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Part 1: Foundations of Morphemic Analysis 
   

 Morphemic analysis (MA) is an approach to vocabulary where students parse unfamiliar 
words for familiar morphemes (word parts) in order to infer word meaning: 
 

intertextuality    inter-  text -(u)al -ity 
“between” “text” [adj] [nominalization] 

 

 MA is a tradition in post-secondary reading. It’s common in textbooks for 
developmental reading (Francis & Simpson 2009, pp. 101 – 102 ) 

 Much research motivates MA for students in the primary and middle grades. (Roth 
2014). 

 Minimal current scholarship investigates the appropriateness of MA for post-secondary 
reading (Roth 2014). 

 Why so little scholarship on MA for post-secondary reading? 
o MA is just assumed to “work”? 
o MA is viewed as too “bottom-up” an approach to reading? 
o MA is just assumed to “not work”? 

 

Part 2: A Teaching Problem 

 Personally, I use MA all the time to make educated guesses at word meanings. 

 At the same time, my students in developmental readings classes struggle to use it. 

 Why is this? 

o I’m not teaching it in the most effective way? 

o MA is more appropriate for teaching outside of developmental reading? 

o Students need lots of practice at MA before they can use it independently? 

o My argument: 

 MA has all sorts of hidden complexities. 

 Cross-disciplinary evidence from formal linguistics and English 

etymology… 
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Part 3: Cross Disciplinary Evidence from Formal Linguistics  

 Different patterns depending on which subparts of the English lexical-morphological 

terrain one is examining: 

1. Category of 
morphology 
and lexicon 

 

Inflectional 
morphology 

Word-formation 
morphology 

Lexicalized words 

2. Explanation Suffixation 
patterns to mark 
grammatical 
features like 
number, tense, 
agreement, etc. 

Distinct lexemes (not 
inflections) formed by 
processes that are used 
to form novel words in 
modern English. 

Established words 
which entered 
English long ago. 

3. Example 
Words 

 walk-ed 

 dog-s 

 tak-ing 

 clear-skin-ned 

 un-gentleman-ly 

 deci-liter 

 com-mit 

 dur-able 

 black-mail 

4. Level of 
Productivity 
at forming 
new words 

 

Highly productive 

 

Semi-productive Low-productivity 
or non-productive 

5. Relation 
between 
word 
meaning and 
morpheme 
meaning 

 

Word meaning is 
fully 
compositional 
and predictable. 
 
 

Word meaning is 
compositional or semi-
compositional; may be 
partly predictable 
through etymological 
analysis. 

Word meaning is 
fossilized and 
accessible 
primarily via 
etymological 
analysis. 
 

 
 

6. Metaphor 
for how it 
Operates 

Like a science Part art, part science Like an art 

Based on Bauer and Huddleston (2002) and Palmer, Huddleston, and Pullum (2002) 
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Part 4: Two Approaches to Teaching MA  

 MA as a science to 
computing  word meaning 

MA as an art to inferring word 
meaning 

1. Meaning of one 
morpheme across 
the lexicon 

Meaning is constant 
 

bi- = “two” 

 bicycle 

 bisexual 

 bisect 
 

Meaning varies 
 

 Crux 

 Cruciform 

 Crucible 

 Crucial 

 Excruciating 
 

2. Spelling of one 
morpheme across 
the lexicon 

Spelling is constant 
 

 bicycle 

 bisexual 

 bisect 
 

Spelling varies: 
 

 cephalopod 

 pedestrian 

 platipus 
 

3. Relation between 
meaning of word 
and meanings of its 
morphemes 
(“Semantic 
Transparency,” per 
Bellomo, 2009) 

Word meaning is sum of 
meaning of constituent 

morphemes: 
 

Deci-liter 
“1/10th” + “unit of volume” 

 

Word meaning is hinted at by 
its constituent morphemes. 

 
Morphology = “study of word 

formation” 
 

morph = “shape/form” 
 

4. How to parse 
morpheme 
boundaries 

Easy to parse 
 

bisexual bi-sex-(u)al 

Tricky to parse: 
 

 undulate  *un-dulate 

 sociology  * so-ciology 

 bilingual  *bil-ing-ual 
 

5. Common 
metaphor to 
describe the 
approach 

Morphemes are the building 
blocks for words. 

