Word Sorting: Why and How? 
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Conceptual and Developmental Nature of Learning to Spell

Research supports strong connections between word knowledge in reading and spelling.  The seminal work in looking at children’s word knowledge development was done by  Read (1971) and Chomsky (1971). "Starting in the late 1960s and early 1970s, Charles Read and other researchers noticed that young children¹s writing revealed important information about how they make sense of spoken language and construct strategies to represent what they hear. (Martin, 2006)

Inspired by Read's work, a number of researchers (principally the late Edmund Henderson and his students and colleagues including Beers, Gentry, Henderson, Invernizzi, Johnston, Morris, Templeton and Zutell) have examined children's spelling development from preschool through high school. Henderson (1990) synthesized findings from this line of research in an effort to describe a set of developmental stages that capture the critical elements of students' changing understandings of how words

work. Over time the labels for stages and descriptions of important characteristics have been refined with the insights from a growing research base, but the basic model remains close to that initially proposed. 

Word knowledge should be useful not only in spelling but also in other tasks that require word knowledge: reading. Gill (1992) concluded that word features used for reading and spelling were largely the same. High correlation between spelling development and beginning reading achievement (Morris, 1980, Morris 1992).  Based on his studies, Bear supported an integrated relationship between spelling and reading development through grade 3 (Bear 1992).  Zutell & Fresch (1991) concluded that a factor, label Conceptual Word Knowledge under-girds processing in both reading and spelling.  Research shows a synchrony of reading, writing and spelling development (Bear & Templeton, 1998).

Word knowledge (spelling) is highly related to reading achievement.  Word knowledge is developed through inquiry and engagement.  Word sorting is a way to develop word knowledge.

Definition of Word Sorting

An instructional technique in which students organize words printed on cards into columns on the basis of particular shared conceptual, phonological, orthographic and meaning-related features.

Word sorting is associated with a total program emphasizing child-centered, natural reading and writing activities.  As early as 1970, Stauffer advocated it as an extension of the Language Experience Approach word bank.  His procedure is now backed by significant research.

Research Support for Word Sorting

Weber, W. R., & Henderson, E. H. (1989). A computer-based program of word study: Effects on reading and spelling. Reading Psychology, 10, 157-162. 

Zutell, J., & Compton, C. (1993,April). Learning to spell in the elementary grades: Developing the knowledge base for effective teaching. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the International Reading Association, San Antonio, TX. 

Hall, D. P., Cunningham, P. M., & Cunningham, J. W. (1995). Multilevel spelling instruction in third grade classrooms. In K. A. Hinchman, D. L. Leu, & C. Kinzer (Eds.), Perspectives on literacy research and practice (pp. 384-389). Chicago: National Reading Conference.

Underlying principles of word sorting

• English spelling is complex but not chaotic, it goes beyond surface level alphabetic representation.

• English spelling is based on patterns, not rules.

• Gaining word knowledge is developmental and conceptual, based on detecting similarities and differences in words.

• Instruction that takes advantage of the brain’s pattern-seeking ability is most likely to support the development of word knowledge. The brain seeks patterns—basic cognitive learning processes of comparing and contrasting, discovering similarities and differences, generalize beyond isolated words

• Because word knowledge is gained developmentally, Vygotsky’s theories about the social construction of learning indicate collaborative activities will be beneficial.

• Learning is best achieved when it is interesting and engaging.

• Word sorting requires students to focus on the specifics of words and to learn how to examine words.

• The purpose is to gain word knowledge, not to memorize specific words.

•Based on the strong correlations between reading and spelling, word study should facilitate both areas of learning.

Types of sorts

Concept sorts: Words are categorized by features other than their spelling patterns


Alphabet sorts using various fonts


Content terms

Spelling sorts:  Words are categorized by the relationship between/among pronunciation, letter patterns, word origins, meaning. Spelling sorts can categorize by


Sound (using pictures, objects, printed words or spoken words)


Pattern (using printed words)

Two basic ways to conduct the sorts


Open sort (student-centered):  The learner decides how to categorize the words


Reveal the student’s thinking and provide insights for assessment and instruction

Closed sort (teacher-directed):  The learner sorts words based on categories provided by the teacher, usually shown by key words that head columns.  


