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UNLOCKING LITERACY: A
COMPREHENSIVE GUIDE TO
WORDS YOUR WAY SPELLING
LISTS

Teaching  spelling  effectively  is  one  of
the  most  rewarding  yet  challenging
tasks  for  educators  and  parents.
Traditional  rote  memorization  of  word
lists often fails to stick because it doesn’t
address how children actually learn the
patterns  and  structures  of  language.
Enter  Words  Your  Way  Spelling
Lists—a  developmental,  student-
centered  approach  that  transforms
spelling instruction from a weekly chore
into  an  engaging  journey  of  word
discovery.  This  method,  based  on  the
acclaimed Words Their Way framework,
emphasizes  sorting,  comparing,  and
ana lyz ing  words  to  bu i ld  deep
orthographic  knowledge.  In  this
comprehensive  guide,  we  will  explore
what makes these spelling lists unique,
how they are structured, and how you
can use them to support learners of all
ages.

What Are Words
Your Way
Spelling Lists?
At  its  core,  Words  Your  Way  is  a
developmental  spelling  program  that
groups students not by grade level but

by their stage of spelling development.
The  spelling  lists  are  not  arbitrary
collections  of  words;  rather,  they  are
carefully  curated  to  target  specific
phonetic,  pattern-based,  or  meaning-
based  features.  Unlike  traditional  lists
that focus on memorizing 20 unrelated
words,  Words  Your  Way  Spelling  Lists
encourage  students  to  examine  word
families,  common  patterns  (like  vowel
teams,  digraphs,  or  affixes),  and  even
Latin and Greek roots. The goal is to help
students become “word detectives” who
can  general ize  patterns  to  spel l
unfamiliar  words  independently.
These lists are derived from the Words
Their  Way  word  study  approach,
developed  by  Donald  Bear,  Marcia
Invernizzi,  Shane  Templeton,  and
Francine Johnston.  The methodology is
backed  by  decades  of  research  in
literacy development and is widely used
in classrooms and homeschools around
the world.

The
Developmental
Stages Behind
the Lists
Understanding  the  five  basic  spelling
stages is essential to using Words Your
Way  Spelling  Lists  effectively.  Each
stage corresponds to a different level  of
word knowledge:
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Emergent Stage (Pre-K to early
K): Children experiment with
scribbles and random letters. Lists
at this stage focus on alphabet
knowledge, letter sounds, and
simple CVC words like cat, dog,
sun.
Letter Name–Alphabetic Stage
(K to early 1st): Learners begin to
represent sounds with letters. Lists
emphasize short vowels,
consonant blends, and digraphs.
Examples: ship, chip, stop.
Within Word Pattern Stage (1st
to 4th grade): Students explore
long vowel patterns, r-controlled
vowels, and common diphthongs.
Lists include words like train, feet,
car, cloud.
Syllables and Affixes Stage (3rd
to 6th grade): Focus shifts to multi-
syllabic words, inflected endings,
prefixes, and suffixes. Examples:
hoping vs. hopping, preview,
unwrapping.
Derivational Relations Stage
(5th grade to adult): Word study
centers on Greek and Latin roots,
advanced prefixes/suffixes, and
meaning connections. Lists might
include spectacle, inspect, respect.

By aligning spelling lists with a student’s
current developmental stage, instruction
becomes  far  more  effective  than  one-
size-fits-all  weekly  lists.  This
personalized  approach  ensures  that
learners are challenged just enough to
grow without becoming frustrated.

