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P R E F A C E  

 
A  l a c k  o f  e a r l y  i n t e r v e n t i o n … i n s u f f i c i e n t  i n -

s c h o o l  r e m e d i a t i o n … l i m i t e d  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f  

c o l l e g e  a n d  c a r e e r  s k i l l s  i n  a n  i n c r e a s i n g l y  

c o m p e t i t i v e  g l o b a l  e c o n o m y …  

 

Through our work with struggling adult learners, we at the Center for Literacy have 

worked for over forty years to redress problems like the ones mentioned above. 

Historically, most of our adult learners have been middle or high school dropouts. In recent 

years, however, there has been a growing need for programs for in-school and out-of-

school youth, as well.  In fact, there seems to be an ever-increasing population of young 

adults who have graduated from high school without the requisite reading skills to be 

successful in college or advance in their chosen careers. As a result, some colleges across 

the country have felt compelled to offer remedial reading classes for high school graduates 

who are grade levels behind their peers.  Moreover, as we become an increasingly global 

economy, critical literacy skills are becoming more important than ever before.   

While education systems in this country do a relatively good job of preparing young 

children for reading, what happens when a learner does not understand or navigate the 

shift that occurs in the middle grades, from learning to read to reading to learn?  What 

happens to those who are English Language Learners who are trying to comprehend the 

many intricacies of their new target language?  What about those who have decided that 

they want to increase their low-level skills in preparation for the critical reading required 

for success at the post-secondary level?  Often folks like these turn to community-based 

organizations (CBO’s), like CFL, for assistance, guidance and hope.  

We know from education research that highly effective teachers play a critical role in the 

levels learners can achieve. We also understand that certified literacy instructors are either 

in scarce supply, or beyond the economic reach of most CBO budgets.  Instead, 

organizations that serve adult and older adolescent struggling readers often rely on 

dedicated, well-intentioned, occasionally volunteer, and sometimes fledgling teachers who 

are lacking training in literacy instruction. We need to strengthen the skills of that type of 

educator if we have any hope of improving the literacy skills of the learners they serve.   

Our teachers, and those who work for organizations such as ours, need quick, useful, tested 

and proven strategies and skills for working one-on-one or in small groups with learners 

who struggle with reading.  They need thoughtful suggestions and creative ways to engage 

striving learners.  They need a place where tried and true methods can be found.   

They need this Resource Guide. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
Given the millions of children in the US who have successfully learned to read throughout 

our nation’s history, one would think that there is little need for a new guide explaining 

how to teach reading; and even less demand for one focused almost entirely on teaching 

reading to adults.  Except for a few startling statistics1, one might even believe that teaching 

reading must require little more than the ability to read, some altruistic intentions, and a 

few good books. A review of the research literature, however, reveals that teaching reading 

is a much more complicated endeavor than that. So complicated, in fact, is the pedagogical 

landscape that an academic war of words had been waged between two major theoretical 

camps for decades: Those who argued for phonics-based instruction on the one side, 

historically countered by proponents of whole language learning on the other.  

 

In 2000, a National Reading Panel Report summarized decades of scientific research which 

demonstrated that for reading instruction to be effective, it must systematically and 

explicitly address five critical components of reading. They are: 

 

1. Phonemic awareness 

2. Phonics 

3. Fluency 

4. Vocabulary 

5. Comprehension 

 

The present guide builds off of that conclusion, devoting a chapter each to the components 

(albeit combining the first two into a single chapter entitled “Understanding Decoding”),  

and presenting useful tools, strategies and materials that teachers can use to effectively 

instruct adults and older adolescents who are (or have been ) struggling to learn to read. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1
Nationally, nearly 50% of adults lack the literacy skills to function fully as citizens/community members, parents/family 

members, and workers. 43% of people with the lowest literacy skills live in poverty. One in six young adults (18-24) is not 

working, has no degree beyond high school and is not enrolled in school.  

 

In Pennsylvania, 1,496,105 residents 25 years or older do not have a high school diploma or its equivalent (the largest 

percentage of these are in urban areas). Moreover, 2,190,473 Pennsylvanians need Adult Basic and Literacy Education.  

 

In Philadelphia, 1 of every 3 citizens reads at or below the 8th grade level, and nearly 10% of adults have less than a 9th 

grade education. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 
 

U N D E R S T A N D I N G  

 D E C O D I N G

 
     Phonemic Awareness & Phonics 
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Two Components in One 

Decoding Skills are the early 

basic skills that individuals need to 

know in order to become 

successful readers. These skills 

include two sub-skills known as 

phonics and phonemic awareness. 

Phonemic awareness (PA) 

begins with the phoneme, the 

smallest unit of speech that 

corresponds to a letter in the 

alphabet. But it is important to 

understand that a phoneme is a 

sound of speech, not a letter.  In 

fact, letters are just the symbols that represent phonemes, as shown in the examples below.  

 

PA is a pre-reading skill that refers to an individual’s awareness of (or ability to hear and 

distinguish) the phonemes, or sounds, used in language. PA also refers to an individual’s 

ability to manipulate the sounds of a language in order to make words. PA is a particularly 

important pre-reading skill to master in English, which has significantly more sounds than 

letters. 

Typically, PA is developed in very early childhood—usually before a child even enters 

formal schooling.  A child who has developed PA will be able to identify word pairs that 

rhyme (e.g., “cat/hat” versus “mate/mat”), say words with sounds left out (e.g. “‘spider’ 

without the ‘der’ is ‘spy’”), and put two or more sounds together to make a word (e.g., 

“‘free’ + ‘dom’ is ‘freedom’”).  

Training in PA requires analyzing the sounds of language and how these sounds make up 

the words and sentences we say.   

 

 

 

PHONICS 
PHONEMIC 

AWARENESS 

DECODING SKILLS 

 

EXAMPLES 

 

The letter b represents the phoneme (or sound) /b/ in the word ‘boy’. 

 

The letter c represents the phoneme (or sound) /k/ in the word ‘carry’. It also 

represents the phoneme /s/ in the word ‘city’. 

 

The letter e can represent many phonemes (sounds) in words like ‘bet’, ‘there’, ‘reed’ 

and ‘were.’ 
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Phonics, sometimes called graphophonics, is the second sub-skill of decoding, and has a 

two-part definition. First, phonics is a pre-reading skill that refers to an individual’s 

understanding of how letters in print (or graphemes) represent sounds in speech. An 

understanding of phonics allows individuals to recognize familiar words quickly, and to 

figure out – or “sound” out – words they have not seen before. 

 

This skill necessitates that one-to-one letter-sound correspondence be mastered for each 

letter.  In addition, it is necessary to master letter combinations (e.g., digraphs) that create 

specific sounds.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second definition of phonics refers to it as a method for teaching reading and spelling 

stressing basic sound-symbol relationships and their application in decoding words.  This 

system is especially used during beginning reading instruction where teachers request that 

learners “sound words out” or use “word families.”    

