
Words Their Way Word Sorts

Words Their Way word sorts are an essential component of phonics and spelling instruction,
helping students understand the relationships between sounds and letters. This instructional
approach is based on the premise that students learn best when they can actively engage with words
and categorize them based on their phonetic and orthographic features. In this article, we will
explore the various aspects of Words Their Way word sorts, including their benefits, types,
implementation strategies, and tips for educators.

Understanding Words Their Way

Words Their Way is a widely recognized literacy program developed by educators Donald Bear,
Marcia Invernizzi, Shane Templeton, and Francine Johnston. The program focuses on word study as



a means to improve students' reading and writing skills. It emphasizes developmental learning,
allowing teachers to tailor instruction to each student’s specific needs and abilities.

The Concept of Word Sorts

Word sorts are a fundamental practice within the Words Their Way framework. A word sort involves
grouping words based on shared characteristics, such as phonetic patterns, spelling rules, or
meanings. This hands-on activity promotes critical thinking and helps students internalize language
patterns.

Benefits of Word Sorts

Implementing Words Their Way word sorts in the classroom can yield numerous benefits for
students:

Deepens Understanding: By categorizing words, students gain insights into phonetic
structures and spelling conventions.

Enhances Vocabulary: Word sorts expose students to a variety of words, expanding their
vocabulary and improving their language skills.

Promotes Collaboration: Sorting activities can be done in pairs or small groups,
encouraging teamwork and discussion among peers.

Encourages Autonomy: Students take ownership of their learning by choosing words and
deciding on sorting criteria.

Differentiates Instruction: Teachers can tailor word sorts to meet the diverse needs of
learners at different levels.

Types of Word Sorts

Words Their Way categorizes word sorts into three primary types: open sorts, closed sorts, and blind
sorts.

Open Sorts

In open sorts, students are given a selection of words and are tasked with categorizing them based
on their criteria. This type of sorting encourages creativity and critical thinking as students must
justify their sorting decisions. Open sorts can focus on:



- Phonological features (e.g., vowel sounds, consonant blends)
- Orthographic features (e.g., syllable structure, affixes)
- Semantic features (e.g., synonyms, antonyms)

Closed Sorts

Closed sorts provide students with predefined categories. Students must sort the words into these
categories without creating any new groups. This method helps reinforce specific phonics or spelling
rules. Examples of closed sorts include:

- Sorting by word endings (e.g., -ing, -ed)
- Sorting by syllable patterns (e.g., CVC, CVCC)
- Sorting by vowel sounds (e.g., short vs. long vowels)

Blind Sorts

In blind sorts, students sort words without visual aids. This type of sort can be conducted orally,
where the teacher reads the words aloud, and students must rely on their auditory processing and
memory to categorize them. Blind sorts can be particularly useful for assessing students’
understanding of phonics and spelling patterns.

Implementing Word Sorts in the Classroom

To effectively implement Words Their Way word sorts, teachers can follow a structured approach:

1. Assessment

Begin with an assessment to determine students' current spelling and phonics knowledge. This
assessment can guide the selection of appropriate word lists for sorting activities.

2. Grouping

Based on the assessment results, group students by their developmental spelling stages. This allows
for targeted instruction and ensures that students are working with words that are relevant to their
learning needs.

3. Introducing Word Sorts

Introduce the concept of word sorts to students. Explain the sorting process and provide examples.



It can be helpful to model a sort before allowing students to work independently or in groups.

4. Providing Materials

Ensure that students have access to materials needed for sorting, such as word cards, markers, and
sorting mats. Consider using digital tools or apps that facilitate word sorting for a more engaging
experience.

5. Monitoring and Support

While students work on their sorts, circulate the classroom to provide support and feedback.
Encourage students to articulate their sorting criteria and reasoning.

6. Reflection

After completing the sorts, engage students in a reflection discussion. Ask them to share their
sorting process, what they learned, and how they can apply this knowledge to their reading and
writing.

Tips for Success with Words Their Way Word Sorts

To maximize the effectiveness of word sorts in your classroom, consider the following tips:

Be Flexible: Allow students to explore different sorting strategies. Flexibility encourages
deeper learning and critical thinking.

Integrate Technology: Use online platforms and apps that support word sorting, making the
activity more interactive and engaging.

Incorporate Writing: Follow up sorting activities with writing exercises that encourage
students to use the newly learned words in context.

Encourage Peer Teaching: Allow students to explain their sorting criteria to their peers,
reinforcing their understanding and communication skills.

Regularly Assess Progress: Conduct periodic assessments to monitor student progress and
adjust instruction as needed.



Conclusion

Words Their Way word sorts are a powerful tool for enhancing literacy skills in the classroom. By
engaging students in hands-on word sorting activities, educators can foster a deeper understanding
of phonics, spelling, and vocabulary. The structured approach of word sorts not only supports
differentiated instruction but also encourages collaboration and critical thinking. As educators
implement these strategies, they lay the foundation for students' continued success in reading and
writing.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are Words Their Way word sorts?
Words Their Way word sorts are instructional activities that help students categorize and analyze
words based on their phonetic, structural, or meaning-based characteristics.

How do I implement word sorts in my classroom?
You can implement word sorts by providing students with a set of words and guiding them to group
the words based on shared features, such as similar sounds, spelling patterns, or meanings.

What age group is best suited for using Words Their Way word
sorts?
Words Their Way word sorts are typically used for students in kindergarten through middle school,
adapting the complexity of the sorts to fit the developmental level of the learners.

What are the benefits of using word sorts in literacy
instruction?
Benefits of using word sorts include enhanced phonemic awareness, improved spelling skills,
increased vocabulary, and a deeper understanding of word patterns and structures.

Can word sorts be used for English Language Learners (ELL)?
Yes, word sorts can be highly effective for English Language Learners as they promote vocabulary
development and help students make connections between sounds and meanings.

What types of word sorts are there?
Types of word sorts include open sorts, closed sorts, and blind sorts, each varying in structure and
the level of guidance provided to students.

How often should word sorts be conducted?
Word sorts should be conducted regularly, ideally weekly, to reinforce learning and allow students to
build on their understanding of word patterns over time.



How can technology enhance the use of word sorts?
Technology can enhance word sorts through interactive apps and online platforms that allow
students to sort words digitally, providing instant feedback and tracking progress.

What materials do I need for effective word sorts?
Materials for effective word sorts include word cards, sort templates, graphic organizers, and
possibly digital tools like tablets or computers for interactive sorting.
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