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ESL Baseline Word List for Teachers of  

English as a Second or Foreign Language 

 
This list is sorted in order by relative word importance. 

By American Literacy Council Staff.  

 

7,000 English words are listed here that happen to use letters consistently to represent the 

speech sounds that are typically desired when pronouncing English words.  From a corpus of 

44,000 words, 36,000 were omitted from this list because their standard dictionary spellings 

included extraneous letters and ill-formed vowel signals which are necessarily confusing and 

misleading for persons learning English as a second language.   

 

In contrast, the 7,000 words below are quite consistent in their use of letters to represent 

sounds that are expected.  They are no different from the short phonic word lists provided 

when teaching reading to children.  Because these words are already in phonic format, they 

are least confusing to ESL students.  Use these words to create phrases, sentences, 

paragraphs, and stories as introductory materials for ESL teaching and mentoring.   

 

Avoid use of the 39,000 words mentioned above where a learner is confronted with words like 

bomb (Bom-BEE?), quite (Quit-EEE?). Actually there are 17 variant ways to signal the “EE” 

sound as in “FEET.”  Some words have no “E” even though they are spoken with the “EE” 

sound – such as debris, ski, and esprit.  These types of words add up to 36,000 out of 44,000.  

Eventually an ESL student will confront those 36,000 words, but if a foundation is mastered 

first by using this baseline list where letters are used consistently to represent speech sounds, 

that foundation can be a spring-board for going further.  Some book authors purposely write 

with an abbreviated vocabulary to gain larger readership, and this list presents English words 

“as good as they get” related to consistent use of the 26 letter alphabet.  Use them to write 

stories, worksheets, practice sentences, suitable for various age levels. 

 

Consider also the temporary use of SOUND-WRITE software from the site at 

http://AmericanLiteracy.com because students can type these words or sentences into a 

computer from a worksheet of short suggested sentences.  The computer then pronounces the 

words automatically so that a foreign-born person can hear them over and over as solitary 

words, or as sentences where content adds interest and meaning. 

 

The number following each word indicates how many times (typically) that word is used in 

random English newspapers and books.  See also the other list like this that’s arranged to 

show these words alphabetically.  

Click here - http://AmericanLiteracy/ALC2/ESL/ESL-baseline-alpha.pdf  

 

Some technical notes:  
1. Many English words have double letters dropped randomly into words – address, terrify, supple, 

and thousands more.  These words were included in this list despite their lack of phonic purity 

because they’re unlikely to be confusing for ESL students in most cases. 

2. Words like “NEEDS” ought to end in a “Z” not an “S” but since half the plural forms of English 

words demand a “Z” sound and half do not, these words were included in this list – phonic 

impurity not withstanding. In many cases a foreign born person may not hear the difference 

between the “S” sound and the “Z” sound in their early learning experience. ESL students will be 

able to communicate whether they can distinguish these two sounds or not.  If all “S” signals are 

pronounced as “S”, they will still be understood. 

3. Most words like  “NATION”  were omitted from this list because 2/3 of the time “TION” requires 

us to make the sound of “SHUN” whereas 1/3 of the time it does not.  Those types of words can 

be added to student sentences later after they’ve mastered these foundational words and become 

comfortable with sounding out syllables. 
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