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Educators have been told in recent years that traditional spelling programs do not work in the
long term. From experience, educators know that students typically memorize words and then
forget them. For most students, their spelling does not help them with sounding out new words in
reading or writing new words.
I was interested in doing action research with Words Their Way to find out if breaking words up
and learning the sounds/blends/patterns of words would help them with their reading strategies
and writing. My goal with my research was to add to my knowledge to effectively teach students,
who are English language learners, to improve being able to read and write new words.
Almadina Language Charter Academy is a public ESL charter school that has a specific mandate
to educate English language learners (ELLs). Many of the students are born in Canada, but their
first language is not English. In 2018-2019, I taught a Grade 2 class of 20 students who were all
English Language Learners. In Speaking and Listening, most students were at L2-L3 English
Language Proficiency (EP) Reading L2-L3, and writing L1-2.
Step 1: Research
Teachers traditionally taught spelling using rote memorization, as an isolated subject area.
Mastery of words typically were measured through a weekly pencil and paper test. Teachers can
attest that the success of this approach was mixed because most students memorized words for
their weekly tests, but failed to extend this knowledge to other subjects. Rebecca Putman (2017)
suggests this phenomenon is referred to as Friday test, Monday miss (Putman, R, Texas Journal
of Literacy Education, 2017). She also suggests that newer research has shown that spelling is
not an exclusive process of rote memorization but rather, is a complex, intricate cognitive
process (Putman, p. 25). Because spelling and reading build and rely on the same mental
representation of a word, knowing the spelling of a word makes the representation of it
accessible for fluent reading (Putman, p.25). Therefore, learning to spell and learning to read
both rely on the relationships between letters and sounds. Unfortunately, traditional spelling
programs do not help students to learn the relationship between reading and writing. Putman
goes on further to say that her research showed that the brain has a predisposition for seeking
patterns as our brains are hard-wired to recognize patterns therefore an effective spelling
program should explore the patterns of English word structure, word origin, and word meaning.

In addition, children learn best through active involvement and practice with words, which allow
them to discern and learn word and letter patterns for themselves (Putman, 2017 p. 26).
Washington University also states that the written English language does conform to predictable
patterns, and these patterns can be taught directly to students (Journal of Direct Instruction, Vol
1, No. 2, pp. 97-105).
Putman’s research also found that many people suggest that the best way to teach patterns is
through word study (Putman, 2017, p. 27). Henderson (1990) and Templeton and Bear (1992)
shows that word study addresses the brain’s need for patterns by grouping words into categories
of similarity and difference, which allows students to explore and categorize words (Invernizzi et
al., 1997). Word study is flexible enough to allow the different stages of a students’ spelling
development. At each stage of development, students will understand and use different features
in their spelling (Putman, p. 27). It is important to note that word study is not a one size fits all
approach to spelling instruction but rather it allows the teacher the flexibility to choose and
sequence a group of words that demonstrate a particular pattern that is based on the students’
needs (p.27).
It is important to note that not all research I found was in favor of Words Their Way. It is
important for me to consider this research too so I could form a well educated decision on the
program. In an article in Psychology Today, titled, “Why Americans Can’t Read”, R. Richard
Gentry Ph.D (2000), states that Words Their Way is flawed. He disagrees that there is a
developmental progression in a child’s brain when constructing word knowledge. He believes
that word knowledge of alphabet, pattern, and meaning are being constructed at every stage of
spelling development (Gentry, 2000). He goes further and states that he does not believe that
students progress past a ceiling, which is attained by the end of Grade 1. He also believes that
Words Their Way is too intensive and time consuming for teachers, and that most teachers do
not even teach the program with fidelity. In addition, he believes that Words Their Way is a cash
grab, and that teachers must purchase the next books in the sets before they can teach their
students to spell (Gentry, 2000).
I literally spent hours sifting through research, including research from scholars, action research
projects, papers from M.Ed. students, and studies completed by school divisions. Although
teachers have pointed out some difficulties with the teaching the program, Gentry’s research was
the only research I came across that states that Words Their Way should not be used. All of the
teachers that have used the program, and all of the divisions that completed their own research
found that overall, it helped to improve spelling words, reading, and writing.

Step 2: Procedure
I gave the Assessment in September (Feature Guide for Primary Spelling Inventory- Words
Their Way) and students were placed into groups based on the assessment. In October,
Permission Forms went home to be signed for Action Research Project and returned.
The stages for Words Their Way are:
●
●
●
●
●

Emergent Stage
Letter Name Alphabetic Stage
Within-Word Pattern Stage
Syllables and Affixes Stage
Derivational Relational Stage

Based on the assessment my groups were:
Beginning/ Final Consonants (Letter Name-Alphabetic)-Purple
Consonant Blends/Long Vowels (Within Word Patterns)-Orange
Short vowels (Within-Word Patterns)-Blue
Inflected Endings (Syllables and Affixes)-Green

How did I fit Words Their Way into my schedule?
From all of my research, I learned that Words Their Way is very flexible and there are many
ways of implementation. I decided that on Monday, students were called to the carpet in groups.
They completed the sorts and we discussed the meaning of words and illustrated them. Students
wrote the words and illustrated them in their agendas. While I was working with groups, students

at their seats were doing an independent activity quietly. Students were generally respectful of
others.
On Tuesday, Wednesday, and or Thursday, I included 2-3 periods of Word Work per week. I
used Word Work centers such as rainbow Writing, stamps, building with letter tiles, wiki sticks,
playdough, placemat vocabulary and, Roll a Word. Students chose how they would like to work
on their sounds/patterns. If I noticed that students were choosing the same activity, they were
encouraged to try another. I used this time for small groups to incorporate fluency and
comprehension. I searched for passages that used the same patterns that students were learning
that week. Sometimes I had to make them up myself.

Word Work Centers

Fluency

Comprehension and Fluency

On Fridays, students were called to the carpet to write their assessment. I gave them two scoresthe sounds they were working on AND the spelling of the actual word. (WTW DOES NOT
require the entire word to be spelled correctly in the early levels). I have tried to score students
only on their sounds or patterns. I found that even after communication with parents, parents
were unsatisfied with their children receiving full scores on words that were not spelled
correctly. Students who showed they needed more practice were asked to practice again for the
weekend. The program does repeat sounds and patterns the following lesson and circle back to
the same sounds and patterns in future lessons for mastery.
I tried at the beginning of the year not to have a Friday assessment because I did not want to use
the program as a traditional spelling program. I quickly found out that that parents needed the
Friday assessment for feedback on their child’s learning. The assessment also provided
accountability for the students. Without the assessment on Fridays, students were not practicing
their sounds/patterns at home. In addition, I did not count these assessments for report card as I
used them as formative assessments.
As of January, the Friday assessments also included a written sentence. I used this to determine
whether or not students were extending their knowledge to use their words in their writing. The
sentence usually contained 4-6 words, including 2-3 Words Their Way words (including words
from past lessons) and students must have proper capitals and punctuation.

In addition to weekly ‘check ups’ Words Their Way p rovides assessments that are administered
periodically to assess students on their sounds and patterns.

Step 3: Examining data and modify
I reached a point in the year where I wanted to make students’ learning more authentic and more
inquiry based (Sager, 2005). Therefore, I decided that I would start with the the Blue/Orange and
the Green groups finding their own way to sort the words and start choosing the words they
would like to study. The program suggests 15-20 words each week, but I opted to give only 10
words a week.

Students looked at the words, read them, we discussed the meanings, and then they decided how
they would sort them and created the patterns. They chose the words they would like to learn.
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