languages. Students took a multiple-choice 

pretest to assess knowledge of Latinate vocabulary. All students were then taught a list of 

English vocabulary with Latin roots, then took a post-test identical to the pre-test. Group three 

(speakers of languages other than English/Romance) did significantly worse on the pretest than 
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others, while native speakers of Romance languages did significantly better on the pre-test. Other 

differences in performance (for instance, the post-test) were not statistically significant. 

 

Reaction: Bellomo’s research reminds us how an ESL background can be a strength for 

students. His principles and pedagogy are focused on teaching students a set word/morpheme 

list, as opposed to teaching them a strategy to independently deal with novel vocabulary in 

authentic texts. His assessment focuses too narrowly on vocabulary knowledge, rather than more 

general reading comprehension or critical thinking, and in fact, the discussion of the multiple 

choice test is strikingly defensive. At the same time, it’s worth remembering that some courses in 

the disciplines employ multiple choice vocabulary tests, and that commonly used reading 

assessments (i.e. the ACT COMPASS Reading Test) have multiple choice vocabulary items. 

Bellomo’s three principles of MA are not entirely specific to word-list pedagogies, and can be 

adapted towards using a pedagogy of MA that’s more focused on students learning words 

independently. Bellomo’s principles remind teachers and students of the hidden complexities of 

MA that present practical obstacles: the “same” morpheme may be spelled differently across a 

range of words, the meaning of a word is not always the sum of the meanings of its morphemes, 

and some English morphemes are used more frequently than others.  

 

 

Bowers, P. N., Kirby, J. R., & Deacon H. (2010) The Effects of Morphological Instruction 

on Literacy Skills: A Systematic Review of the Literature. Review of Educational 

Research, 80, 144 – 179. 

 

Summary: First, Bowers et al. list theoretical motivations for increasing students morphological 

knowledge and awareness. Then they present a meta-analysis of 22 studies measuring various 

effects of various types of morphological instruction on children from preschool to grade 8. The 

inclusion criteria were broad, in terms of the type of instruction, the native language being 

taught, and the types outcomes measured, but they only include quantitative/empirical studies 

where students who received morphological instruction were compared against students in a 

control group or against students who received some alternate form of instruction. In the 

findings, morphological instruction produced the strongest effects on outcomes at the 
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morphological sublexical level (measures or morphemic identification and manipulation), some 

effects at the lexical level (measures of spelling, word definitions, word recognition), weaker 

effects at the non-morphological sublexical level (measures of phonological awareness, 

syllabification, etc.), and the weakest results at the supra-lexical level (reading comprehension). 

Generally, morphological instruction produced stronger effects when compared with a control 

group of students that received no special teaching, versus when compared with a group that 

receives some comparable alternate instruction. In fact, when morphological instruction was 

compared with an alternate treatment, the morphological intervention tended to produce 

negligible differences at the non-morphological sublexical level, the lexical level and the supra-

lexical level. Experimental versus control effects were stronger with younger children, and 

morphological instruction had a greater impact for students who were less able readers. 

 

Reaction: Overall, this meta-analysis is ambitious and meticulous, and I appreciate that Bowers 

et al. acknowledge the potential flaws in their methodology. For instance, each study in the meta-

analysis used different assessment tools, and a publication bias against studies revealing null 

results for morphological instruction may skew the meta-analysis towards making morphological 

instruction look more powerful than it actually is. Bowers et al. only look at research for grades 8 

and lower, so I question how relevant the findings are to post-secondary students; nonetheless, 

morphological instruction had a weak effect on the sorts of outcomes most relevent to post-

secondary teachers—outcomes at the lexical and especially supra-lexical layers. Indeed, the tasks 

at the morphological sublexical level, where the effects of morphological instruction were 

strongest, include asking students to find the correct inflection of a verb or identify the two 

words that share a common morpheme—tasks that share little in common with learning 

outcomes for the post-secondary level.  
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Einbecker, P.E. (1973). Development of an Audiovisual Program Based Upon the Acquisition 

of Perceptual Knowledge to Increase College Students’ Vocabulary (Unpublished 

doctoral dissertation). Available from Education Resources Information Center 

database. (ED101303) 

 

Summary: Einbecker compared three different sections of a vocabulary class at a community 

college. All sections received a multiple-choice pretest, in which they had to choose the correct 

definition of 40 vocabulary words. Each section then received different directives on the how to 

learn these vocabulary words. Class A was simply told to independently study the list of words. 

