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Word Study to Teach Phon ics,  
Vocabular y, and Spelling:  
The Why, What , and How
BY DONALD R. BEAR, PH.D.

Int roduct ion
Word study is a process of discovery and is an integrated approach to 

teach word knowledge in phonics, vocabular y, and spelling. Four pr inciples 

of word study and the essential elements of instruct ion and specific 
routines to examine focused contrasts of words by sound, pattern and 

meaning are presented. This paper shows what word study looks like, and 

what it takes to provide explicit and different iated word study instruct ion. 
The essential elements of word study in the Words Their Way Observation 

Tool are presented to think about deep professional development. 

In the first section of this paper, word study is shown to be explicit and 
experientially based with activities for practice that lead students to 

understand the generalizations that underlie how to read and spell words. 

To illustrate how a teacher guides this discovery process, consider the 

way Ms. Kiernan interacts with students. Building on this example, in the 

second section, we examine the key elements of word study instruction 

and organization, the how of word study.

DONALD R. BEAR, PH.D.

Donald Bear is a professor in 

literacy education at Iowa State 

University where he teaches 

doctoral, Master ’s, and preservice 

teachers, and directs the 

Duffelmeyer Reading Clinic. He 
is also professor emeritus from 

the Universit y of Nevada, Reno. 
Donald is an author and co-

author of numerous ar ticles, book 
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Personalized
Match Spelling Development,  
Generate Word Study
Teach word study at students’ developmental spelling stages. Words Their Way 
Classroom meets students’ instructional needs, addressing word recognition, 
vocabulary, phonics, and spelling.

DEVELOPMENTAL SPELLING STAGES
:RUG�VWXG\�DFWLYLWLHV�WDUJHW�WKH�ȴYH�UHVHDUFK�EDVHG�VWDJHV�RI�VSHOOLQJ��$V�VWXGHQWV�SURJUHVV��
WKH\�EXLOG�WKHLU�VNLOOV�WR�VSHOO��UHDG��XQGHUVWDQG��DQG�XVH�QHZ�ZRUGV��ΖWȇV�D�KLJKO\�VXSSRUWLYH��
HHFWLYH��DQG�SHUVRQDOL]HG�DSSURDFK�

EMERGENT-EARLY 
LETTER NAME STAGE

LETTER NAME STAGE WITHIN WORD PATTERN STAGE

SYLLABLES AND AFFIXES STAGE DERIVATIONAL RELATIONS STAGE
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IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE

Emergent-Early Letter Name
Letter Name
Within Word Pattern
Syllables and Af!xes
Derivational Relations

Donald R. Bear • Marcia Invernizzi • Francine Johnston • Shane Templeton • Lori Helman

www.pearsonrealize.com

• Developmental Stages
• Scope and Sequence
• Placement and Monitoring Progress
• Implementation Guidance
• Research Base

 EVIDENCE-BASED INTERVENTION
 Savvas.com/ESSA

Assessment Materials 317

General Directions for Administering  
the Words Their Way Inventories

Students should not study the words before a test. Assure students that they will not be 
graded on this activity, and that they will be helping you plan for their needs. Introduce the 
assessment to students; for example:

I am going to ask you to spell some words. Spell them the best you can. Some of the words 
may be easy to spell; some may be difficult. When you do not know how to spell a word, spell 
it the best you can.

Ask students to number their paper (or prepare a numbered paper for kindergarten or 
early first grade). Call each word aloud and repeat it. Say each word naturally, without empha-
sizing phonemes or syllables. Use it in a sentence, if necessary, to be sure students know the 
exact word. Sample sentences are provided along with the words. After administering the 
inventory, use a Feature Guide, Class Composite Form, and, if desired, a Spelling-by-Stage 
Classroom Organization Chart to complete your assessment. Error Guide forms for the 
Primary and Elementary Inventories are available at PDToolkit for Words Their Way. The 
online assessment application helps complete the feature guide and create a class composite 
automatically.

Scoring the Inventory Using the Feature Guides
1. To score by hand, make a copy of the appropriate Feature Guide (PSI p. 320, ESI p. 324,

USI p. 327) for each student. Draw a line under the last word used if you called fewer than
the total number and adjust the possible total points at the bottom of each feature column.

2. Score the words by checking off the features spelled correctly that are listed in the cells to
the right of each word. For example, if a student spells bed as BAD, he gets a check in the
initial b cell and the final d cell, but not for the short vowel. Write in the vowel used (a, in
this case), but do not give any points for it. If a student spells train as TRANE, she gets
a check in the initial tr cell and the final n cell, but not for the long vowel pattern. Write
in the vowel pattern used (a–e in this case), but do not give any points for it. Put a check
in the “Correct” column if the word is spelled correctly. Do not count reversed letters as
errors but note them in the cells. If unnecessary letters are added, give the speller credit
for what is correct (e.g., if bed is spelled BEDE, the student still gets credit for represent-
ing the consonants and short vowel), but do not check “Correct” spelling.