How Words Your

Way Spelling
Lists Are
Organized
Each list  in  a typical  Words Your Way
program  focuses  on  a  specific  word
feature.  For  example,  a  list  might  be
dedicated to the long “a” sound spelled
with  ai  and  ay  patterns.  The  list  will
contain ten to twenty words that share
that feature, plus a few “oddballs” that
don’t  fit  the  pattern,  which  keeps
students  thinking  crit ical ly.  The
organization  often  follows  a  weekly
routine:

Sorting: Students receive a set of1.
word cards and are asked to sort
them into categories based on the
feature. This hands-on activity is
the heart of the method.
Reflection: After sorting, students2.
write down the categories and
explain the rule or pattern they
discovered.
Games and Practice: Word3.
hunts, blind sorts, writing sorts,
and speed sorts reinforce the
pattern throughout the week.
Assessment: On Friday, students4.
take a spelling test that includes
some words from the list and some
transfer words—new words that
follow the same pattern. This
assesses true understanding, not
just memorization.

The spelling lists themselves are often
available in printable form from various
resources,  including  the  official  Words
Their  Way  books,  teacher-created
materials  on  sites  like  Teachers  Pay
Teachers,  and  free  online  generators.
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Many  educators  create  their  own  lists
tailored to their curriculum.

Key Benefits of
Using a Word
Study Approach
Why should you consider using Words
Your Way Spelling Lists instead of a
traditional  spelling  book?  The  benefits
are  significant  and  research-supported:

Deep Word Knowledge:
Students learn not just how to
spell words, but why they are
spelled that way. This improves
reading and writing
simultaneously.
Engagement and Ownership:
Sorting words is an interactive,
inquiry-based activity. Students
feel like detectives uncovering
language rules.
Differentiation Made Easy:
Because lists are developmentally
based, teachers can provide
different lists to different groups
within the same classroom. High
achievers work on advanced
patterns while struggling learners
solidify foundational skills.
Transfer to Real Writing: When
students internalize patterns, they
can apply them to unfamiliar
words during writing. This reduces
the number of “I’ll just spell it any
way” moments.
Supports English Language
Learners (ELLs): The focus on
patterns and explicit instruction
benefits ELLs who may not have
intuitive knowledge of English
orthography.

In  a  world  where  standardized  tests
often measure spelling and vocabulary,
this  method  gives  students  a  solid
f o u n d a t i o n  t h a t  g o e s  b e y o n d
memorization.

Practical Tips for
Implementing
Words Your Way
Spelling Lists at
Home or in the
Classroom
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e  a  t e a c h e r ,  a
homeschooling  parent,  or  a  tutor,
integrating these lists into your routine
can  be  simple.  Here  are  actionable
steps:

1. ASSESS FIRST

Before  jumping  into  a  l ist ,  use  a
developmental  spelling  inventory
(available in the Words Their Way book
or  online)  to  determine your  student’s
stage.  This  ensures you start  with the
right level. Don’t assume a third grader
should  be  at  Syllables  and Affixes—they
may still be in Within Word Pattern.

2. CREATE A WEEKLY ROUTINE

Dedicate 15–20 minutes a day to word
study. Monday: introduce the list and do
a  word  sort .  Tuesday:  blind  sort
(partner reads a word, you place it in the
correct  category  without  seeing  it).
Wednesday:  word  hunt  (find  words  in
books with the same pattern). Thursday:
wr i t ing  sort  (wr i te  words  under
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categor ies)  and  games.  Fr iday:
assessment  with  transfer  words.

3. USE MULTISENSORY
TECHNIQUES

Have students trace words in sand, use
magnetic  letters,  or  clap  syllables  for
multi-syllabic  words.  The  more  senses
involved, the better the retention.

4. INCORPORATE VOCABULARY

Don’t stop at spelling. Discuss meanings
of  the  words.  For  example,  in  a  list
featuring  pre-,  re-,  un-  prefixes,  talk
about  how the meaning changes.  This
builds vocabulary as a bonus.

5. PROVIDE AMPLE PRACTICE

Free resources like word sort templates,
printable lists for each stage, and online
games (e.g., Spelling City, Quizlet) can
be aligned with Words Your  Way lists.
Use  them  for  extra  practice  without
making it feel like drudgery.