 

 

Morphemes are clues to word 
meaning. 
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Part 5: The Upshots for Reading Teachers who might Use MA 

 Applying MA to authentic texts is as much art as science because of the idiosyncrasies of 

etymology and the ways in which word meaning drifts over time. Morpho-lexemic 

patterns are not 100% regularized or predictable. 

 

 “Word parts are too valuable resource [for reading teachers and students] to ignore, but 

they are too inconsistent to be used blindly. Students need to learn to use word parts 

strategically, cautiously, and thoughtfully” (Stahl and Nagy 2006, p. 159).  

  

 “Beyond the utility of [any given reading strategy], if the student does not have 

metacognitive awareness of how and why the strategy works, when and in what 

circumstances to employ it, and how to adapt it for different purposes and different 

texts and situations, its effectiveness will vary widely. In many circumstances, efficacy 

may not be attributed to the strategy itself, but how it is understood and employed by 

the students” (Holschuh and Paulson 2013, p. 10) 
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Part 6: A Pilot Study: Do Reading Textbooks Present MA as a Science or 

Art? 

 The study sample: 3 developmental reading textbooks that have been revised through 

multiple editions and that teach MA: 

 
Henry (2010) 

 
Nist (2009) 

 
Elder (2014) 

 

 This sample is not intended to be representative of the corpus of reading textbooks. 

 Research questions: 

o What do these textbooks imply and explicitly state with regards to whether 

applying MA is an art or a science (e.g. the chart in part 4 above)?  

o What metaphors do textbook explanations use to describe morphemes and MA? 

o What do these textbooks imply and explicitly state as to whether MA is a rigid 

skill that can reliably infer word meaning, or a flexible strategy that might help 

them infer word meaning. 

 Research methods:  

o Close-reading all these textbooks’ explanations, examples, and exercises on MA. 

o Analyzing all metaphors relating to MA and morphemes. 
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 Where do textbooks 
construe MA as a science to 
computing  word meaning? 

Where do textbooks construe MA 
as an art to inferring word 

meaning”? 

1. Meaning of one 
morpheme across 
the lexicon 

Henry states “when a root is 
joined with other word parts to 
form new words, the meaning of 
the root does not change” (p. 
80). 
 

Nist states “[o]ne common meaning of 
non- is ‘not’”. This suggests it has 
multiple meanings (p.69). 
 
Both Henry and Nist provide multiple 
glosses for some morphemes. 

2. Spelling of one 
morpheme across 
the lexicon 

Neither Nist nor Henry explicitly 
discuss variable spellings, but 
some morphemes are listed as 
having multiple spellings. 
 

Elder briefly discusses how suffixes can 
cause spelling changes, as in 
“crazy/craziness” (p.69). 
 

3. Relation between 
meaning of word 
and meanings of 
constituent 
morphemes 

Generally not explicitly 
addressed in any book, but see 
#5 below. 
 

Elder acknowledges that suffixes are 
less helpful at inferring word meaning 
(p.69). 

4. How to parse 
morpheme 
boundaries 

Neither Nist nor Henry ever 
explicitly discuss of the 
difficulties in parsing 
morphemes in words. 
 

Elder explicitly points out that the 
“mal-“ morpheme is not seen in words 
like “mall” or “male” (p. 69) 

5. Common 
metaphor to 
describe the 
approach 

Nist states that morphemes are 
like “building blocks” of words 
(p. 9). 

Elder invokes metaphors for 
morphemes 5 times: “clues” or “puzzle 
pieces” (pp . 68 – 69). 
 
Henry states that morphemes can help 
students “unlock the meaning of 
unfamiliar words” (p. 40). 

6. MA as rigid skill or 
flexible strategy 

Nist never addresses this. Henry states “skilled readers learn 
words in a number of ways” (p. 42) and 
“if you know meaning of several parts 
of a word, you can often figure out the 
meaning of the words as a whole” (p. 
78, emphasis mine). 
 
Elder discusses at length when to use 
various strategies: “context is the first 
strategy” (p. 66) and MA is 
supplementary, and particularly helpful 
for memorizing words (p. 68). 

 Next steps for expanding on this study: 

o More representative sample of textbooks. 

o More systematic methods of analyzing how textbooks talk about MA. 
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