3. Add the number of checks under each feature and across each word, double-checking the
total score recorded in the last cell. Modify the ratios in the last row depending on the
number of words called aloud.

Interpreting the Results of the Spelling Inventory
1. Look down each feature column to determine instructional needs. Students who miss

only one (or two, if the features sample 8 to 10 words) can go on to other features. Stu-
dents who miss two or three need some review work; students who miss more than three
need careful instruction on this feature. If a student did not get any points for a feature,
earlier features need to be studied first.

2. Determine a development stage by noting where students first make two or more errors
under the stages listed in the shaded box at the top of the Feature Guide and circle the
stage.

3. Use power scores or total number correct as a guide to calling the stage. Refer to the
Power Scores and Estimated Stages table in Chapter 2.
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IMPLEMENTATION GUIDE
The Implementation Guide�LV�ZKHUH�\RX�ZLOO� 
ȴQG�WKH�4XDOLWDWLYH�6SHOOLQJ�ΖQYHQWRU\�ȃ�XVH�LW�
WR�SODFH�VWXGHQWV�LQ�WKHLU�FRUUHFW�GHYHORSPHQWDO�
VWDJH�RI�:RUG�6WXG\���

MONITOR PROGRESS 
$GPLQLVWHU�VSHOO�FKHFNV�DV�D�VSHOOLQJ�

SUHWHVW�WR�DVVHVV�SULRU�NQRZOHGJH��RU�DV�D�
SRVWWHVW�LPPHGLDWHO\�IROORZLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQ�
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Word Families -op, -ot, -og Sort10

Sort 10: Word Families -op, -ot, -og 37

pot hog cot hop

log frog top jog

mop dot hot pop
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Write on the lines words that rhyme with hop, hot, and hog.

Word Families -op, -ot, -og Sort10

Sort 10: Word Families -op, -ot, -og 37

pot hog cot hop

log frog top jog

mop dot hot pop

858@-/@#PPL�@Q���@����RYE����������������1.��1BHF���
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Engaging
Teach Word Knowledge,  
Not Memorization 
Words Their Way Classroom creates word detectives who explore, compare,  
and categorize word patterns and relationships. It’s a deeper, better way to  
learn. Students make their own discoveries about how words work.

SORTING DEVELOPS THINKING SKILLS
6RUWLQJ�HQFRXUDJHV�VWXGHQWVbWR�RUJDQL]H�LQIRUPDWLRQ��DQDO\]H��DQG�FRPSDUH��6WXGHQWV�FRQQHFW� 
LGHDV�DQG�FRQFHSWV��PRYLQJ�EH\RQG�PHPRUL]DWLRQ��7KUHH�W\SHV�RI�VRUWV�DUH�SURYLGHG�
ȏ�6RXQG�6RUWV��ȏ�3LFWXUH�6RUWV�ȏ��:RUG�6RUWV

INCREASE INTEREST, INCREASE ABILITY
The Word Study Notebook FRQWDLQV� 
KDQGV�RQ�VRUWV�DQG�SUDFWLFH�DFWLYLWLHV�IRU�RQH�
GHYHORSPHQWDO�VWDJH��6WXGHQWV�FXW�RXW�WKH�
VRUWLQJ�FDUGV�DQG�XVH�WKH�VRUWLQJ�PDWV�IRU�
GHYHORSPHQWDOO\�DSSURSULDWH�ZRUG�ZRUN�
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ADD VARIETY, SORT ONLINE
:KDW�GR�NLGV�ORYH"�'LJLWDO�LQWHUDFWLYLW\��7DNH�ZRUG�ZRUN�RQOLQH�
ZLWKbLQWHUDFWLYH�UHVRXUFHV��'HPRQVWUDWH�WKH�VRUW�DQG�DOORZ�
VWXGHQWV�WR�SUDFWLFH�RQOLQH� &RPELQH�ZLWK�WKH�SULQW�UHVRXUFHV��
RU�GRZQORDG�DQG�FRS\�3')V�IRU�VWXGHQWV�b

 SIGN UP FOR A DEMO AT
 SavvasRealize.com

ReaBro581T131 WTWC-Overview Brochure FINAL 022020.indd   5ReaBro581T131 WTWC-Overview Brochure FINAL 022020.indd   5 2/20/20   5:26 PM2/20/20   5:26 PM