Focus student attention of particularly features that aid recognition and production

Multiple sorts:  Learners sort the same set of cards in various ways (such as concept, visual pattern and sound)


Develop student flexibility in considering words in a variety of ways

A regular program of word study would use mostly closed sorts but also open and multiple sorts for variety and to allow students choice and control and also to provide insights for assessment.

Additional variety
• guess my category 

• partner sorts

• writing sorts

• word hunts/picture hunts

• brainstorming

• repeated individual sorts and speed sorts

• draw and label or cut and paste sorts

Important Aspects of Word Sorting

1.  Use contrast  


Categories established in relation to one another, not isolated patterns


Knowing “what is” and “what is not”

2.  Sort by sight and sound

3.  Include exceptions (oddballs)


--high frequency words


--memory trigger


--what makes an exception is clearer


--must consider sight, sound and meaning simultaneously


--promotes “cross-checking”

4.  Avoid rules—use inquiry

5.  Developmentally appropriate


word selection of somewhat familiar words


learners must be able to make sense of the words


“uses but confuses”


complexity increases with number of categories

6.  Use modeling/demonstration and verbal explanation (think out loud)

7.  Manipulation—engagement and non-verbal support


Use cards first


Word hunts


Cut and paste


Word study notebook

8.  Group collaboration—peer interaction and talking to learn

9.  Connection


Always look for the pattern in reading or what students are writing


Return to meaningful text

Scheduling

•10 to 15 minutes daily with students in developmental instructional level groups

•Demonstrate—Students sort (individually or partners)—Reflect—Extend

•Determine a weekly schedule that works for your classroom

•Integrate word study into reading and writing
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Internet Resources for Word Sorts

http://wps.prenhall.com/chet_bear_words_3/9/2470/632571.cw/index.html
This is the website that accompanies the Words Their Way book by Donald R. Bear, Marcia Invernizzi, Shane Templeton, Francine Johnston

At the top of the website it says “welcome” and has a drop down menu. You can choose the stage and find a brief description. You can also click on the  “Word Study” link on the side and download free resources. 

http://www.literacyconnections.com/WordsTheirWay.php
Word study activities from Words Their Way
ftp://ftp.prenhall.com/pub/ect/curriculum_and_instruction.q-081/bear/f01-05b.pdf
a word sort for prefixes un, re, and dis

ftp://ftp.prenhall.com/pub/ect/curriculum_and_instruction.q-081/bear/f01-05a.pdf.

A word sort for doubling before adding –ed

http://www.hendersonedsoft.com/
WordSort is a word study educational software program for teaching reading and teaching spelling. Recommended in Words Their Way by Marcia Invernizzi, Shane Templeton and Donald Bear, WordSort was originally conceived by the late Dr. Edmund H. Henderson, director of the University of Virginia's McGuffey Reading Center and International Reading Association Outstanding Teacher Educator in Reading in 1990. WordSort is also featured in an article by Dr. Jeffrey Cantrell in the September 99 issue of the Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy. Professional teachers/educators may now receive a free license to use a single copy of the WordSort software.

http://www.readwritethink.org/materials/wordfamily/
a web-based word sorting tool that is keyed to several readwritethink lessons 

http://www.readwritethink.org/materials/wordbuild/
Making words with –an –ed –ig –at – et –in –op –ot –un phonograms.  Student must choose from all the consonants and some blends and digraphs to form words.  Only the words on the programmed list are allowed.