Class B was told to independently study the list of words, and use the dictionary to learn about 

their morphological elements. Class C was told to independently study the words, and they also 

received “audiovisual instruction” on the morphological elements of the words. All sections then 

they took a post-test identical to the pre-test, plus a second post-test with untaught words that 

shared morphemes with the taught words. As for the most noteworthy results, on the second 

post-test with untaught words containing familiar morphemes, class C did the best, class B was 

not far behind, and class A did quite poorly. 

 

Reaction: Einbeckers study is the only one I found that compares the effects of different MA 

strategies on community college students. I generally found Einbecker’s research methodology 

to be meticulous, with three exceptions. First, test results are never analyzed for effects that are 

statistically significant, though they appear significant. Second, the assessment tool is both dated 

and seems tailored to favor MA: students were assessed by being given a vocabulary word and 

asked a multiple choice questions in which they had three possible answers for the word’s 

meaning. In the assessment, the vocabulary is so decontextualized and esoteric that students are 

forced to lean heavily on MA. Third, students were not randomly assigned to the three different 

classes, so perhaps better prepared students tended to sign up for the same class. Addressing this 

concern, Einbecker notes that all class sections scored comparably on the pretest.  
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Francis, M.A., & Simpson, M. L. Vocabulary Development. (2009). In R. F. Flippo & D.C. 

Caverly (Eds.).  Handbook of College Reading and Study Strategy Research. (2
nd

 Ed.) 

(pp. 97 – 120) New York, NY: Routledge. 

 

Summary: This chapter provides post-secondary teachers with a narrative overview of research 

on vocabulary pedagogy. I will summarize the chapter, with special focus on the discussion of 

MA. Francis & Simpson lay out three theoretical issues that underlie vocabulary research: what 

does it mean exactly to know a word? It’s more complex than a binary distinction. How do you 

assess students knowledge of vocabulary? And how active of a role should students have in 

learning vocabulary? Studies that address vocabulary teaching tend to skirt the prior theoretical 

questions, tend to be published in the 1970’s and 1980’s, and tend to focus more on intermediate-

aged students. Francis & Simpsons categorize four “traditional” vocabulary learning strategies: 

morphemic analysis, definitions/synonyms, contextual analysis, and keyword studies. Francis & 

Simpsons conclude by listing practical advice: provide students a balanced approach, teach 

vocabulary from context, emphasize students’ active role, get students interested in words, 

reinforce knowledge by teaching a small set of words in depth, build a language-rich 

environment, and encourage students to read extensively. Finally, they end by imploring that no 

single strategy to teach vocabulary is superior, and it’s fruitless to look for just one. 

 

Morphemic analysis is a college tradition, and informs many reading textbooks. A few studies 

demonstrate that college students can use morphemic analysis independently to learn words, and 

studies do indicate that intermediate-age students could learn meanings of new words after 

learning word parts. Francis and Simpsons found just three studies, from the 1970’s and 1980, 

that focused on whether college students could use MA to learn new words. Two of these found 

no significant effect when morphemic analysis was compared with another type of vocabulary 

strategy. Overall, there is some evidence for using morphemic analysis, but it should generally 

be used in combination with other strategies. Future research needs to examine whether MA 

transfers to students independent reading. 

 

Reaction: Francis & Simpsons’ discussion and conclusions largely mirror those of Baumann et 

al. (discussed above). I was surprised that—based on the sources cited—there is no current 
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research on the empirical effects of MA on college students. The only research on college 

students is dated. I found Francis & Simpson’s caution at the end to be reasonable—that we not 

try to hunt for one best way of teaching grammar. This is especially true if we consider that each 

student population is different and if we take a disciplinary literacy approach that note that each 

discipline has its own unique set of vocabulary. 

 

 

Holmes, C., & Keffer, R. L. (1995). A computerized method to teach Latin and Greek root 

words: Effect on verbal SAT scores. Journal Of Educational Research, 89, 47 – 50. 

 

Summary: Holmes & Keffer examined the effects of a computer program that taught the 

meanings of English morphemes that are classically derived to high school students. The study 

design randomly assigned students to one four groups. Two groups only took the post-test, two 

others took both a pre-test and post-test—each different retired versions of the verbal section of 

the SAT. Two groups received the computerized instruction twice a week for six weeks, while 

two did not. Each of the four groups represented one combination of having taken the pretest and 

having received the computerized instruction. This complex grouping allowed Holmes & Keffer 

to measure any confounding effects based simply on students having the extra practice from the 

pre-test. The computer program had students match meanings with English morphemes. Students 

who received computerized instruction were told they eventually needed to use their knowledge 

of the morpheme’s meaning to decipher the meaning of novel vocabulary words, but they were 

told they needed to teach themselves to do so independently. Taking the pretest had no 

significant effect on how students performed on the post-test, while completing the computerized 

instruction boosted students scores significantly on the post-test—40 points higher than post-test 

scores of students who did not. (For reference, 40 points equals 0.4 standard deviations from the 

national mean). 