 (The definition above is adapted from:  www.cpin.us/p/pel/glossary.htm) 
  

Examples 

One-to-one letter-sound correspondence:  The letter b sounds like /b/ 

   The letter m sounds like /m/ 

 

Letter combination correspondence:    The letters ph sound like /f/ 

       The letters sh sound like /ssh/ 
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Teaching Phonemic Awareness & Phonics Skills 
 

Research in early 

literacy shows that 

children who have 

developed these two 

decoding skills early – 

by  age five – usually go 

on to learn to read with 

little difficulty. Those 

who do not learn these 

skills by that age are 

often unsuccessful at 

reading, have splintered 

reading skills or have no 

reading skills at all.  

Although decoding skills 

instruction is essential 

for successful reading, 

decoding skills are 

typically taught to very 

young children, and 

resources for 

developing phonemic awareness and phonics in adolescents and adults are extremely 

limited.  There are many commercial programs available that claim to improve decoding 

skills through improved fluency. None of these programs, however, specifically teaches 

phonemic awareness or phonics.   

At the Center for Literacy (CFL), our experience has been that these skills, although 

distinctly different, are best taught in combination rather than as isolated skills. In the 

absence of materials designed specifically for older learners, however, it is VERY important 

that the instructor understands the importance of the decoding skills and present lessons 

in a way that is respectful of the age of the audience.   

In teaching phonemic awareness and phonics, instructors should: 

� Emphasize experiencing sounds and letters and encourage play with sounds and 

words.   

� Make sure that learners understand that in order to read well, they must first 

master the letter names, sounds and the ways those sounds are spelled.   

� Inform learners that although most of the available materials designed to teach 

these critical skills might appear to be child-like, the skills are essential to reading, 

and must be mastered.   
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� Present the content in a factual and adult manner and maintain an atmosphere of 

professionalism that does not allow the learner to feel belittled.   

There really is only so much that can be done to make instruction in early literacy skills 

seem more “adult” in nature—the critical factor in successfully teaching this content to 

adolescent and adult learners lies in how the instructor approaches the content. It has been 

CFL’s experience that the instructor “makes or breaks” a learner’s understanding of the 

importance of – and comfort with – learning early literacy skill. 

T h e  C h a l l e n g e  o f  C r a c k i n g  t h e  C o d e  

Why are decoding skills so hard for some 

people to learn? Consider this…  

Although there are only 26 letters in 

the English alphabet, these 26 letters 

make up approximately 44 different 

sounds! 

The letter e, for example, can make up three 

different sounds: long (ē), short (ĕ) and 

schwa (ǝ) as heard, respectively, in the 

words me,  bet and the. In still other instances, the letter e makes no sound at all, as seen 

in words like make and time.  

Adding to the challenge of decoding English words are the 

spelling rules and exceptions which make it possible for those 44 

sounds to be written in 99 different ways!  

Just check out this poem, often cited in English textbooks to show the seeming abusrdity of 

English spelling. It also serves to highlight why learning to spell and decode is so 

challenging – even for many native speakers! 
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 The Trouble with English Words… 

       I take it you already know 

       of tough and bough and cough  

       and dough? 

 

       Others may stumble, but not you, 

       on hiccough, thorough, slough  

       and through. 

 

       Well done! And now you wish, perhaps, 

       to learn of less familiar traps? 

 

       Beware of heard, a dreadful word 

       that looks like beard  

       but sounds like bird. 

 

       And dead. 

       It's said like bed, not bead.  

       For goodness sake, 

       don't call it deed! 

 

       Watch out for meat and great and threat. 

       They rhyme with suite  

       and straight  

       and debt. 

 

   A moth is not a moth in mother. 

   Nor both in bother; 

   broth, in brother. 

 

   And here is not a match for there 

   Nor dear and fear  

   for bear and pear. 

 

   And then there's dose and rose and lose. 

   Just look them up. 

   And goose and choose. 

 

   And cork and work and card and ward, 

   And font and front and word and sword. 

   

   And do and go and thwart and cart 

   Come, come, I've hardly made a start! 

 

   A dreadful language? Man alive! 

   I'd mastered it when I was five! 
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So how do you know that your learner is struggling with phonemic awareness and/or 

phonics? Check to see if your learner has trouble with the following activities: 

� Recognizing rhymes when listening 

� Identifying letter patterns that rhyme 

� Remembering names of friends and peers 

� Developing normal speech  

� Spelling common words 

� Correctly spelling previously studied words 

� Reading aloud 

� Sounding out words 

� Blending sounds 

� Recalling facts and details 

� Identifying letter names rapidly 

� Producing letter sounds rapidly 

 

You might also notice that such a learner: 

 

� Relies on “invention” rather than conventional spelling formats 

� Stumbles when reading aloud 

� Reports a history of reading and spelling struggles 

� Dislikes reading 

� Lacks fluency in reading 

� Mispronounces the names of people and places 

� Resists or refuses to read aloud 

� Reports needing to spend extra time doing homework  

 

 

 
(Adapted from:  http://www.learningrx.com/phonemic-awareness-assessment.htm)  
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Research supports the idea that individuals must master the basic early literacy skills 

known as PA and phonics in order to become proficient readers.  A comprehensive list of 

these skills is located later in this chapter and includes the following categories:   

 

� Word & Sound Comparison 

� Rhyming & Substitution 

� Segmenting & Blending 

� Phoneme & Grapheme Manipulation 

 

It is important to remember that PA and Phonics skills are not the same. The chart below 

makes clear the distinction between the two. 

 
 

Phonemic Awareness 
 

 

Phonics 

 

PA focuses on letter sounds and requires the 

learner to hear the differences between 

letter sounds and words.   

 

 

Phonics focuses on what the letters look like 

and requires the learner to see the differences 

between graphemes.   

 

At CFL we believe that when working with adult learners, it is important that both skills be 

worked on simultaneously, since mastery of these skills must be made in both aural/oral 

(PA) and written (phonics) contexts.   

 

We recommend the following for effective instruction in PA and phonics: 

 

� Provide opportunities for the adult learner to practice these skills 

simultaneously and equally.   

 

� Take note (collect data) on learners in both contexts and on the separate skills.  

 

�  When a learner “patterns out” with a problem with a specific sub-skill, provide 

individualized instruction to address and remediate the problem. 
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When planning instruction in Phonemic Awareness (PA), it is important to 

remember that no print should be used in your lessons. PA skills are 

developed aurally (through the ears), and lessons must be planned 

accordingly.   
 

Note: In print, phonemes are always presented between slash marks, as seen in the sample 

script below. 

 

 

When planning instruction in Phonics, it is important to remember that 

the purpose of phonics instruction is NOT that learners sound out words!!! 
The purpose of teaching phonics is that learners develop automaticity (or fluency) in 

recognizing letter-sound correspondences and patterns. 

