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Give them Words Their Way™! 
By Lori Helman, Donald R. Bear, Marcia Invernizzi, 

Shane Templeton, and Francine Johnston
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How do you help 
English learners master 

their new language?

Bri
ng 

Wo
rds

 to
 Li

fe w
ith

 W
ord

s T
hei

r W
ay™

 wi
th 

En
gli

sh 
Lea

rne
rs S

erie
s

Improving English learners’ literacy 
skills has never been easier!

T o help teachers and English learners develop English literacy 
skills like never before, language expert and co-author 

Lori Helman joins Donald Bear, Marcia Invernizzi, Shane Templeton,
and Francine Johnston—authors of the popular word study method, 
Words Their Way™—to break down the learning and language 
acquisition differences between native English speakers and English 
learners in terms every teacher will understand and appreciate. 
The author team explains the instruction necessary to help new 
English learners develop word recognition, vocabulary, and spelling 
skills. Because the authors‘ research examines how word study 
approach improves students’ ability to read and write, these texts are 
able to illustrate how to engage students in picture, letter and word 
sorting activities that are based on sound, pattern and meaning.

The result is a new collection of resources Words Their Way™ 
with English Learners, a series that builds and expands English 
learners’ phonics knowledge, vocabulary, and spelling pattern 
recognition to sharpen their ability to read, to write, to speak and 
understand grade level content. 

• �Draws on six years of research using the Words Their Way™ 
approach with students whose first language is not English.

• �Shows teachers how to use what their students bring 
with them from their native language and then demonstrate 
where instruction in English orthography should begin.

• �Provides essential hands-on practice, teachers can empower 
students to grasp their new language first through pictures 
associated with words and then through word building.

• �Lays the foundation for English learners to master 
the English language.
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Individuals order online at www.allynbaconmerrill.com 
 Schools and districts save 25%! Order online at k12oasis.pearson.com

Appendix
The appendix contains eight sections packed with materials for assessments; pictures, 
sorts, lists, and other materials to create your own sets of picture and word cards for 
the sorting activities throughout the book; and, word lists of pictures in the book with 
translations.

The cornerstone of the Words Their Way™ approach to word study is determining what sound and word knowledge students bring with 
them to instruction, and building naturally on that foundation. This approach is especially useful for English learners (ELs). Examining the language 
knowledge students bring with them to the classroom-comparing their home and English language abilities, reviewing writing competency, and 
becoming aware of prior language and literacy experiences guides the word study planning that helps students achieve. Examining students’ 
proficiencies in their primary oral and written languages will determine where to begin instruction. No matter what the native language, Words 
Their Way™ with English Learners Series will move all students through their predictable, developmental orthographic stages because the materials: 

• �Focus on moving each student through the developmental continuum with hands on, 
concrete sorting activities.

• �Provide you with all the games, sorting activities, and translations.

Language Families
Words Their Way with English Learners 
features assessment tools, and a plethora 
of activities for working with students 
whose native language is: English, 
Spanish, Chinese, Vietnamese, Korean, 
or Arabic. Teachers will learn to recognize 
how these six languages overlap in their 
commonality of alphabet/sound, pattern 
and meaning. 

*�The companion volumes for native 
Spanish speakers are specifically 
designed for teachers working with all 
emergent and letter-name alphabetic 
spellers, not just those English learners 
who are young children.
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Indo-European Altaic Sino-Tibetan Afro-Asiatic Austro-Asiatic

Germanic
English
Dutch
German
Danish
Swedish

Romance
French
Italian
Spanish
Portuguese
Romanian

Slavic
Polish
Czech
Russian
Bulgarian
Serbian/

Croatian

Indo-Iranian
Hindi/Urdu
Nepali
Bengali
Punjabi
Persian
Kurdish
Tajik
Pashto

Turkish
Kazakh
Turkmenan
Mongolian
Manchu
Korean
Japanese

Mandarin
Wu
Cantonese
Xiang
Gan
Hakka

Arabic
Saudi
Iraqi
Egyptian
Algerian
Hebrew

Vietnamese
Khmer

FIGURE 1-4 Select Language Families

Layers in Other Orthographies
In each written language, the three orthography layers are blended uniquely. If this
blend is understood for students’ languages, then it is clearer to the teacher what
students will bring from their primary languages and literacies as they learn to speak
and read English. The sound/alphabet, pattern, and meaning layers are evident in all
writing systems. Where there is not an alphabet, the first layer is examined for other
sound–symbol correspondences.