 

Reaction: Holmes & Keffer’study is somewhat relevant to post-secondary teachers, since it’s 

fairly current, and it focused on a student population closer in age/reading level to students in 

post-secondary reading classes. It’s noteworthy that students were expected to do significant 

self-directed learning. However, the computerized training, as described, is the epitome of drill-
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and-kill; students must have been bored. The assessment is better than that used in other 

experiments; the SAT is a nationally used test, which is superior to an assessment crafted 

specifically for one experiment, and although it has been critiqued in various ways, it’s still 

widely used by colleges to assess students’ potential to succeed at the college level. Holmes & 

Keffer fail to mention what year the retired SAT is from, nor do they say whether students’ who 

received the MA instruction did better on all parts of the verbal section, or just certain parts. It’s 

informative to know whether students receiving MA instruction performed better reading 

comprehension questions, or only questions that assess decontextualized skills (e.g. analogy 

questions). 

 

 

Mahony, D. (1994). Using sensitivity to word structure to explain variance in high school 

and college level reading ability. Reading and Writing, an Interdisciplinary Journal, 

6, 19 – 44.  

 

Summary: Mahony summarizes three experiments on different student populations that seek to 

establish a correlation between students’ performance on tests of general reading aptitude and 

students’ performance on a 4-part test that assesses students’ morphological sensitivity. 

Mahony’s 4-part test assessed the ability of students to choose the word form with the correct 

suffix, pronounce morphologically complex pseudo-words correctly, and determine whether a 

pair of words were morphologically related. The first group of students studied were 

undergraduates at a public research university. For them, there were small, but significant 

correlations between scores on the SAT verbal test and scores on 2 parts of the morphological 

sensitivity test. The second group of students were 9
th

 grade English students at an upper-middle-

class high school. Their scores on all 4 parts of the morphological sensitivity test correlated 

highly with their scores on the Nelson Reading Skills Test. The third group of students studied 

were 11
th

 graders at the same high school, but in 2 different tracks—AP students (stronger 

readers), and Youth Literature students (weaker readers). The AP students had significantly 

higher scores on all 4 parts of the test than did the Youth Literature students. Across the three 

studies, the AP students and the university students had higher mean scores on test of students’ 

morphological sensitivity. 
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Reaction: Mahony’s experiments show a correlation between reading achievement (assessed in 

three separate ways) and morphological sensitivity, but gives little practical guidance for 

teachers. Mahony’s discussion of the formal linguistic details of morphology is amongst the most 

meticulous of the articles reviewed. My primary critique is with the assessment of morphological 

sensitivity: how well does it assess a student’s full range of morphological processing and 

morphological awareness? It was constructed just for this experiment, and isn’t a very 

standardized measure. The pronounciation measure strikes me as an especially odd and trivial 

measure. Questions are also heavily focused around morphological patterns of suffixation, with 

less emphasis on prefixes and word stems.  

 

 

Nagy, W.E., Carlisle, J.F., & Goodwin, A.P. (2014) Morphological Knowledge and Literacy 

Acquisition. Journal of Learning Disabilities, 47, 3 – 12.  

 

Summary: Nagy et al. provide an introduction to a special issue of this journal, which focuses 

on the role of morphology in reading disabilities. They begin by explaining some foundational 

principles about morphology and its role in literacy. Morphemes are the smallest units of 

meaning in the language. Morphology refers to processes of word formation and inflection. 

Morphological processing, which is mostly subconscious, is distinguished from morphological 

awareness, which is conscious. Morphological knowledge is the superordinate term for both 

morphological awareness and processing. Nagy et al. summarize the literature on the potential 

benefits of MA and morphological awareness/knowledge: it can improve spelling and word 

decoding. It can help students remember the spelling and pronounciations of polymorphemic 

words. It can help students build a richer representation of words in their mental lexicon. It can 

allow students to chunk unknown words into more manageable parts, reducing demand on 

working memory.  It should make it easier to remember the meanings of polymorphemic words. 