 

When learners fail to make letter-sound correspondences quickly, they will have fluency 

problems, naming speed deficits, and could possibly be diagnosed with a learning disability 

such as dyslexia. 

  

Sample script for an aural lesson in phonemic awareness 

The word ‘cat’ has three sounds in it: /c/ /a/ /t/.  

 

When we put /c/ /a/ /t/ together, it sounds like this: ‘cat’.  

 

We can change the sounds to make other words. For example, if we change the sound 

/c/ to the sound /b/, the word becomes /b/ /a/ /t/ or ‘bat’. 

 

What happens when we change the /t/ in ‘bat’ to /d/? 

The new word is bad. 

 

What happens when we change the /a/ to /i/ 

The new word is bin. 
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Definition: Dyslexia is a very broad term defining a learning disability that 

manifests itself in difficulty decoding, comprehending, and auditory short-

term memory.  Other difficulties have also been associated with dyslexia. 
 

Research since 1965 has focused on a sub-skill of decoding called Naming Speed.  

Individuals with naming speed deficits are slower than most to access and retrieve verbal 

information for visually-represented stimuli (Wolf & Bowers, 2000).  In other words, they 

know the letter-sound correspondences, but they just cannot retrieve the information 

quickly and efficiently.   

 

SOME RESOURCES ON NAMING SPEED DEFICITS 
 

The Journal of Learning Disabilities dedicated an entire issue to the discussion of Naming 

Speed Deficits.  For more information, see the July/August 2000, volume 33, number 4 

edition of the journal.   
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Phonemic Awareness & Phonics Skills 
(Adapted from Yopp & Yopp, 2000) 

 

 

1. Sound & Word Comparison 

 
     

Sub-Skill Phonemic Awareness Phonics 

ISOLATION 

 

Identify individual sounds in a word.  

Initial:  First phoneme in /kat/  =  /k/ 

Medial:  Middle phoneme in /dog/  =  /o/ 

Final:  Final phoneme in /smart/  =  /t/ 

 

 

Identify individual letters in a word. 

Initial:  First letter in /kat/  =  c 

Medial:  Middle letter in /dog/  =  o 

Final:  Final letter in /smart/  =  t 

IDENTITY 

 

Recognize same sounds in different words in 

different places 

 

Initial:  ball, bounce, bat  =  /b/   

Medial:  meet, team, teak  =  /ē/ 

Final:  horse, bus, dogs  = /s/ 

 

 

Recognize same letters  in different words in 

different places 

 

Initial:  ball, bounce, bat  =  b   

Medial:  meet, team, teak  =  e 

Final:  horse, bus, dogs  = s 

CATEGORIZATION 

 

Recognize the word in a set that has the “odd” 

sound.  stop, stead and plan  =  plan 

 

 

Recognize the word in a set that has the “odd” 

letter.  stop, stead and plan  =  plan 
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2. Rhyming & Substitution 

 

 
 

 

Sub-Skill Phonemic Awareness Phonics 

Rhyming 

Recognize and create rhyming words with the 

same word families and sounds 

 

What rhymes with cat?  =  bat, sat, mat  (word 

family) 

 

What rhymes with see?  =  me, tea (sound)  

 

Recognize and create rhyming words with the same 

word families while focusing on the spelling of the 

word families.   

 

What rhymes with cat?  =  bat, sat, mat  (word 

family) 

 

Non-word family rhyming sounds focus on 

individual spelling.  

 

What rhymes with see?  =  me, tea (sound) 

 

Substitution 

 

Exchange one phoneme for another. 

Change /t/ in pat to an /n/  =  /pan/ 

 

 

Exchange one grapheme for another. 

Change t in pat to an n  =  /pan/ 
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3. Segmenting & Blending 

     
 

Sub-Skill Phonemic Awareness Phonics 

SEGMENTATION 

 

Breaking a sentence apart into individual 

words. 

 

Breaking a word down into syllables: 

teacher = /teach/ /er/ 

 

Breaking a word apart to make separate 

sounds:   /g/ /r/ /a/ /b/  =  four sounds 

 

 

Breaking a sentence apart into individual words and 

words into syllables and sounds with the focus being 

on the graphemes. 

 

Teacher = teach er  = two syllables 

 g    r     a     b   =  four letters 

BLENDING 

 

Putting syllables together to make words 

/teach/ /er/ = teacher 

 

Putting sounds together to make a word. 

/b/ + /i/ + /g/ = /big/ 

 

Putting written syllables together to make a word. 

teach + er = teacher  

 

Putting letters together to make a word. 

b + i + g = big 

 

ONSET RIME 

Taking a word and breaking it into two parts, 

the onset (initial sound) and the rime (the rest 

of the word):   dog  =  /d/ /og/ 

 

Taking a word and breaking it into two parts, the 

onset (initial sound) and the rime (the rest of the 

word) with the focus being letters:   dog  =  d    og 
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4. Phoneme & Grapheme Manipulation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sub-Skill Phonemic Awareness Phonics 

DELETION 

 

Word remaining when a phoneme is removed 

from another word: 

smile without the /s/  =  mile 

 

 

Word remaining when a grapheme is removed from 

another word:   smile without the s  =  mile 

ADDITION 

 

Adding a phoneme to an existing word.:  

Add /ch/ to air  =  chair 

 

 

Adding a grapheme to an existing word.:  

Add ch to air  =  chair 

SUBSTITUTION 
     Exchange one phoneme for another. 

Change /t/ in pat to an /n/  =  /pan/ 

 

Exchange one grapheme for another: 

Change t in pat to an n  =  /pan/ 

 



 

 

 - 22 - 

Teaching PA & Phonics: A Starting Point 

Suggestions from the research for teaching PA: 

 

� Teach only one or two skills at a time (NRP). 

� Lessons should be no more than 20-30 minutes (NRP). 

� Teach in small groups to ensure maximum participation. 

� Learner participation (speaking) is required; do not let learners “escape” the 

task. 

� PA should be taught explicitly and sequentially from the easiest to the most 

difficult skill (UO:  CTL). 

� Remove or clip the “uh” sound at the end of phonemes.  For example, the sound 

for the letter b is /b/ not /b-uh/. 

 

Suggestions from the research for teaching Phonics: 

 

� Teach only one or two skills at a time (NRP). 

� Lessons should be no more than 20-30 minutes (NRP). 

� When taught with PA, graphemes are often just “picked up” requiring little 

direct instruction. 

� If individuals are unable to “pick up” the letter-sound correspondence, direct, 

explicit instruction is necessary.  

� Focus of instruction is letter-sound correspondence, not just letter names (UO:  

CTL). 

� Recognize when learners make “jumps” in knowledge and skills—not every 

learner needs everything.  Differentiate and use flexible grouping strategies (UO:  

CTL). 

 

Which sounds/letters do I teach first? 

