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is words their way science of reading a topic that sparks considerable discussion
among educators and literacy specialists. Many are keen to understand how this widely
used phonics program aligns with the current understanding of how children learn to read,
often referred to as the Science of Reading. This article will delve into the intricate
relationship between Words Their Way (WTW) and the foundational principles of the
Science of Reading, exploring its strengths, potential areas for alignment, and how
educators can best leverage its components within a research-based framework. We will
examine the program’s approach to word study, its developmental stages, and how it can
be integrated to support phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension.
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Understanding the Science of Reading Principles

The Science of Reading is a robust body of research that synthesizes findings from various
disciplines, including cognitive psychology, neuroscience, and education, to understand
how humans learn to read. At its core, it emphasizes that reading is not an intuitive skill;
rather, it is a complex cognitive process that must be explicitly and systematically taught.
Key components identified by this research include phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,
vocabulary, and comprehension, often referred to as the "five pillars of reading." Effective
reading instruction, according to the Science of Reading, is systematic, explicit, cumulative,
and diagnostic, ensuring that learners build a strong foundation in decoding and encoding
before moving on to more complex language skills.



Words Their Way: An Overview

Words Their Way (WTW) is a popular developmental spelling program designed to help
students improve their reading and writing through a word study approach. The program is
based on the principle of developmental spelling, suggesting that children progress through
predictable stages in their understanding of how words are spelled. WTW categorizes words
based on patterns and features that students are developmentally ready to learn, such as
beginning sounds, short vowels, digraphs, blends, and vowel patterns. Students are
assessed to determine their current stage of word knowledge, and then they are grouped
with peers who are at a similar developmental level to work on specific word sorts tailored
to their needs.

Aligning Words Their Way with Phonemic
Awareness

Phonemic awareness, the ability to hear, identify, and manipulate individual sounds
(phonemes) in spoken words, is a critical precursor to phonics instruction. While Words
Their Way primarily focuses on orthographic patterns and word recognition, its
developmental approach can be leveraged to support phonemic awareness development.
Early stages of WTW, particularly those focusing on consonant sounds and short vowels,
inherently require students to segment and blend sounds within words. Educators can
enhance this alignment by explicitly incorporating phonemic awareness activities that
precede or accompany the word sorts, such as rhyming, blending, and segmenting spoken
words before students engage with the written word patterns.

The Role of Phoneme Manipulation in Early Stages

In the initial stages of Words Their Way, activities often involve identifying beginning
sounds, ending sounds, and medial sounds within words. This naturally lends itself to
phoneme manipulation. For example, when sorting words with different beginning
consonant sounds, students are implicitly practicing the skill of isolating the initial
phoneme. To strengthen this, teachers can explicitly model and practice tasks like changing
the initial sound in a word to create a new word (e.g., changing 'cat' to 'hat') before
students engage with their word sorts. This direct practice with manipulating phonemes
builds a stronger foundation for understanding letter-sound correspondences.

Aligning Words Their Way with Phonics
Instruction

Phonics instruction, the explicit teaching of letter-sound relationships, is a cornerstone of
the Science of Reading. Words Their Way's strength lies in its systematic and



developmental approach to orthographic patterns. It moves students through increasingly
complex spelling patterns, mirroring the progression of decoding skills. The program's
emphasis on word sorts allows students to actively engage with these patterns, compare
and contrast them, and discover the underlying rules of English orthography. This hands-on,
pattern-based learning aligns well with the Science of Reading’s recommendation for
explicit and systematic phonics instruction.

Developmental Stages and Phonics Patterns

Words Their Way progresses through distinct developmental stages, each focusing on
specific phonics patterns. These stages often begin with emergent and letter-name
alphabetic stages, where students focus on consonant sounds and short vowels, and move
towards within-word pattern, syllable juncture, and derivational relations stages, which
incorporate digraphs, diphthongs, vowel patterns, prefixes, suffixes, and root words. This
systematic progression ensures that students are exposed to and master phonics skills in a
logical, building-block manner, which is a key tenet of Science of Reading-aligned
instruction. The program’s ability to differentiate instruction based on these developmental
stages is also a significant advantage.