Since suffixes tend to mark a word’s grammatical category, morphological knowledge can help 

students parse syntax. It can help students infer meanings of unfamiliar words with known 

morphemes. Morphology may especially benefit weak readers, by compensating for deficits in 
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phonological awareness and word recognition. The authors then preview the articles in this 

special issue of the journal. 

 

Reaction: I appreciate that Nagy et al sketch out some theoretical motivations that have been 

proposed for morphology, apart from what empirical research shows. I was particularly 

interested in the suggestion that morphological knowledge might help students parse syntax, 

since suffixes often encode a word’s grammatical category. If it were true, it suggests 

morphological awareness/processing could help students better understand the holistic meaning 

of the sentence (since syntactic structure is linked with the sentence’s semantic structure), a more 

important outcome at the post-secondary level than word recognition or inferring word meaning. 

How much attention do struggling readers pay to suffixes? I’ve observed that many struggling 

readers tend to do a much better job recognizing reading aloud the beginnings of words. Often, 

when I ask students in developmental reading classes to read aloud, they pronounce the first 

syllables of the words fairly well (the beginnings of written words have more psychological 

prominence), but often clip the endings off of the longer words, or articulate an 

incorrect/nonexistent suffix. These same students have a lower level of oral fluency, which 

probably reflects the fact that they aren’t parsing the syntax very well.  

 

 

Reed, D.K. (2008). A Synthesis of Morphology Interventions and Effects on Reading 

Outcomes for Students in Grades K–12. Learning Disabilities Research & Practice, 

23, 36 – 49. 

 

Summary: Reed begins with an overview of prior theoretical and empirical motivations for 

morphological interventions: students can generalize their knowledge of one morpheme’s 

meaning to infer meanings of unknown words that contain that morpheme. Phonological 

awareness is relatively more important than morphological awareness for students in the early 

elementary grades, but morphological awareness increases in its relative importance as students 

move to higher grades. Relatedly, students in the lower elementary grades tend to know more 

morphologically simple words than morphologically complex, whereas students learn relatively 

more morphologically complex words as they progress through the grades. Reed conducted a 
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narrative synthesis of quantitative experimental research on how morphological interventions 

affect various reading outcomes. Only 7 studies met the inclusion criteria—none of which 

studied high school students. Reed expresses surprise at the lack of research for high school 

students, in spite of the common assumption that studying Classical roots helps students for 

college readiness tests. In the review, morphological interventions had a medium effect on the 

ability of low-achieving students to identify words accurately and efficiently, but a small effect 

on reading comprehension. Reed concludes that the studies reviewed show morphology can 

improve word identification, vocabulary, and reading comprehension, and that because the 

importance of morphological knowledge to reading increases with reading age, morphological 

instruction should be targeted to students’ reading development age and should include root 

words.  

 

Reaction: Of all the articles reviewed, Reed is especially aware of how context matters to 

teaching, and she takes a perspective that is most in-line with the life-long learning perspective. 

Since college readings tend to include the highest levels of morphologically complex vocabulary, 

Reed’s perspective seems to suggest that post-secondary students would especially benefit from 

teaching that aims to increase their morphological awareness. I appreciated Reed’s discussion of 

the paucity of research on high school students, though I often found some of the discussion of 

the individual studies Reed reviewed to be difficult to follow. 

 

 

Stahl, S.A. & Nagy, W.E. (2006). Teaching Word Learning Strategies: Word Parts. in 

Stahl, S.A. & Nagy, W.E. Teaching Word Meanings. (pp. 157 – 172) New York, NY: 

Routledge.  

 

Summary: Stahl & Nagy distinguish three ways students can independently learn about word 

meanings: context, definitions, and word parts. Each can be valuable to use, but potentially 

misleading. This chapter focuses on word parts. 75% of polymorphemic words have meanings 

that can easily be deduced from word parts, but there are still many words, especially more 

frequent words, with irregular meanings that cannot be deduced from the parts. Thus word parts 

are a valuable resource, but cannot be used mechanically, and should be used in combination 
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with other vocabulary pedagogies. Not all types of words parts are equally useful for students. 