 

� Teach the sixteen consonants that have only one sound first:  b, d, f, h, j, k, l, m, 

n, p, q, r, t, v, x, z.  Then teach the c, g, s, w, y.  Follow this with the vowels and 

then blends and digraphs. 

 

 

RESOURCES RELATED TO THE ORDER FOR TEACHING PHONICS: 
 

Phonics Primer 

www.nrrf.org/PhonicsPrimer.doc 

A comprehensive chart of the 44 sounds in the English alphabet, along with 

strategies for teaching the various sounds and resources that might be 

valuable to aid in the teaching of those sounds. 
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PA Awareness & Phonics Developmental Continuum 

 
 

  (Adapted from:  http://reading.uoregon.edu/big_ideas/pa/pa_sequence.php) 

 

 

 

RESEARCH ON PA AND PHONICS: 
 

The National Reading Panel (NRP):  http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/default.htm 

 

The University of Oregon’s Center on Teaching and Learning (UO: CTL):  

http://reading.uoregon.edu/ 
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Sound & Word Comparison     
Lessons and practice for sound & word comparisons should focus on the following: 
 

 

Phonemic Awareness 
 

 

Phonics 

 

� Identifying if specific and individual sounds 

sound the same or different and where those 

sounds fall in a word (i.e., initial, medial, 

final place) 

 

� Example:  Does /s/ and /a/ sound the 

same or different? 

 

� Example:  Where is the /s/ sound in the 

word sunshine? 

  

 

� Identify and produce letter-sound 

correspondences. 

 

� Example:  What sound does the letter s 

make?  

 

� Example:  What letter makes the /t/ 

sound?  

 

� Identifying if specific and individual letters 

are same or different and where those 

letters fall in a word (i.e., initial, medial, 

final place). 

 

� Example:  Do s and a look the same or 

different?   

 

� Example:  Where does the letter s 

appear in the word sunshine? 

 

� Example:  Where does the sound /s/ 

appear in the word sunshine? 

 

 

 

� Identify if whole words sound the same or 

different. 

 

� Example:  Do /dog/ and /pony/ sound 

the same or different? 

 

 

� Identify if whole words look the same or 

different. 

 

� Example:  Do dog and pony look the 

same or different? 
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Rhyming & Substitution 
Lessons and practice for rhyming & substitution should focus on the following: 

 
 

Phonemic Awareness 

 

 

Phonics 

 

� Identifying if words rhyme, or sound the 

same. 

 

� Example:  Do the words book and look 

sound the same? 

 

� Introducing words that rhyme, or sound 

the same. 

 

� Example:  Tell me a word that rhymes 

with bat? 

 

� Recognize, create and spell rhyming words with 

the same word families. 

 

� Example:  Look at the words book and 

look.  Do they rhyme?  What sound do 

they have in common? /ook/.  How do 

you spell the sound /ook/?  ook.  

 

� Recognize, create and spell rhyming words 

with non-word family rhyming sounds. 

[NOTE:  This skill is advanced and should not 

be presented until word family rhyming is 

mastered]. 

 

� Example:  Look at the words me and tea.  

Do they look the same?  (No).  Do they 

rhyme?  (Yes).  How can that be?  

(Different spelling combinations make the 

same sound.  Rhyming focuses on the 

sound, not the spelling). 

 

 

� Exchange one phoneme for another.  This 

exercise may or may not lead to rhyming 

words or even real words (i.e., nonsense 

words) 

 

� Example that rhymes:  Change /h/ 

in hat to a /k/.  (cat). 

� Example that does not rhyme:  

Change /e/ in set to /oo/. (soot) 
� a[Note:  This skill is also a Phoneme 

Manipulation skill.] 

 

� Exchange one letter for another.  This 

exercise may or may not lead to rhyming 

words or even real words (i.e., nonsense 

words) 

� EExample that rhymes:  Change the 

letter h in hat to a c.  (cat). [NOTE:  when 

working on substitution skills on the 

phonics side, it is important to use the 

correct letters—this is not the case with 

the PA side where the phonetic letter 

sound is used.] 

 

Example that does not rhyme:  Change the 

letter e in set to oo.  (soot). 
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Segmenting & Blending: Sentences & Words 
Lessons and practice for segmenting & blending at the sentence and word level should focus 

on the following: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phonemic Awareness Phonics 
 

Tap for each word heard in a sentence.  [NOTE:  It is 

not recommended to use compound words for this 

activity.]  

 

Example:  Tap once for each word you hear in this 

sentence, “My dad goes to work.”  (Learners should 

tap five times.) 

 

 

Tap for each actual word in a sentence.  [NOTE:  Use 

of compound words is recommended for this 

activity.] 

 

Example:  Tap once for each word you see in this 

sentence, “My dad goes to work.”  Learners should 

tap [five times.) 

 

Segment by tapping syllables in words, increasing 

number of syllables. 

 

Example:  Tap for each syllable in the words: 

dog               (tap 1 time) 

singing          (tap 2 times) 

understand   (tap 3 times) 

 

Orally segment syllables by saying each syllable, 

increasing the number of syllables. 

 

Example:  Tap and say each syllable in the 

words: 

dog            

(tap 1 time  =  /dog/) 

singing          

(tap 2 times  =  /sing/ /ing/) 

understand  

(tap 3 times  =  /un/ /der/ /stand/) 

 

Orally blend syllables, increasing the number of 

segments to blend: 

� Example:  Say each word fast: 

/moun/ /tn/                 (mountain) 

/ba/ /be/                  (baby) 

                    /si/ /uh-n/ /tif/ /ik/   (scientific) 

 

 

Tap for each actual syllable in a word, increasing the 

number of syllables. 

 

Example:  Tap once for each syllable you see and hear 

in this word:  fox   (Learners should tap once.)   
 

Example:  Tap once for each syllable you see and hear 

in this word:  mountain   (Learners should tap twice.)   

 

Have learners break words apart by drawing lines 

between the letters that make up individual syllables. 

 

Example:  Here is the word teacher.  Draw a 

line between the syllables.  (Learner work 

should look like this:  teach/er.) 

 

NOTE:  The second and third bulleted items  

above may also be used to demonstrate how 

words that do not fit on a line are “broken” or 

“divided” so part of the word is on one line and 

the rest of the word is on the next line.  

Syllabication rules are followed for this purpose. 
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Segmenting & Blending: Onset-Rime 
 

DEFINITION:  Onset-rime is taking a monosyllabic word and breaking it into 

two parts, the onset and the rime.   The onset is the initial consonant sound. 

The rime is the vowel and the rest of the syllable (In this case, the rest of 

the word.) 