Common
Questions About
Words Your Way
Spelling Lists
Many  educators  have  questions  when
they first  encounter  this  approach.  Let’s
address a few:
Q: Can I use these lists if  I’m not
following  the  entire  Words  Their
Way program?
Absolutely. You can download or create
lists  that  focus  on  specific  phonics
patterns. Even using the lists in isolation
will provide more depth than traditional

spelling books.
Q: How many words should be on a
list?
Typically,  10–15  words  for  younger
students, up to 20 for older ones. Include
3–5  “oddball”  words  that  don’t  fit  the
pattern  to  encourage  critical  thinking.
Q:  What  if  a  student  masters  the
pattern quickly?
Move  them  to  the  next  feature.  The
developmental  nature  allows  for  flexible
pacing. Don’t hold a student back just
because it’s “week 6.”
Q: Are there digital versions of the
lists?
Yes. Many teachers share Google Slides
or Schoology-ready sorts. You can also
use  word  card  generators  to  create
custom lists.

Connecting
Spelling Lists to
Broader Literacy
Skills
Words  Your  Way Spelling  Lists  do
more than teach spelling; they improve
decoding  (reading)  and  encoding
(writing). When a child understands that
the  “ch”  sound  can  be  spelled  ch
(church), tch (match), or at the end of a
word  with  ture  (nature),  their  reading
accuracy  improves.  Similarly,  when
writing,  they  can  choose  the  correct
spelling pattern based on position in the
word. This integration is one of the most
powerful aspects of word study.
Furthermore,  the  sorting  activities
naturally build vocabulary. For example,
a  list  about  the  Greek  root  “graph”
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(meaning  write)  includes  words  like
autograph,  biography,  photograph,
graphite.  Students  learn  not  just  the
spelling  but  the  meaning  connection,
which  aids  comprehension  across
subjects.

Adapting Lists for
Different Age
Groups
While  the method is  most  common in
elementary  grades,  it  is  highly  effective
for  older  struggling  readers  and  even
adult  literacy  learners.  The  key  is  to
choose  the  appropriate  developmental
stage,  not  the  grade  level.  A  middle
school student who missed foundational
phonics  will  benefit  from  Within  Word
Pattern lists focused on vowel teams like
ea  and ee.  The key is  to  present  the
material in an age-respectful way—avoid
calling it “baby work.” Instead, frame it
as “building advanced decoding skills” or
“mastering word architecture.”

Where to Find
High-Quality
Words Your Way
Spelling Lists
If you’re ready to start using these lists,
here are some dependable sources:

Words Their Way: Word Study
for Phonics, Vocabulary, and
Spelling Instruction (the blue

book) – the definitive reference
with hundreds of lists and sorts.
Pearson’s Words Their Way
Classroom – a digital platform
with ready-made sorts and
assessments.
Teachers Pay Teachers – search
“Words Their Way sorts” for
thousands of teacher-created
resources, many free.
Reading A–Z or Raz-Plus – some
editions include word study
activities aligned with
developmental stages.
Online sort generators –
websites like wordway.org or
spellingcity.com allow you to
create custom sorts based on
patterns.

Conclusion
Spelling  instruction  should  never  be  a
dull  task  of  memorizing  random  lists.
Words  Your  Way  Spelling  Lists  offer
a  dynamic,  research-based  alternative
that  fosters  genuine  understanding  of
English orthography. By grouping words
by  patterns,  encouraging  hands-on
sorting, and tailoring instruction to each
child’s  developmental  stage,  this
approach  transforms  spellers  into
confident  word  analysts.  Whether  you
are  a  classroom  teacher  differentiating
for  twenty-five  students,  or  a  parent
guiding one child at the kitchen table,
embracing the philosophy behind these
lists will yield lasting literacy gains. Start
with  a  simple  assessment,  choose  a
pattern, and watch your young learners
light  up  as  they  discover  the  logical
beauty  of  our  language.  The  journey
f r o m  “ s e e i n g ”  w o r d s  t o  t r u l y
understanding  them  begins  here.