Explicit Instruction of Orthographic Rules

While WTW promotes discovery learning through sorting, the Science of Reading advocates
for explicit instruction. Educators using Words Their Way should supplement the sorting
activities with direct teaching of the orthographic rules and patterns being studied. This
means clearly explaining the sound-symbol correspondences, demonstrating how the
patterns work, and providing ample opportunities for guided practice. For instance, when
introducing vowel digraphs, explicitly teach the common pronunciations of digraphs like ‘ai’
and ‘ea’ and model how they appear in words before students begin sorting them.

Aligning Words Their Way with Word Recognition
and Fluency

Fluent readers can recognize words automatically and accurately, which frees up cognitive
resources for comprehension. Words Their Way contributes to automaticity and accuracy by
providing repeated exposure to word patterns and encouraging students to internalize
these patterns through sorting and manipulation. As students become more familiar with
the target patterns in their sorts, they are better equipped to decode unfamiliar words
containing those patterns, leading to improved reading fluency. The program’s focus on
spelling patterns also supports the development of encoding skills, which are closely linked
to decoding.



The Impact of Word Study on Automaticity

Automatic word recognition, often referred to as sight word recognition for irregular words
and rapid word recognition for regularly decodable words, is fostered by consistent practice
with word patterns. By engaging in repeated sorting and reviewing of their word study
words, students reinforce their knowledge of orthographic patterns. This repeated
exposure, especially within the context of their developmental stage, helps to move these
patterns from conscious processing to automatic retrieval, a crucial step in developing
reading fluency. The program’s structured approach allows for focused practice on these
essential building blocks.

Aligning Words Their Way with Vocabulary and
Comprehension

While Words Their Way is primarily a word study program, its impact extends to vocabulary
development and comprehension. As students learn to recognize and spell words with
specific patterns, they also encounter new vocabulary. The program encourages students
to think about word meanings and how words are related, which can broaden their
vocabulary knowledge. Furthermore, improved decoding skills and increased fluency,
fostered by WTW, directly support reading comprehension, allowing students to access the
meaning of texts more effectively.

Vocabulary Acquisition Through Word Study

When students engage with words in a meaningful way, such as through sorting and
categorizing, they often deepen their understanding of the words themselves. Words Their
Way often includes words that students may not be familiar with, providing an opportunity
for explicit vocabulary instruction. Teachers can pair word sorts with discussions about
word meanings, etymology, and usage in context. This approach transforms word study
from a purely phonetic exercise into a more holistic language learning experience,
contributing significantly to vocabulary acquisition.

Fluency as a Bridge to Comprehension

The Science of Reading consistently highlights the interconnectedness of fluency and
comprehension. Students who struggle with decoding words will have difficulty processing
text and understanding its meaning. By strengthening word recognition through programs
like Words Their Way, educators enable students to read with greater accuracy and speed.
This enhanced fluency then allows students to allocate more cognitive energy to
understanding the narrative, the arguments, and the information presented in the text,
thereby improving their overall comprehension. The explicit focus on patterns within WTW
directly supports this crucial development.



Words Their Way and Differentiated Instruction

One of the most significant strengths of Words Their Way is its inherent capacity for
differentiation. The program's assessment-driven approach ensures that students are
placed in groups that match their developmental spelling levels. This allows teachers to
provide targeted instruction and support to students at various stages of literacy
development, a key recommendation of the Science of Reading. By tailoring word sorts and
activities to specific needs, educators can ensure that all students are challenged
appropriately and receive the instruction they need to progress.