Example:  box 

� /b/  onset 

� /ox/ rime 

 

Lessons and practice for onset-rime should focus on the following: 

 
 

Phonemic 

Awareness 

 

 

 

Phonics 

 

� Orally blend onset-rimes 

 

� Example:  Put these two 

sounds together to make a 

word: /ch//air/ (chair) 

 

� Orally segment onset-rimes 

Example:  Listen to this word 

lamp.  Break it into the onset 

and rime.     (/l/ /amp/) 

 

 

Take a word and break it into two parts, the onset and the 

rime 

 

� Example:  Give tiles with the letters l, a, m, and p. 

Physically move the l from the remaining letters.  

Have learners say the initial sound /l/ and the rime 

/amp/  
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Blending & Segmenting: Individual Phonemes 

Lessons and practice for segmenting & blending at the sentence and word level should focus 

on the following: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phonemic Awareness 

 

 

Phonics 

Orally blend individual phonemes. 

 

Example:  Listen to these sounds, put them 

together and say the word fast. 

/h/ /a/ /t/ = hat 

Orally blend individual phonemes with the 

letters in front of the learner. 

 

Example:  Give learners letter tiles and 

have them put the letter and sounds 

together to say the word fast. 

 

h + a + t = hat 

/h/ + /a/ + /t/ = /hat/ 

 

Orally segment individual phonemes. 

 

Example:  Listen to this word:  lamp.  

Break the word apart into each individual 

sound.  lamp = /l/ /a/ /m/ /p/ 

Orally segment individual phonemes with the 

letters in front of the learner. 

 

Example:  Listen to this word:  lamp. Break 

the word apart into each individual sound 

and letter.  lamp = /l/ /a/ /m/ /p/   

 

[NOTE:  If a letter combination is used to 

create one sound in a word, for example 

the word phone, ensure that learners are 

demonstrating the sound with the correct 

letter-sound correspondence (ph + o + n)  

Note the o is long because of the final e. 
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Phoneme Deletion & Manipulation 

 

Definition:  Phoneme deletion and manipulation require a learner to remove 

and change specific sounds in different places in the word (initial, medial, 

and final places).  There are three primary deletion and manipulation skills:  

deletion, addition and substitution. 

 

Lessons and practice for phoneme deletion & manipulation should focus on the following: 

 
 

Phonemic Awareness 

 

 

Phonics 
 

Deletion skills require a learner to remove a 

phoneme from a word. 

 

Example:  Say chair  without the /ch/  =  /air/  

(initial) 

 

Example:  Say house without the /s/  =  /how/ 

(final) 

 

 

Phonics deletion skills require a learner to remove a 

letter from a word and say the new word. 

 

Example:  Take the ch off of chair.  What is the 

new word?  air  (initial) 

 

Example:  Take the s off the end of plants.  What is the 

new word?  plant (final) 

 

Addition skills require a learner to add a phoneme 

to a word. 

 

Example:  Add /ch/ to the beginning of air, 

what’s the new word?  /chair/  (initial) 

 

Example:  Add /s/ to the end of bag, what’s 

the new word?  /bags/   (final) 

 

Phonics addition skills require a learner to add a letter 

to a word and say the new word. 

 

Example:  Add ch to the beginning of air, what’s 

the new word?  chair  (initial) 

 

Example:  Add s to the end of bag, what’s the 

new word?  /bags/   (final) 

 

 

Substitution skills require a learner to change one 

phoneme for another. 

 

Example:  Change the /s/ in same to /d/  =  

/dame/ (initial 

 

Example:  Change the /o/ in mom to /u/    =  

/mum/ (medial) 

 

Example:  Change the /g/ in thing to /s/  =  

/thins/ (final) 

 

Phonics substitution skills require a learner to change 

one letter for another and say the new word. 

 

Example:  Change the s in same to d  =  dame 

(initial) 

 

Example:  Change the o in mom to u   =  mum 

(medial) 

 

Example:  Change the g in thing to an s  =  thins 

(final) 
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Segmenting & Blending:   Sentences & Words 
Over the years, several different philosophies of teaching phonics have emerged.  No one 

practice is better than another; in fact, most teachers use a combination of all of these 

philosophies during instruction.   

 
 

Name(s) 
 

Definition 
 

Example 

 

 

Word Families 

Analogy Phonics 

Phonograms 

 

 

Rhyme is used as the primary 

instructional tool 

 

Word family:  -uck 

If you can read –uck then you can 

read:  buck, duck, luck, muck. 

Words-in-Words 

Analytic Phonics 

 

Look for letter-sound 

combinations previously learned 

in new words.  This helps avoid 

pronouncing sounds in isolation. 

 

 

Look at the word sandwich.  What 

words can you find in sandwich? 

“and”, “sand” 

Sound it Out 

Synthetic Phonics 

 

Convert letters into sounds and 

then blend the sounds into words.  

{NOTE:  caution must be taken to 

ensure that digraphs (e.g., ch) are 

not sounded out individually, but 

as a single sound.   

 

 

If you don’t know the word, sound 

it out.  For example, the word 

lovely would be broken down like 

this /l/ /ov/ /lee/.  [NOTE:  Since 

ly makes one sound in words, it is 

best teach it as one sound /lee/ 

versus /l/ /ee/  

 

Whole Language 

Embedded Phonics 

 

Embeds phonics in text reading.  

Relies heavily on incidental 

learning.  [NOTE:  Not a good 

strategy for learners who are 

struggling.]  

 

 

While reading a story, have 

learners try to guess a word based 

on its letter-sound structure and 

the context of the story.  Does the 

word make sense? 

Inventive Spelling 

Phonics through Spelling 

 

Allowing learners to spell words 

phonetically.  During editing, 

individual instruction on spelling 

occurs.   

 

Learner spells kat for cat.  During 

instruction the learner’s spelling is 

corrected using cat while 

instructing the learner on a 

secondary phonics technique such 

as word families.  Cat is part of the 

–at family.  Here are other words 

you can spell in that family. 
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Assessments for PA & Phonics 
 

Definition: Curriculum-based Assessments (CBA’s) are typically teacher-

made assessments to determine if a learner is able to successfully complete 

a task after it has been taught.  Teacher created checklists are often the 

easiest CBA to maintain data on a learner’s developing PA & phonics skills.  

These checklists are best used during the evaluation/assessment section of the lesson plan 

and during skill-check assessments. For example, you may develop a checklist that includes 

learner names and each of the PA skills you have taught.  A checkmark indicates a learner’s 

mastery of the information. 

 

Class list and PA skills 

 

 

Learner 

Name 

 

Rhymes 
Taps 1 

syllable 

Taps 2 

syllables 

Taps 3 

syllables 

Blends 2 

syllables 

Joey �  �  �  �  �  

Ella  �  �    

Bob  �     

Holly �  �  �  �  �  

Harley �  �  �  �  �  

Zoe �  �  �  �  �  

Mimi  �     

 

Class list and phonics skills 

 

Learner 

Name 

Letter/Sound 

Correspondence 

Initial 

Sound 

Recognition 

Medial 

Sound 

Recognition 

Final Sound 

Recognition 

Joey �  �  �  �  

Ella  �  �   

Bob  �    

Holly �  �  �  �  

Harley �  �  �  �  

Zoe �  �  �  �  

Mimi  �    
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RESOURCES ON PHONEMES, PHONICS & PHONEMIC AWARENESS 
 

The Reading Teacher’s Book of Lists provides a list of the 99 most common single phonemes 

(e.g., /s/, /t/) and consonant blends (e.g., /sh/, /tr/ and /ch/) and example words for each 

in the initial, medial and final places. 