http://www.abcteach.com/directory/basics/word_family_booklets/word_family_word_sorts/
Instructions for how to do closed and open word sorts. (links on this page don’t work)

http://www.abcteach.com/directory/basics/word_family_booklets/word_family_word_sorts/
pdf files for word sorts for –at, -an/at, and -op/ot words

http://www.spellingconnectionsonline.com/game1.php
Online word sorts for all grades with many “games” per grade level

http://www.eduplace.com/kids/sv/books/content/wordsort/
Online word sorts connected to the HM reading series

http://www.pamjustus.com/_spellingwords/Unit_3/index.html
a teacher website that links books to the HM word sorts

http://mrsmacdonaldteacher.com/2nd%20Grade%20Reading%20Resources.html
a teacher website that links books to the HM word sorts

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/rhymes/wordfamilies/
A list of the most common phonograms (word families) with words that fit with the family.

texasreadingdl.edb.utexas.edu/downloads/tra/Closed_Sort_Activity.pdf

black line masters for all the cards needed for several closed word sorts

http://www.spunkyenglish.com/Vocabulary/Affixes/affix_int_negSort.html
For affixes stage:  sorting by in, il, ir, im

http://www.flashcardexchange.com/tag/sorts
many sets of words to be used in a variety of sorts

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JOwexUqN0pI
a video of a child doing a word sort

Summary of spelling developmental stages (Henderson & others).

1.
Preliterate spellers may begin with little sense of the

alphabetic principle or the names and features of many or any letters.

Their writing starts as scribbles, letter strings, or both (often with

numbers included). They gradually begin to segment words into phonemic

units and focus on salient matches between pronunciation and spelling

with reasonable representations, first for initial and then for initial and final sounds. 

2.
Letter Name spellers have developed a functional concept of

word, are beginning to develop a stable sight vocabulary, and are able

to hold words in memory long enough to move from left to right in

spelling. They represent most phonetic elements in the systematic way

Read (1971) described, or with other reasoned phonetic strategies. 

3.
Within Word Pattern spellers have developed a more extensive

sight vocabulary, moving beyond simple phonetic representations to

control a growing number of high-frequency words, familiar consonant

blends and digraphs, short vowel spellings, familiar morphemic units,

and common homophones. They are sensitive to silent-letter patterns

(e.g., knight) and the relationships between pronunciation and

vowel-consonant combinations in single-syllable words. 

4.
Syllable Juncture spellers have gained control over an extensive

number of single-syllable patterns and basic concepts of joining

syllables together in relatively high frequency and regular pattern

applications (hop-hopping, hope-hoping), but they are grappling with

more complex doubling and joining situations (hindered, but referred)

and the spelling of unstressed vowels in polysyllabic words (confide-confidential). 

5.
Derivational Constancy spellers have an extensive literate

vocabulary and know a large number of words and patterns. Having

resolved most difficulties with consonant doubling after the root form, they eventually control consonant assimilation (e.g., prefix in plus

stem regular becomes irregular) and unstressed vowels in polysyllabic

words. Unusual letter patterns and sound-letter combinations from Latin

and Greek and foreign sources are noted and learned (e.g., architecture, beret). 

Source for more complete information:

Bear, D. R., Invernizzi, M., Templeton, S. & Johnston, F. (2008). Words Their Way (4th ed.) Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pearson Prentice Hall.

Role of silent e  


(13 total according to Venezky*)

1. marker for long vowels

2. after U and V, can’t double because it would look like a w (have, give, love, live, dove, glove, continue, glue )

3. end maker for words with z—freeze, sneeze, seize, adze, bronze—since words actually ending with z are very limited in English (quiz, topaz, whiz, chintz, quartz, waltz).  May indicate a voiced z, as well.