Meeting Diverse Learner Needs

The ability to differentiate instruction is paramount in today's classrooms, which often
feature a wide range of student abilities. Words Their Way excels in this area by providing a
clear pathway for identifying student needs through its spelling inventories. These
assessments inform the creation of tailored word study groups, ensuring that students who
are struggling with foundational skills receive more explicit instruction and practice, while
those who have mastered certain patterns can move on to more complex ones. This
individualized approach maximizes learning for every student.

Implementing Words Their Way Effectively

To maximize the effectiveness of Words Their Way within a Science of Reading framework,
educators should integrate explicit instruction and ensure a balanced approach to literacy.
While the program's developmental sorting activities are valuable, they should be
complemented by direct teaching of phonics principles, phonemic awareness drills, and
opportunities for reading connected text. The goal is to use WTW as a tool to build strong
word-level skills that directly support reading comprehension and writing proficiency.

Integrating Explicit Phonics and Phonemic Awareness

Effective implementation involves a conscious effort to connect the word sorts to broader
phonics concepts and phonemic awareness skills. Teachers should explicitly teach the
spelling rules and patterns students will encounter in their sorts. This can include modeling
how to manipulate sounds in words before introducing the written pattern, or explaining the
linguistic rules that govern specific letter combinations. Furthermore, providing ample
opportunities for students to apply their learned patterns in decodable texts reinforces the
connection between word study and reading comprehension.



The Importance of Connected Text

While word sorts provide focused practice on specific patterns, the ultimate goal of reading
instruction is to enable students to comprehend connected text. Therefore, it is crucial for
educators to ensure that their implementation of Words Their Way is balanced with ample
opportunities for students to read authentic texts. This means selecting texts that are at
the students’ instructional reading level and that allow them to practice the phonics skills
they are learning. The transfer of skills from word study to reading comprehension is a vital
step in ensuring that the program is truly aligned with the Science of Reading.

Is Words Their Way Science of Reading?

In conclusion, while Words Their Way is not a comprehensive Science of Reading curriculum
on its own, it possesses many components that align with its principles. Its strength lies in
its developmental, systematic, and pattern-based approach to word study, which directly
supports the acquisition of phonics and word recognition skills. When implemented with
explicit instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics, and when integrated with
opportunities to read connected text, Words Their Way can be a valuable tool for educators
seeking to build strong readers. The key is to understand its strengths and to supplement it
where necessary to ensure a complete and research-aligned literacy program that
effectively prepares students for reading success.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the core principle behind Words Their Way and
its connection to the Science of Reading?
Words Their Way aligns with the Science of Reading by emphasizing a developmental,
word-study approach that moves from concrete to abstract. It focuses on how children learn
to read and spell by exploring patterns in language, rather than just memorizing words.

How does Words Their Way differentiate instruction
based on the Science of Reading principles?
Words Their Way uses diagnostic assessments to group students based on their current
understanding of word patterns. This allows teachers to provide targeted instruction
tailored to specific needs, a key tenet of the Science of Reading which acknowledges
diverse learning paths.

What are the key components of the Words Their Way
program that support Science of Reading research?
Key components include word sorts (manipulating words based on features),



feature/pattern lessons (explicitly teaching phonics, spelling-sound relationships, and
morphology), and writing connections. These directly address foundational reading skills
like phonemic awareness, phonics, and word recognition.

How does Words Their Way address phonics instruction
within the Science of Reading framework?
Words Their Way integrates phonics instruction through systematic word study. Students
learn about letter-sound correspondences and spelling patterns by actively sorting and
analyzing words, making the learning of phonics explicit and engaging.

Does Words Their Way incorporate morphology, a
critical element of the Science of Reading?
Yes, as students progress through the program, Words Their Way increasingly incorporates
morphology, including prefixes, suffixes, and root words. This helps students understand
how word meanings are built and how to decode longer, more complex words.