6

Manageable 

WORD STUDY LESSON PLANS
The Teacher Resource Guide�SURYLGHV�D�VLPSOH�DQG�HHFWLYH�OHVVRQ�SODQ�IRU�HDFK�VRUW�� 
7KH�JXLGH�LQFOXGHV�REMHFWLYHV��URXWLQHV��(//�VWUDWHJLHV��GLHUHQWLDWHG�VXSSRUW��DQG�
DVVHVVPHQW�LGHDV�

Manage It All in Just 15 to 20  
Minutes a Day 
 
Words Their Way Classroom provides daily word study activities based  
on students’ developmental spelling levels in just 15 minutes a day!

WEEKLY ROUTINE
7KH�VRUW�LV�WKH�KHDUW�RI�WKH�SURJUDP�� 
$�VLPSOH�URXWLQH�VXSSRUWV�WHDFKHU�
GLUHFWHG�LQVWUXFWLRQ��PRGHOLQJ�� 
SUDFWLFH��DQG�DSSOLFDWLRQV�
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WORDS THEIR WAY CLASSROOM  
ON REALIZE™

Words Their Way Classroom�DOORZV�IRU�HDV\�
FRPELQDWLRQ�RI�LQWHUDFWLYH�RQOLQH�ZRUG� 
VRUWV�ZLWK�KDQGV�RQ�VWXGHQW�SUDFWLFH�
6WXGHQWV�DQG�WHDFKHUV�KDYH�DFFHVV�WR� 
DOO�ȴYH�VWDJHV�ZLWK�RQH�DFFRXQW� 

INTRODUCE/MODEL SORT
Introduce the pattern with  
a poem or sort.

STUDENT SORTING
Let students practice the sort  
and pattern.

WRITING SORT
Connect the pattern or skill  
to writing.

WEEKLY WORD STUDY ROUTINE

SORT GAME
Play engaging word sorting games.

WORD HUNT
Hunt for words and patterns  
in reading.

 VIEW THE SCOPE & SEQUENCE
 Savvas.com/wtw

ReaBro581T131 WTWC-Overview Brochure FINAL 022020.indd   7ReaBro581T131 WTWC-Overview Brochure FINAL 022020.indd   7 2/20/20   5:26 PM2/20/20   5:26 PM



Savvas.com
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Join the Conversation 
@SavvasLearning

Get Fresh Ideas for Teaching
 Blog.Savvas.com
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Building a Literacy Foundation One Sort at a Time

RESOURCES  
Words Their Way Classroom�LV�D�FRPSOHWH�ZRUG�VWXG\�SURJUDP�

ȏ�� 2QH�FRPSUHKHQVLYH�7HDFKHU�5HVRXUFH�*XLGH�WKDW�LQFOXGHV� 
� DOO�ȴYH�VSHOOLQJ�VWDJHV�DQG�HQKDQFHG�OHVVRQ�VXSSRUW�IRU� 
� HDFK�VRUW��
ȏ�� �ΖPSOHPHQWDWLRQ�*XLGH��ZLWK�EDFNJURXQG�DQG�JHWWLQJ� 
VWDUWHG�VXSSRUW�

ȏ�� 0XOWLSOH�YROXPH��IXOO�FRORU��FRQVXPDEOH�VWXGHQW�ZRUNERRNV�

ȏ��� &RPSOHWH�GLJLWDO�IXQFWLRQDOLW\��DQG�DFFHVV�WR�DOO�ȴYH� 
� VWDJHV�RQ�WKH�6DYYDV�5HDOL]HȠ�SODWIRUP��

ȏ��� %LJ�%RRN�RI�5K\PHV�DQG�&ODVVURRP�/LEUDULHV�WR� 
� VXSSRUW�(PHUJHQW�(DUO\�/HWWHU�1DPH��/HWWHU�1DPH�� 
� DQG�:LWKLQ�:RUG�3DWWHUQ��

7R�PDNH�VXUH�ZH�DUH�QXUWXULQJ�RXU�6SDQLVK�VSHDNLQJ�VWXGHQWVȇ�ORYH�RI�UHDGLQJ�� 
WKH�QHZ�Palabras a su Paso Salon de Clases�EXLOGV�RQ�YRFDEXODU\��SKRQLFV��DQG� 
VSHOOLQJ�VNLOOV�JLYLQJ�VWXGHQWV�D�VROLG�IRXQGDWLRQ�WR�PDVWHU�WKH�6SDQLVK�/DQJXDJH���

Contact your Savvas Representative to learn more. 
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