4. sound of  j for g in words such as ledge, badge, judge, cage, huge, stage, dungeon, pigeon, gorgeous  

5. the sound of s for c in words such as prince, dance, once as contrasted to zinc, picnic, magic

6.  voiced/voiceless s: such as dense/dens, tense/tens, moose/moos, curse/curs, false/falls.  
Exception: voiced in both words: tease/teas, please/pleas

7. voiced/voiceless /th/  bath/bathe, teeth/teethe, cloth/clothe, breath/breathe, length/lengthen

8.  to avoid a two letter word (awe, owe, toe, woe, foe, doe, hoe)

9.  to distinguish words with different pronunciations that might potentially have the same spelling (moral-morale, rational-rationale, sing-singe) or  to differentiate homophones (aid-aide, bell-belle, main-Maine)

10. after ‘ch to mark the pronunciation of –sh (cache, niche, pastiche)

11. shows an independent pronunciation for the immediately proceeding vowel as opposed to a combined vowel sound (create, intermediate, heroine, naïve)

12.  to avoid the appearance of a plural ‘s’ (moose, mouse, goose, dense, sense, hearse, coarse) 

13.  to make words look old or fashionable (olde, shoppe, towne) and to indicate “Frenchiness” in words borrowed from French (cocaine, caffeine, questionnaire)

*Venezky, R. (1999).  The American Way of Spelling. Guilford Press.

k-ck sort

thick

track

cheek

peak

soak

spike

truck

leak

fluke

check

croak

joke

lick

sleek

make

clock

Concept Sorts

What it is:

A concept sort is a strategy used to introduce students to the vocabulary of a new topic or book. Teachers provide students with a list of terms or concepts from reading material. Students place words into different categories based on each word's meaning. Categories can be defined by the teacher or by the students. When used before reading, concept sorts provide an opportunity for a teacher to see what his or her students already know about the given content. When used after reading, teachers can assess their students' understanding of the concepts presented.

Why it's so great:

This technique is beneficial when there is a lot of specialized vocabulary to introduce. Concept sorts enhance reading skills by providing the content to which students can attach new oral vocabulary. This technique has been shown to be particularly beneficial for ELL students. Teachers can use this strategy with the whole class, small groups, individually. Monitoring each student's sorting process provides teachers with information about how much the students already know about the topic. This allows teachers to tailor instruction accordingly.

How to create them:

   1. Introduce the book or topic to be read;

   2. Choose relevant, important vocabulary terms;

   3. Write or print out the terms on cards (one term per card), making several sets;

   4. Create and label the categories OR assist students with creating their own categories as they sort the cards. 

Note: As with all strategy instruction, teachers should model the procedure to ensure that students understand why and how to use the strategy.

How to use it:

Provide the students with the cards containing the selected terms. Have the students sort the cards and then explain why they grouped the terms as they did. The students continue the activity by developing a chart of their sort.

Note: A more structured way to use concept sorts with a new book is to create story categories (i.e., character, setting, problem, & solution) and have students determine where the selected terms go. Teachers can then ask the students to write a short prediction of what the story will be about.

What it looks like:

The following example introduces students to a book about trees.

   1. Introduce and discuss the following pre-selected terms:

deciduous 
leaves 
water 
bark

evergreen 
forests 
branches 
mountains

sunlight 
soil 

roots 
rainforest

   2. Then, ask students to sort the terms according to the following categories OR ask the students to sort the cards in a way that is meaningful to them and follow up to check their understanding of the concepts.

          * Parts of a tree

          * Types of trees

          * Where trees grow

          * What trees need to grow

Latin/Greek Roots—Meaning Sort

vocal

linguist

memory

memorandum

invoke

advocate

memorable

bilingual

linguini

psycholinguist

amnesia

vocabulary

remembrance

linguaphile

provocation

mnemonic

Plural Word Sort  -- Spelling by Pattern

guesses

splashes

mixes

kisses

leashes

gloves

cameras

peaches

changes

places

breezes

sizes

beds

pencils

Sound Sort and Pattern Sort—Vowel +R

cart

care

farm

share

card

chair

start

pair

bark

mare

dark

hair

shark

bear



rare



fair



hare



stare



stairs



scare

care

chair

bear

share

pair

mare

hair

bare

stairs

rare

fair

scare

hare

stare
Spelling by Sound Stage—Open Sort

hot

pot

pat

spot

spat

hock

hat

sock

sack

rot

rat

rack
