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Evaluate Your Comfort with WTW
Fist to Five



Agenda

• What did they learn about setting up a 
program? 

• What worked? What didn't work? 
• What lessons can we learn from their 

successes and challenges?



Overview of Delham District

• Suburban town of 15,000
• 3 elementary schools
• 84.8% White, 1.3% Black, <0.1% Native 

American, 5.9% Asian, <0.1% Pacific Islander, 
0.2% from some other race and 1.3% from 
two or more races. 6.5% were Hispanic or 
Latino of any race.

• 8% ELL
• 11% Students with Special Needs



Delham Superintendent
“When I came to Delham, it was sort of the Wild 
West in terms of ELA curriculum. Two schools relied 
heavily upon Fundations, and one school had no 
particular curriculum so teachers used whatever 
they preferred. One of my goals was to have some 
district-wide continuity; it made sense to select one 
curriculum so that a 3rd grader at Pinewood had the 
same experience as a 3rd grader at Bristol. Because 
all 3 schools feed into one middle school and we 
wanted a curriculum that we could unfold into later 
grades, Words Their Way was our logical choice.”



Lesson #1

Teachers need a basic understanding of 
linguistics to effectively implement WTW.



From a Second Grade Teacher

“I’ve been a teacher for 23 years, and I thought I 
knew the key points about reading instruction. I 
realize that I never had linguistics training, and 
once I started to understand not only what made 
a consonant a consonant (and more importantly 
why it matters), I realized how this information 
linked to spelling instruction.”



PD must focus on…

• Vowels vs. consonants
• Point of articulation
• Using but confusing
• Ambiguous vowels
• Nasals
• R controlled vowels
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BINGO 
Find someone who… 

	
Knows 
what a 

consonant is 

Can define 
a nasal 
sound 

Can explain 
‘using but 
confusing’ 

Knows the 
difference 
between a 

prefix and a 
suffix 

Can tell the 
difference 
between a 

blend and a 
digraph 

Understands 
what the 
schwa 

sound is 

Understands 
why a child 

spells 
DRUM as 

JRUM 

Can give at 
least 4 

ways to 
spell the 
long –a 
sound 

Can explain 
the word 

study 
principle 

that ‘a step 
back is a 

step 
forward’ 

Understands 
what a 
closed 

syllable is 

Understands 
ambiguous 

vowels 

Can identify 
the stage for 

a student 
who spells 

BED as BID 

 
★ 
 

Knows 
what a 

vowel is 

Can explain 
why speed 
sorts are 
helpful 

Knows the 
stage for a 

student who 
spells 

GIVING as 
GIVEING 

Can give an 
explanation 

of ‘’the 
bossy R” or 

“r-
controlled 
vowels” 

Can explain 
what an 

oddball is 

Can define 
Dolch or 

Frye words 

Can identify 
the stage for 
a child who 

spells 
TRAIN as 

TRANE 

Has an idea 
of how to 
connect 

word study 
to reading 

Understands 
what an 

open 
syllable is 

Can explain 
what an 

open sort is 

Can name 
three 

different 
kinds of 

sorts 

Can identify 
what a 

phoneme is 

	



Students learn how to spell 
developmentally!

Emergent
Pre-K to middle of 1st

Letter Name (LN)
K to middle of 2nd

Within Word Pattern (WWP)
1st through middle of 4th

Syllable Juncture (SJ)
Grades 3 to 8

Derivational Relations (DR)
Grades 5 to12



Lesson #2

Students need a reliable weekly routine.



From a Fourth Grade Teacher

“I’ll admit it…I downloaded all the word lists 
from TPT and thought that I was doing word 

study. I would get frustrated because I saw no 
transfer. Now I’m realizing that I was not at all 
doing the program to fidelity. My kids were not 

sorting the words enough and I didn’t know how 
many different activities / sorts there are!”



What Does Weekly Routine Look Like?

• Students making phonological representations 
of words as they sort

• Students have word study notebooks
• Spend first 6 weeks teaching instructional 

procedures
• Weekly routine should aim for ~10 exposures 

to sort



Kid Components (DIY)



A Week of Word Study
Day One • Teacher-Directed Sort

• Practice sort
• Discuss / write observations about sort

Day Two • Writing sort
• Speed sort

Day Three • Speed Sort
• Word Hunt

Day Four • Partner sort – Mix and Fix
• Blind sort
• Games & activities

Day Five • Assessment
• Beat the teacher 
• Games & activities
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Lesson #3

We must carve out instructional time
for word hunts, 

which connect word study to authentic text.
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Key Points about Word Hunts

• Search for words that align with pattern
• To foster word awareness, can extend to 

listening hunts at home and other 
environments

• Hunt in independent level text – not merely 
leveled text



Lesson #4

Teacher language must be open-ended and student-
centered.



First Grade Teacher

“I was surprised that I needed to rethink my 
language in word study. I had to shift away from 

the ‘that’s right or wrong’ talk, to language 
which encouraged kids to construct their own 

understanding.”



To scaffold learning • Tell me about your sort
• How did you decide to put that word in that 

column?
• Can you organize these words by the way 

they sound? By spelling pattern? By 
meaning?

• How is this sort like last week’s sort? How is 
it different? 

• So what you’re saying is…
• You noticed that…. 

To give feedback • I think there’s a word or a picture that 
doesn’t belong in this column. Can you find 
it?

• Why do you think this word doesn’t belong? 
Where might it go? Why?

• Is there a part of this sort that is confusing? 
What is confusing about it? 

• How could you say that a different way?
• Say more about that…



Lesson #5

Teachers need to figure out the details and logistics 
to make the most of their instruction



First Grade Teacher

“I quickly realized that the logistics of word 
study – the cutting, the pieces of paper, the 

xeroxing – all could become such a headache 
that they’d detract from my effective teaching. 

Only when I talked to lots of different folks to see 
how they took care of these logistics did I figure 

out something that worked for me.”



How will you handle these logistics?

• Cutting the words?
• Do words live in school or travel to home?
• Multiple sorts at one time?
• Assessment of words?
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