 

Sound it out!, a book by J. F. Savage, provides detailed guidance on the ideal order of 

teaching phonemes and phonics. 

 

 

Phonological Awareness Skills Test (PAST) 

http://www.specialconnections.ku.edu/~specconn/page/instruction/ra/case/caseb/pdf/

caseb_scene1_2.pdf 

 An informal diagnostic tool used to assess PA skills.  The assessment is free and 

available on-line.  There are no norms provided, but the assessment provides basic 

information about an individual’s PA skills. 

 

Reading Rockets Phonemic Awareness Assessment 

http://www.readingrockets.org/firstyear/assessment_phon.pdf 

An informal diagnostic tool used to assess PA skills.  The assessment is free and 

available on-line.  There are no norms provided, but the assessment provides basic 

information about an individual’s PA skills. 

 

Super Duper Publications 

http://www.superduperinc.com 

Hear it!  Say it!  Learn it!   

 This series of books and interactive CD ROMs may be used as a computer-based 

learning activity for learners; or, using the black line masters, an assessment to 

informally evaluate learner’s knowledge of each of the letter sounds.  There are 

several books/CD ROMs in the series.  
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Definition: Curriculum-based Measurement (CBM’s) are assessments that 

provide normed tables by which teachers can compare a learner’s 

performance with a national sample of learners of the same age/grade.  For 

example, a normed table for initial sound fluency for kindergarten (adapted 

from the DIBELS [see below] may look like this: 

 

Initial Sound Fluency (K) 

 

 Beginning  

of the Year 

Middle  

of the Year 

End  

of the Year 

At Risk < 4 < 10 No norms. 

Mastery of skill 

expected. 

Some Risk 4 < 8 10 < 25 

Low Risk > 8 > 25 

 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy (DIBELS) 

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/ 

 DIBELS is a series of PA assessments that are CBMs.  Schools often use these 

assessments to benchmark and monitor the progress of their learner’s PA skills.  

Benchmark booklets and progress monitoring booklets are available for printing.  

All materials are free.  

 

AIMSweb 

http://www.aimsweb.com 

AIMSweb is a series of PA assessment that are CBMs.  Schools often use these 

assessments to benchmark and monitor the progress of their learner’s PA skills.  

Benchmark booklets and progress monitoring booklets are available for printing.  

AIMSweb is fee-based. 

 

RESOURCE on progress monitoring: 

To learn more about CBMs and their use as benchmark and progress monitoring tools, 

visit the National Center on Learner Progress Monitoring at 

http://www.studentprogress.org. 
 

 

Definition: Formal Assessments for Phonemic Awareness include those that 

are norm-referenced.  This means that the individual being assessed is 

compared against national data to determine their achievement level 

regarding a specific skill.  Administration of these assessments usually 

requires some training.  There are fees related to administering these assessments. 
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Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP) 

http://www.linguisystems.com/products/product/display?itemid=10125 

The CTOPP is published by Linguisystems.  The CTOPP was developed to aid in the 

identification of individuals from kindergarten through college who may profit from 

instructional activities to enhance their phonological skills. The assessment 

provides a phonological awareness quotient, phonological memory quotient, and 

rapid letter naming.   

 

Lindamood Auditory Conceptualization Test (LAC) 

http://www.acadcom.com/ACAwebsite/prodView.asp?idproduct=526 

The LAC is published by Academic Communication Associates.  The LAC can be used 

to assess an individual’s ability to segment a spoken word into its constituent 

phonemic parts.   

 

Test of Phonemic Awareness Skills (TOPAS) 

http://www.proedinc.com/customer/productView.aspx?ID=2844 

The TOPAS is published by Pro-Ed and was most recently normed in 2003.  The 

TOPAS has four subtests (Rhyming, Incomplete Words, Sound Sequencing, and 

Sound Deletion) that measure three areas of phonological awareness: sound 

comparison, phoneme blending, and phoneme segmentation. The TOPAS is untimed, 

requires approximately 15-30 minutes to administer, and is administered 

individually.   

 

Woodcock Johnson Diagnostic Reading Battery 

http://www.riversidepublishing.com 

 The WJIII DRB is published by Riverside Publishing.  It measures important 

dimensions of phonological awareness, phonics knowledge, reading achievement, and 

related oral language abilities and identified specific skills deficits. 

 

Woodcock Reading Mastery Test 

http://www.pearsonassessments.com 

The WRMT is a comprehensive reading assessment that allows the administrator to 

determine specific reading skills deficits. 
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Curricula for PA & Phonics 
 

ABeCeDarian (used by CFL) 

http://www.abcdrp.com/ 

A research-based, explicit, comprehensive, multi-sensory decoding program 

developed by Michael Bend, Ph.D. The program efficiently addresses the key areas of 

phonemic awareness, phonics, and fluency. There is a free assessment. 

 

Adams, M.J., Foorman, B.R., Lundberg, I., Beeler, T.  (1998). Phonemic Awareness in Young 

Children.  Baltimore, MD:  Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. 

 Although marketed as a classroom curriculum for PA, this book contains a plethora 

of lesson plans across the many skills of PA.  

 

Blachman, B.A., Ball, E.W., Black, R., Tangle, D.M.  (2000).  Road to the Code. Baltimore, MD:  

Paul H. Brookes Publishing Co. 

This curriculum is designed to be an 11-week intensive intervention for individuals 

who struggle with PA skills.  Lessons are phonemically sequenced to maximize 

repetition and practice.   

 

Ideal Curriculum 

http://www.idealcurriculum.com 

This curriculum is sold in Levels and there is a different level for each reading skill.   

The program covers a wide variety of reading skills from early oral language to 

comprehension. 

 

Lexia Strategies 

http://www.lexialearning.com/index.html 

Lexia Reading’s Strategies for Older Learners are specifically designed to help older 

struggling readers increase automatic word recognition by reinforcing phonic 

elements and sound/symbol relationships. Activities provide extensive practice in 

everything from basic phonological awareness to advanced word-attack strategies, 

as well as vocabulary development. 
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Lindamood-Bell (used by CFL) 

http://www.lindamoodbell.com/ 

This is a systematic program that focuses on acquiring necessary phonemic 

awareness skills. 

 

Orton- Gillingham 

http://www.orton-gillingham.com/ 

This program provides comprehensive teacher training in the Orton-Gillingham 

method of teaching reading.   