Prefixes tend to have clearer meanings, while suffixes tend to have more abstract or grammatical 

meanings. The modern meanings of many roots do not always reflect their historical meanings, 

so teaching historical meanings can mislead students. Stahl & Nagy distinguish between using 

word parts as an independent word-learning strategy, and using word parts as a study strategy, 

where knowing the meanings of the roots makes the taught words more memorable. Since words 

with Greek-derived roots have more predictable meanings than words with Latin-derived roots, 

the former are more amenable to using word roots as an independent word-learning strategy. For 

teachers who use vocabulary lists, if the words on the list share a common morpheme, it can 

make the learning of the words more memorable and parsimonious for students. Finally, teachers 

need to model for students how to use word parts strategically, rather than mechanically, to infer 

the meanings of words in authentic texts. 

 

Reaction: Though Stahl & Nagy are writing to an audience of K-12 teachers, I appreciate their 

nuanced and practically oriented discussion about how not all morphemes and types of 

morphemes are the same.  Though post-secondary students deal with different vocabulary, the 

principles raised by Stahl & Nagy are largely relevant to post-secondary teachers as well, since 

they too need to know about the hidden complexities in the English morphological system and in 

its lexicon. Stahl & Nagy are aware that MA is not a pancacea, but it has some degree of utility 

when applied thoughtfully. If anything, post-secondary students, relative to younger students, are 

capable of working more independently so they are in a better position to apply MA more 

strategically.   

 

 

 

Swisher, K. (1988). Systematic vocabulary instruction through MA with post-secondary 

students. (Unpublished doctoral disertation). Retrieved from 

https://etd.ohiolink.edu/ (osu1272471845) 

 

Summary: Swisher investigated whether programmed instructions (paper packets with 

explanations and exercises) that taught learners about the meanings of common word roots and 

https://etd.ohiolink.edu/
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related words could increase their ability to define English morphemes derived from Latin and to 

spontaneously generate words that contained a taught morpheme. The instructional packets 

contained various multiple choice and cloze exercises that also taught the vocabulary strategy of 

contextual analysis. The participants were six learners who had recently taken a 

spelling/vocabulary course at a community college. Learners were given pretests to determine 

which roots they demonstrated mastery over. Then they were given programmed instruction for 

those roots they did not have mastery over. After the programmed instruction, they were post-

tested. All learners improved substantially at defining the morphemes and generating words that 

contained them. 

 

Reaction: Swisher’s study was most interesting as a window into the history of vocabulary 

instruction at the community college level, as opposed for guidance about current best practices. 

I find this study out-dated. The instructional packets and the vocabulary exercises are very much 

in the skill-and-drill tradition. Vocabulary is taught largely out of context, and assessed fully out 

of context. The instruction is not compared with an alternate treatment or control group. Finally, 

this study didn’t take place in an actual college class. It more closely resembles a series 

approximately fifteen 30-minute sessions of vocabulary study sessions, sandwiched between the 

pre-tests and post-test. It’s hardly surprising that the students did so well on the assessment, since 

they received so much brute-force programmed instruction narrowly tailored towards that 

assessment. 

 

 

Thompson, E. (1958). The “Master Word” Approach to Vocabulary Training. Journal of 

Developmental Reading, 2, 62 – 66.  

 

Summary: Thompsons reports on a vocabulary training program used with developmental 

reading students at the University of Minnesota. The Master Word approach involves teaching 

students 14 words that together contain the most “important” roots and prefixes in the language. 

Students took a multiple-choice pretest, then had 14 lessons, then took a post-test identical to the 

pretest. The tests assessed students’ abilities to define the meanings of morphemes, identify 

morphemes within words, define untaught words containing taught morphemes, and define 
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hypothetical words formed from taught morphemes. When pre-test and post-test scores were 

compared, students did significantly better on the post-test, answering, on average, 25% more of 

the questions correctly. Thompson notes that the pedagogy will also spark students’ curiousity 

about the etymological histories of words, which can improve their motivation. 

 

Reaction: The results of Thompson’s study don’t generalize to a contemporary reading class. I 

selected this article mainly because it was one of the few publications focused on college 

students, and because I wanted to see what a journal article on developmental reading looked like 

half a decade ago. Today, Thompson would not withstand the peer review process of a 

contemporary journal. It’s extremely brief, no published sources are cited, and crucial details are 

skipped over: what do the assessment questions look like? How decontextualized are the 

vocabulary words? Finally, the students who received the special instruction were not compared 

with a group of students who did not. Thompson implies a pedagogy that’s outdated. For 

instance, there are 14 separate lessons on vocabulary. Unless they are teaching a vocabulary 

class, do post-secondary teachers of reading have the class time for that? Also, it is hardly 

surprising that students would do well on the post-test, given the extraordinary amount of class-

time spent on specific vocabulary. 