Along the developmental continuum, look for when the three layers overlap com-
pared to English. You will see that different writing systems, or orthographies, not only
blend the layers in different ways but their layers are of varying complexities. When the
layers overlap depends on the structure and history of the writing system. For example,
in a comparison of English and Spanish orthographies, one of the first things to observe
is how faithful Spanish is to pronunciation and how in English, long vowels and many
short vowel words are spelled with abstract patterns in which letters combine to make a
sound. The long vowel patterns in English (for example, CVCe: tale, CVVC: tail; CVV: tie)
are unnecessary in Spanish writing. This difference often means that students from Span-
ish language backgrounds rely more on the alphabetic layer than on the pattern layer.

Sounds of Language and Language Families
In the alphabet or sound layer, sound–symbol correspondences are examined. What
sounds exist in a language, and how does the writing system represent those sounds?
One thousand sounds have been cataloged, but most languages have two or three
dozen. Most languages have between five and seven vowels. Some writing systems in-
clude vowels, and other orthographies (like Hebrew) do not, so that the reader uses con-
text to a greater extent to understand the words. See Comrie, Matthew, and Polinsky
(1996) for a wonderful collection of information about languages and writing systems.

Figure 1-4 presents an abbreviated list of language “families” that are organized
geographically (Comrie et al., 1996). Languages in a particular family share similarities

Look for when the
alphabet, pattern, and
meaning layers overlap.
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Involving English-Learning Parents in Word Study
Most parents are interested in doing whatever they can to support their children’s
literacy learning in English. To encourage parents who do not speak English well, or
who do not have literacy skills in English to participate in the classroom or to help with
homework, teachers must scaffold this participation. Often it is necessary to send notes
home in the students’ home languages. It is also helpful to train students in class to show
them what they can be practicing with their family at home.

Do not ask parents to teach new content to students. That can be confusing for all in-
volved. Homework assignments should be practice, not instruction. Some do’s for fam-
ily involvement might include:

● Do encourage students to talk with families about what they are learning in school.
They do not need to use English—more than likely, using English will severely
limit the conversation—so they should be encouraged to use the home language.

● Do have students read their word study words to family members, demonstrate
their sorts, and explain their reasoning.

● Do have students share the meanings of words in English, and ask their families
to teach them how to say these words in their home language. For English
learners, learning the translation of a word makes it easier to remember the
meaning of a word.

TEN PRINCIPLES OF WORD STUDY INSTRUCTION 
WITH ENGLISH LEARNERS

Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2004) outlines 10 guiding
principles for word study instruction (see Figure 3-1). In the following paragraphs, we
have expanded on these principle to highlight issues of particular importance to English
learners.

1. Look for what students use but confuse. As noted in the assessment procedures in
Chapter 2, students’ spellings give us information about their developmental under-
standing of the English writing system. For English learners, writing and spelling sam-
ples may also show how they are applying principles from the sound system, grammar,
vocabulary, or orthography of their native language to their learning in English. For
example, a Somali student who spells the long i in English by writing two i’s may be
applying his or her knowledge of how this sound is written using Somali guidelines.

2. A step backward is a step forward. Sometimes
students learning English are pushed too quickly in
the curriculum without a firm understanding of the
word study concept they are working with. At
times, some students seem to suddenly forget the
letter–sound correspondences of the short vowels as
they move into studying the long vowels in English.
Older students may attempt to memorize individual
words without perceiving the principle or pattern
these words represent. In both cases, it is important
to take a step back to assess what the student truly
has internalized about the English writing system.
This understanding will be the solid ground on
which to build more complex concepts. The lack of a
firm foundation will lead to confusion and indeci-
sion at the higher levels of word study and reading.