 

Read Right 

http://www.readright.com/ 

A research-based comprehensive reading program developed by Dee Tadlock, Ph.D.  

The program addresses what they consider to be the gold standard of reading 

instruction and includes explicit instruction on the basic skills of reading. 

 

Reading Horizons 

http://www.readinghorizons.com/research/adult-reading.aspx 

This program for teaching phonics to adults focuses on word attack skills. 

 

Sadlier-Oxford Educational Publishers 

http://www.sadlier-oxford.com/phonics/index.cfm    

This publisher provides curriculum materials for systematic, explicit, standards-

aligned phonics instruction.  There are several on-line components to this website 

that are free for teacher and learner use. 

 

SightPhonics 

http://www.sightphonics.com/ 

This phonics program is geared towards adults and utilizes a variety of techniques 

and stories to make reading make sense.  This program is available for a fee and can 

be used in hardcopy or online. 

 

Sound Reading Remedy for Struggling Readers 

http://www.soundreading.com/Struggling-readers-Remedy-newtext.html 

Reading intervention designed to improve decoding, fluency and comprehension in 

older learners.  The program is computer-based. 
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Time 4 Learning:  The Reading Skills Pyramid 

 http://www.time4learning.com/index.htm 

This curriculum is available in an online format.  It is designed to assist 

homeschoolers in developing reading skills across a variety of levels.   

 

We All Can Read:  Orton-Gillingham-Based Phonics Instruction for all Ages 

http://www.weallcanread.com/index.html 

This site wants you to buy their products but does provide a free viewing of 28 of 

their online lessons.  It also has phonics books, flashcards, and wall charts available 

for purchase. 

 

Wilson Language Training 

http://www.wilsonlanguage.com/ 

This program provides comprehensive teacher training in the Wilson method of 

teaching reading.   
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Lesson Plan Resources for PA & Phonics 

 

A simple Google search will allow you to find an endless number of PA lesson plan 

resources.  Here are some of our favorites. 

 

Cunningham, P.M. (2009).  Phonics They Use:  Words for reading and writing (5th  

Edition).  Boston, MA:  Allyn & Bacon. 

This book provides detailed information about how to teach phonics and 

gives excellent suggestions on games and lesson activities. 

 

Florida Reading Association 
http://www.flreads.org/Publications/quarterly/samples/phonological_awareness.htm 

This organization provides detailed descriptions of strategies and resources for 

learners struggling with PA. 

 

Free Reading.net 

http://www.freereading.net 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including PA. 

 

Instructor Web 

http://www.instructorweb.com/resources/phonics.asp 

Provides some free lesson plans in teaching phonics.  The lessons are geared 

towards younger children, but they could be adapted to older learners. 

 

Literacy Leader 

http://www.literacyleader.com/?q=phonemic 

 Articles, lesson plans, activities, research and web links pertaining to PA. 

 

Norton, T. & Jackson Land, B.L.  (2008). 50 Literacy Strategies for Beginning  

Teachers, 1-8.  Columbus, OH:  Merrill Prentice Hall. 

 

Phonics.com 

http://www.phonics.com/ 

This website has lots of resources for teachers as well as free e-books for learners 

that address basic phonics skills 

 

Phonological Awareness.org 

http://phonologicalawareness.org 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing PA skills.  

Much of the materials available are age-neutral, so many of the activities would be 

appropriate for older learners. 

 

Reading Resource.net 

http://www.readingresource.net 
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This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including PA. 

 

Reading & Technology (Diane Dell, Ed.S.) 

http://www.mrsdell.org/reading/phonemes.html 

 This is an interactive website that has games, lessons, and resources on all areas of 

reading. 

 

Read Write Think (International Reading Association & National Council of Teachers of 

English) 

http://www.readwritethink.org/ 

On this website there are all sorts of classroom resources and articles specific to 

reading            and language arts. 

 

Reading a-z.com 

http://www.readinga-z.com/book/decodable-books.php 

 This website provides FREE leveled, decodable books that focus on specific  

phonemes or word families. 

 

Sadlier-Oxford Educational Publishers 

http://www.sadlier-oxford.com/phonics/index.cfm    

This publisher provides curriculum materials for systematic, explicit, standards-

aligned phonics instruction.  There are several on-line components to this website 

that are free for teacher and learner use. 

 

Scholastic 

http://www2.scholastic.com 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including PA. 

 

Starfall.com 

http://www.starfall.com 

This website has online games and books for learners to help improve phonics skills. 

 

The Teacher File Box 

http://www.teacherfilebox.com 

This is a fee-based website that provides reproducible documents (e.g., lesson plans, 

assessments) for a wide variety of reading skills. 

 

University of Missouri eThemes 

http://ethemes.missouri.edu/themes/543?locale=en 

 This site offers free teaching tips for use with learners struggling with PA. 

 

What Works Clearing House 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 
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This website is sponsored by the US Department of Education Institute of Education 

Sciences.  It provides summary information regarding research that has been 

conducted in all areas of education. 
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Phonics Strategies 

� Teaching common rules and generalizations so learners have a better chance at 

decoding a word they do not know 

� e.g.,  In words that begin with kn or wr, the first consonant is not sounded 

 

� Synthetic approach to teaching phonics – teacher first instructs learners on the 

speech sounds associated with individual letters by repeated drill on sound-symbol 

relations (i.e. holding up a card with a picture of an apple and the word apple - the 

teacher says “A, apple, /a/” and the learners repeat it) and next teaches learners to 

blend those sounds together to form words 

 

� Analytic approach to teaching phonics – teacher introduces some sight words and 

then teaches the sounds in those words, this approach helps learners to avoid 

consonant distortion (e.g., pronouncing the letter t as “tuh”).  Caution: Lots of sight 

words are difficult to sound out.  Be sure to do this only with those that have easy 

sounds. 

 

� Onsets and Rimes approach to teaching phonics – teacher breaks down the syllables 

into the part before the vowel and the part that begins with the vowel, otherwise 

known as word families (e.g., hat, bat, cat, rat – “at” would be taught followed by the 

teaching of the consonant sounds). 

 

� Analogy approach to teaching phonics – teacher introduces an initial set of “key 

words” containing the phonogram or rime being taught, learners then compare 

unknown words to the ones they were taught in order to decode them; they can also 

use context clues to judge whether their guess was correct. 

 

� Picture cues / Key words to learn vowel and consonant sounds – learners can come 

up with their own cues to make it more meaningful for them and increase retention. 

 

� Picture sort – learners place pictures of various items in different categories based 

on a short or long vowel sound, consonant sound, blends, or diagraphs they contain. 

 

� Riddles / Tongue twisters / Alliteration – use riddles when learning rhyming words 

and tongue twisters and alliteration can help with specific consonant sounds, blends 

or digraphs. 

 

� Making words – learners are given 6-8 letters and make words dictated by the 

teacher, starting with 2 letter words and finishing with a word that uses all the 

letters.  Learners can also create the words themselves and see who can come up 

with the most. 