How does Words Their Way support vocabulary
development in alignment with the Science of Reading?
By focusing on word families, common spelling patterns, and eventually morphemes, Words
Their Way helps students build a strong foundation for understanding word relationships
and deriving meaning, which is crucial for vocabulary development as supported by the
Science of Reading.

What is the role of assessment in Words Their Way to
ensure it's meeting Science of Reading goals?
Words Their Way utilizes ongoing formative assessments, particularly through word sorts
and student work. These assessments provide teachers with real-time data on student
understanding of word patterns, allowing for adjustments to instruction to meet Science of
Reading objectives.

How can educators bridge the gap between older,
sight-word focused methods and the Science of
Reading-aligned approach of Words Their Way?
Educators can transition by understanding that the Science of Reading, and programs like
Words Their Way, focus on the internal structure of words and systematic skill
development. This involves shifting from memorization to teaching decoding strategies,
phonics patterns, and word analysis, which Words Their Way excels at.



Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to the science of reading, with descriptions, where every title
begins with and only uses for the first letter:

1. The Science of Reading: A Handbook
This foundational handbook offers a comprehensive overview of the latest research and
best practices in reading acquisition and instruction. It delves into the cognitive processes
involved in reading, such as phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension. Educators and researchers will find this an invaluable resource for
understanding the evidence-based principles that underpin effective reading programs.

2. Decoding the Science of Reading: Practical Strategies for Educators
This practical guide translates the complex research of the science of reading into
actionable classroom strategies. It focuses on how to implement explicit and systematic
phonics instruction, build phonemic awareness, and develop fluency in young learners. The
book provides teachers with the tools and techniques to create a literacy-rich environment
that supports all students.

3. The Big Book of Phonics: Engaging Activities for Early Readers
This resource is packed with fun and effective activities designed to teach foundational
phonics skills. It covers letter-sound correspondences, blending, segmenting, and decoding
CVC words and digraphs. The book aims to make phonics instruction enjoyable and
memorable for children, setting them up for reading success.

4. Unlocking Comprehension: Building Meaning from Text
This book explores the multifaceted nature of reading comprehension, moving beyond
basic decoding. It examines how vocabulary, background knowledge, syntax, and inference
skills contribute to understanding. Readers will discover research-based methods for
teaching comprehension strategies explicitly and fostering a deep appreciation for texts.

5. Building Fluent Readers: From Sight Words to Sustained Reading
Fluency is a critical bridge between decoding and comprehension, and this book addresses
how to cultivate it. It outlines strategies for developing automaticity with high-frequency
words and improving prosody, or expressive reading. The text offers practical exercises and
routines that can be easily integrated into daily reading instruction.

6. Vocabulary Voyage: Growing Word Knowledge and Understanding
A robust vocabulary is essential for both reading and writing success, and this book charts a
course for its development. It explores various approaches to vocabulary instruction,
including direct teaching, context clues, and word study. Educators will learn how to expose
students to a rich array of words and deepen their semantic understanding.

7. Orthographic Mapping: Connecting Sounds and Spellings for Reading
This title delves into the neurological process of orthographic mapping, explaining how
readers learn to recognize and remember words instantly. It highlights the importance of
systematic phonics instruction in building these mental maps. The book provides insights
into how to facilitate this process for struggling readers.

8. Phonemic Awareness Playbook: Fun Activities for Early Literacy
This engaging playbook focuses on the crucial pre-reading skill of phonemic awareness –



the ability to hear and manipulate individual sounds in spoken words. It offers a variety of
games and activities that are developmentally appropriate for preschoolers and
kindergarteners. The book emphasizes play-based learning to build a strong foundation for
reading.

9. The Reading Brain: Neuroscience and the Science of How We Read
This book offers a fascinating glimpse into the neuroscience behind reading, explaining how
the brain learns to decode and comprehend language. It synthesizes research from
cognitive science and neuroscience to illuminate the underlying mechanisms of reading
development. Readers will gain a deeper understanding of why certain instructional
methods are more effective than others.
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