1. Look for what students use but confuse.

2. A step backward is a step forward.

3. Use words students can read.

4. Compare words “that do” with words “that don’t.”

5. Sort by sound and sight.

6. Begin with obvious contrasts.

7. Don’t hide exceptions.

8. Avoid rules.

9. Work for automaticity.

10. Return to meaningful texts.

FIGURE 3-1 Principles of Word Study
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Ten Principals of Word 
Study with English 
Language Learners
Documenting student information 
on these ten principals allows 
teachers to evaluate students‘ 
language needs, find their 
developmental stage, and gather 
the specific sorts and activities to 
help students build on what they 
know to efficiently master English 
literacy. 
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TABLE 5-6 Sequence of Word Study for English Learners in the Letter
Name–Alphabetic Stage in English

Features Examples Instructional Notes

Early
Beginning and ending Sort by beginning sounds Students’ pronunciation of letter 
consonant sounds with log/man/tire/pan names is influenced by the sound 
pictures ball/call, cup/lip contrasts in the primary language

Letter–sound Match pictures with letters (e.g., very pronounced berry; zipper
correspondences and sight words pronounced sipper).

Short- and long-vowel <ball> B b/ball Final sounds may not be perceived 
sounds with pictures and are omitted in pronunciation 

and spelling.

Consonant blends and Sounds of consonant Consonant blends and digraphs in 
digraphs blends and digraphs are English may not exist in the students’ 

introduced primary language (e.g., several 
Picture sorts with languages do not include s blends: sl, sm, st).

th, sh, ch, wh Names of the pictures of words that 
Contrasts between begin with blends and digraphs are 

substituted and often unknown and are used for 
target sounds are vocabulary instruction that includes 
made in picture concept sorts and accompanying 
sorts (e.g., sh/ch). discussion.

Picture and word sorts 
with known words
broom/book/

rock, truck /table/
rain

Vocabulary instruction
with pictures used in sound
sorts.

Middle
Word families and ending Separate/segment Ending sounds of CVC words may not be
sounds beginning sounds from pronounced or may be confused with a

rime among word families. similar sound that exists in the primary
sad/man/cat language.
can/cat, 

-
jam/sad Final sounds /d/, /t/, /n/ may be 

During sorts, student omitted or replaced with similar sounds in 
practices pronouncing final students’ primary language (call, bed, pan).
sounds of words. Sight
words are used to make
generalizations about
sounds and to aid
pronunciation.

study of this pattern expands the short vowel to include some of the consonants that
color the vowels, as in the r- and l-influenced vowel sounds in words like purr, car, pull,
and call. Final consonant blends and digraphs are studied in words like fast and dish. At
the end of this stage, students sort words by preconsonantal nasal endings as they hear
and see them in words like camp, stamp, blend, and stump. Each step along the way, con-
trasts that are important and useful to English learners as they study the distinctive
sounds of English are featured.

Preconsonantal Nasal
A nasal sound
(/m/,/n/,/ng/) that occurs
before a consonant as in
bump and sink.
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TABLE 5-6 Sequence of Word Study for English Learners in the Letter
Name–Alphabetic Stage in English

Features Examples Instructional Notes

Short vowels sounds and Picture sorts to compare Vowel confusions reflect unfamiliarity 
spelling: ǎ ǒ ě ı̌ ǔ and contrast short- and long- with English vowels.

vowel sounds.
Sounds within each can/cat/cat Correct spelling may reflect sound–
vowel picture sorts cat/ symbol matches in the primary language 

cake, not/note and not in English.
Sounds across vowels Compare and contrast short- Word reading and sight vocabularies
CVC pattern vowel sounds and patterns may be more advanced than students’

cat/hot, net/sit, understanding of letter–sound
cut/hot, cat/hot/ correspondences.
net/sit/cut Unknown vocabulary words interfere 

Concept sorts with with reading comprehension.
pictures, and objects

Consonant blends and Teach specific blends that Students may be unfamiliar with final
digraphs are confused in sorting and sounds in words if the primary language

writing (especially s blends) has mostly open syllables.

sort of final sounds (-ck, -ch, More difficult beginning and final
-tch, -sh, -mp, -nd, -nk, -nt) consonants are learned at this time as 

sight vocabularies contain more digraphs 

Late and blends.

