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What is Word Study?

Way of thinking about how to read, understand, and spell 
words

Conceptual approach developed through over thirty years of 
ongoing educational research 

Engages students in hands-on activities that develop transfer of 
learning 

Involves problem-solving and analytical thinking

Components include phonics, spelling, and vocabulary

Based on a progression of development (stages) and includes 
instruction in the relationship of letter sounds, patterns found in 
words, and the origins of words (alphabet>pattern>meaning)



How is Word Study Different 
from Traditional Spelling?

Traditional spelling relies on memorization of specific 
words in isolation = learning of few words

Word Study is based on the relationships between words 
that are similar and can be generalized = learning of 
many words

For example: if I can spell man, I can spell plan, sand…

Word Study is based on how the brain works and is 
organized

How is Word Study Different 
from Traditional Spelling?

Spelling “rules” are not dictated by the teacher.  
Instead spelling patterns and generalizations are 
discovered through students comparing and 
contrasting word characteristics/features.

Word Study requires students to think deeply about 
words and how they are put together

Word Study is connected to reading and writing

Word Study is differentiated and developmentally 
appropriate



What Does Word Study Look 
Like In the Classroom?

Students are assessed at the beginning of the year to 
determine their current level of spelling development using a 
spelling inventory combined with samples of student writing.  
Assessment is ongoing and repeated throughout the year.

Teachers plan instruction for flexible small groups based on 
students’ specific developmental stages.  Instruction begins 
and is most effective where students are starting to make 
errors.  

An essential component of word study is word sorting.  
Through this hands-on activity, students compare and contrast 
categories of word features to discover similarities and apply 
their learning to new words in reading and writing.

What Does Word Study Look 
Like In the Classroom?

Additional activities will vary by grade and may 
include word hunts, building words, and word wall 
activities.

Students are assessed on their knowledge of the 
pattern, rather than specific words and are expected 
to apply their learning to reading and writing on an 
ongoing basis.

Word Study is also a component of guided reading 
in the primary grades.  Students study words 
throughout the day.



Interesting Facts & Quotes

Word sorts help students organize what they know 
about words and to form generalizations that they 
can then apply to new words they encounter in their 
reading (Gillet & Kita, 1978).

The ability to read words always runs ahead of the 
ability to spell words.  Words that are too easy for 
reading are not too easy for spelling (Templeton).

Interesting Facts & Quotes

Word study helps students gain automaticity and 
fluency in the reading and writing of new words.

Adding a beginning letter or letters to the 37 most 
common word families allows students to spell and 
read 654 one syllable words (Fry, 1998). 



What Can I Do at Home to 
Support my Child’s Learning?

Categorize/sort things in different ways

Help your child look for ways words are alike and 
different

Work/play with words to make new ones 
look for smaller words in bigger ones
add a letter, delete a letter
make a chain of words by changing one letter at a time

Conduct word hunts – look for words in your world that 
you can compare to the pattern being studied

What Can I Do at Home to 
Support my Child’s Learning?

Write for a variety of reasons

READ! READ! READ!

Play word games as a family (scrabble, boggle, 
hangman, mad libs, etc)



How Will  I Know That My 
Child is Becoming a Better 

Speller?

Ask yourself these questions:

Is my child applying knowledge of patterns as s/he 
encounters unknown words while reading?

Is my child recognizing patterns in words outside the 
school day (at home, at the store)?

Is my child spelling new words correctly in his/her 
writing?

Is s/he using these words and knowledge of what they 
mean in conversation?