Continued letter–sound Picture and word sorts that Continue to learn to pronounce and spell
associations within and compare and contrast ending sounds and difficult beginning
across short vowels vowel sounds influenced sounds.

by the final sounds Unfamiliar sounds may be over
bar/bat, ball/bat pronounced; e.g., the individual letters of a
can/set/hid blend may be sounded out with a vowel,

especially the s blends spelled out as
syllables (CALIP for clap).

/r/, /l/, and /w/ may be difficult for 
English learners to pronounce and 
substitutions are made based on the 
closest sounds in their primary language.

Less frequent and complex black, catch, bump, Final sounds are still being learned and
consonant blends and stand, sing students substitute similar features; e.g.,
digraphs back (unvoiced) spelled BAG (voiced),

bump (unvoiced) as BUMB (voiced).

COMPONENTS OF LITERACY INSTRUCTION
AT THE LETTER NAME–ALPHABETIC STAGE

The framework of instruction for letter name–alphabetic spellers is built on five areas of
literacy activity described as RRWWT: Read To, Read With, Write With, Word Study, and
Talk With activities. RRWWT covers a full range of literacy activities for students in this
stage. Conceptually, RRWWT comes in handy as we consider the integration of word
study across literacy instruction.
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Developmental Stages for 
Word Study with English Learners
The developmental stages of literacy are characterized by unique 
features of oral language and written language that ELs demonstrate. 
Taking the time to assess your students and identify their developmental 
stage will target the specific instruction each student needs. 

Build on what students know with 
Words Their Way™ with English Learners

Meet the Authors
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Letter Name–Alphabetic Stage Sorts
Pictures and words from sorts 10 to 227 can be used in connection with activities in Chapter 5.

10. Occupation and Tool Picture Sort (Activity 5–7)
(Librarian) (Construction Worker) (Doctor)
(books) (beam) (cast)
(bookshelves) (brick) (medicine)
(computer) (goggles) (thermometer)
(library card) (hammer) (hospital)
(bookmobile) (nails) (stethoscope)
(scanning wand) (helmet) (mask)
(books on tape) (crane) (patient)

Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts (Activity 5–18)

11. Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts /s/ /m/
(This sort is laid out with pictures in a full-page format 
on page 311 of the Appendix.)

Ss (sun) Mm (monkey)
(seal) (man)
(socks) (moon)
(sit) (mitten)
(soap) (mat)
(sink) (milk)
(six) (mask)
(saw) (map)
(sail) (mop)
(scissors) (mail)
(sack) (match)
(sad) (motorcycle)

12. Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts /b/ /l/
Bb (ball) Ll (lamp)
(bell) (lip)
(bus) (leaf)
(beans) (leg)
(bed) (log)
(bird) (lock)
(belt) (letter)
(book) (lid)
(bat) (legs)

13. Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts /s/ /m/ /b/
Ss (sun) Mm (monkey) Bb (ball)
(seal) (man) (bell)
(socks) (moon) (bus)
(suit) (mitten) (beans)
(soap) (mat) (bed)
(sink) (milk) (bird)
(six) (mask) (butterfly)
(saw) (map) (book)

14. Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts /s/ /m/ /b/ /l/
Ss (sun) Mm (monkey) Bb (ball) Ll (lamp)
(sail) (mask) (bat) (lock)
(suit) (map) (baby) (lip)
(six) (mop) (belt) (leaf)
(sink) (mail) (boat) (leg)
(soap) (mud) (box) (log)

15. Beginning Consonant 
Picture Sorts /t/ /p/

Tt (tent) Pp (pig)
(top) (paint)
(tie) (pie)
(two) (pen)
(tire) (pot)
(toes) (pipe)
(towel) (pear)
(turtle) (pin)
(ten) (pail)

16. Beginning Consonant 
Picture Sorts /c/ /n/

Cc (cat) Nn (net)
(cup) (nest)
(cow) (nut)
(cake) (nine)
(coat) (nail)
(car) (nose)
(candle) (needle)
(corn) (newspaper)
(can) (nap)

17. Beginning Consonant Picture 
Sorts /t/ /p/ /c/

Tt (tent) Pp (pig) Cc (cat)
(tag) (paint) (carrot)
(toes) (pie) (cape)
(tube) (pen) (cup)
(ten) (peas) (can)
(tub) (pan) (comb)

18. Beginning Consonant Picture Sorts /t/ /p/ /c/ /n/
Tt (tent) Pp (pig) Cc (cat) Nn (net)
(turtle) (pencil) (cake) (nest)
(two) (pot) (crayon) (nail)
(tire) (pipe) (car) (nine)
(toes) (pear) (candle) (needle)
(towel) (pin) (corn) (nose)

19. Beginning Consonant 
Picture Sorts /d/ /f/

Dd (dog) Ff (fish)
(dice) (fork)
(deer) (five)
(doll) (fence)
(duck) (fish)
(door) (fan)
(desk) (foot)
(dive) (fox)
(dishes) (fire)

20. Beginning Consonant 
Picture Sorts /r/ /g/

Rr (ring) Gh (ghost)
(roof) (girl)
(rake) (goat)
(rug) (gas)
(rope) (gum)
(rain) (gate)
(road) (game)
(rabbit) (goose)
(rock) (gardener)
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Spanish Spelling Inventory/Inventario Ortográfico en Español

This is a short spelling inventory to help you learn about students’ orthographic knowl-

edge. The results of the spelling inventories have implications for reading, writing, vo-

cabulary, and spelling instruction.

Directions. Let students know that you are administering this inventory to learn about

how they spell. Let them know that this is not a test, but that they will be helping you

teach them by doing their best. Students should not study this inventory beforehand.

Possible script. “I am going to ask you to spell some words. Spell them the best you can.

Some of the words will be easy to spell; some will be more difficult. When you do not

know how to spell a word, spell it the best you can; write down all the sounds you feel

and hear.”
Say the word once, read the sentence if the meaning is unclear, and then say the

word again. Work with groups of five words. You may want to stop testing when stu-

dents miss three out of five words. Have students check their papers for their names and

the date. See Chapter 2 for further instructions on administration and interpretation.

Analyze Students’ Papers. Copy a feature guide for each student. Do not count reversed

letters as errors. Staple the student’s paper to the feature guide.

Directions for Using the Feature Guide. For each word, check the features that are noted

in the columns at the top of the feature guide on page 228. Add an additional point in

the “words spelled correctly” column if the word is correct. Note that not all ortho-

graphic features are scored for all words, and the number of feature points varies.

Total the number of points under each feature and across each word; this is a way to

check your addition. The total score can be compared over time but the most useful in-

formation will be the feature analysis. Look down each feature column to determine the

needs of individual students. For example, a student who spells 9 of the 10 representación

de sonidos correctly is knowledgeable about these features although some review work

might be in order. A student who spells 7 or 8 of the 10 representación de sonidos needs to

be involved in word study around this feature. If a student did not get any points for a

feature, then the feature is beyond the student’s instructional range and earlier features

need to be studied first.

Arrange students’ papers in order from highest total points to lowest total points be-

fore transferring the numbers across the bottom row of each student’s feature guide to

the class composite on page 229. For a sense of your groups’ needs and to form groups

for instruction, highlight students who make  more than one error on a particular feature.

If you call out less than the total list, adjust the totals on the class composite.

Total the words spelled correctly and note where the student is within the stage:

early, middle, or late. Use the Spelling-by-Stage Classroom Organization Chart on page

225 to organize word study groups and to find the developmental levels, the types of

features, and the chapter in Words Their Way with English Learners to turn to for activities.
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307Sort 6: Technology and Numbers Picture Sort
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