 

� Share literature selections that include predictable language. 
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� Give learners mirrors and tell them to look at the positions of their lips, tongue and 

teeth when they are producing certain sounds and words. 

 

� Multisensory approach to teaching phonics – writing the letters/words in a sand 

tray, tracing the letters with dried glue, writing the letters/words on a plastic bag 

filled with tempera paint or fluorescent colored hair gel, songs with alliteration, 

movements while sounding out and spelling words. 

 

� Dictate words for learners to spell, ask them to write down every sound they hear in 

the word you say. 

 

Material Resources for PA 

 

Collins Block, C., Israel, S.E.  (2005). Reading First and Beyond.  Thousand Oaks,  

CA:  Corwin Press. 

 This book offers teachers a summary of the major legislation impacting 

reading education and walks through the critical components of oral 

language, reading and writing.  What teachers need to know, a summary of 

the research, how to teach, how to assess and how to address learners with 

special needs are addressed. 

 

Cunningham, P.M. (2009).  Phonics They Use:  Words for Reading and Writing (6th  

Edition).  Boston, MA:  Allyn & Bacon. 

This book provides detailed information about how to teach phonics and 

gives excellent suggestions on games and lesson activities. 

 

Dow, R. S.  (2006). Self-Paced Phonics:  A Text for Educators.  Columbus, OH:  Prentice Hall.   

This book provides understanding of the pedagogy of phonics. 

 

Fox, B.J.  (2009). Phonics and Structural Analysis for the Teacher of Reading.   

Columbus, OH:  Prentice Hall.   

 

Hall, S.L.  (2006). I’ve DIBEL’d, Now What?  Longmont, CO:  Sopris West. 

 This book provides detailed information for providing interventions after the 

DIBELS has been administered.  Although the book does provide some lesson 

plan ideas, it is primarily designed to offer teachers suggestions on how to 

maximize instructional time to provide interventions.  Topics include error 

analysis, grouping strategies, collecting and reading data.   

 

Innovative Kids  

http://www.innovativekids.com 

This site provides materials to develop PA and phonics skills including 

Phonics Wheels Books.  

 

International Reading Association.  Evidence-based reading instruction:  Putting  
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the NRP report into practice.  Newark, DE:  IRA. 

 Selected articles from IRA journals which provide information on  

each of the five components of reading. 

 

Learning Resources 

http://www.hand2mind.com 

Learning Resources has excellent materials for developing phonics skills.  One of our 

favorites is: 

� Reading Rods:  These are interlocking, color coded cubes that have individual 

letters, digraphs, vowels, prefixes, suffixes, etc. marked on each one.  Words 

can be physically built with the cubes.  There is a reader for the cubes that 

will read the rods as they are run through the machine.   

 

National Center for the Study of Adult Learning and Literacy 

http://www.ncsall.net/?id=280 

Includes a section called “Techniques for Teaching Beginning-Level Reading 

to Adults”, in which the author discusses Phonics or Word Analysis through 

the Wilson Reading System.  The section includes a chart break down of 

syllabic sounds and the rules for pronunciation.  It also describes the Wilson 

Reading System Sound Tapping technique-tapping with each finger to mark 

each sound in a word. 

 

Phonics Primer 

www.nrrf.org/PhonicsPrimer.doc 

This site offers a comprehensive chart of the 44 sounds in the English 

alphabet, along with strategies for teaching the various sounds and resources 

that might be valuable to aid in the teaching of those sounds. 

   

 

Shigley, E.C.  (2001). AD-PHON:  The Phonics Program for Adults, Manual and Answer Key.  

Self-published:  Shigley Enterprises. 

This guide provides insight into teaching the sounds of the English language. 

 

Super Duper Publications 

http://www.superduperinc.com 

Super Duper has excellent resources for developing PA skills.  Some of our favorites 

include:   

� Phonological Awareness BINGO 

This BINGO game is set up to plan BINGO ten different ways.  Each set 

of cards correlates to a different type of PA skill. 

� Phonological Awareness Photo Cards 

This kit contains twelve different sets of cards that learners can use to 

practice different PA skills. 

� Hear it!  Say it!  Learn it! 

This series of books and interactive CD ROMs may be used as a 

computer-based learning activity for learners to practice their letter 

sounds.  There is a black line master that accompanies the CD ROM so 
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it could be used for phonics when learners are ready for letter-sound 

recognition/correspondence. There are several books/CD ROMs in 

the series. 

� Hear Builder 

This CD ROM series provides learners with practice with a variety of 

PA activities utilizing a game format. 

 

 “A Model Lesson Plan for Teaching Phonics” 

http://www.teach-nology.com/tutorials/teaching/phonics/ 

This site provides an extremely detailed lesson plan in teaching recognition of the /o/ 

sound in several situations. 

 

Weaver, C.  (2009).” Phonics in Whole Language Classrooms”.  Retrieved from 

http://www.kidsource.com/kidsource/content2/Phonics.html 

This article discusses different strategies for teaching phonics during the course of 

various reading activities, rather than as a separate lesson. 

 

Wiley, K.  (2001). Fast Track Phonics:  For Young Adults and Adults.  Columbus,  

OH:  Longman Publishing Group. 

This book includes topics in grammar, 400 high-frequency words, lessons in 

vowels, blends, digraphs, and diphthongs, an audio CD, phonics cards and a 

teacher’s guide. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 - 45 - 

Children’s Literature for PA & Phonics 

 

Utilizing children’s literature as a medium to teach PA and phonics is an excellent way to 

engage learners in a meaningful reading experience where comprehension skills may be 

developed in addition to critical PA and phonics skills.   

Remember, the instructor’s attitude toward the value of using children’s picture books as a 

medium for instruction is critical.  There is great value in what children’s books can teach—

keep positive and keep the instructional approach professional.   

Choose books that have an alliterative quality or rhyme for best effects.  Poetry that rhymes 

is also a good genre to use.  Some recommended books include: 

 

Book 
 

 

Author 
 

Illustrator 
 

Quality 

 

Allison’s Zinnia 

 

 

Anita Lobel 

 

Anita Lobel 

 

Short, alliterative 

sentences.   

 

 

The Book of 

Shadow Boxes  

 

 

Laura L. Seeley 

 

Laura L. Seeley 

 

Short, alliterative 

sentences.   

 

Girls A to Z 

 

 

Eve Bunting 

 

Suzanne Bloom 

 

Short, alliterative 

sentences.   

 

 

Alphabet Movers 

 

Teresa Benzwie 

 

Robert Bender 

 

Repetition of initial 

sound.  Kinesthetic 

alphabet/sounds. 

 

 

The Handmade 

Alphabet 

 

Laura Rankin 

 

Laura Rankin 

 

Letters are in sign 

language.  

Kinesthetic 

alphabet/sounds. 

 

 

Applebet:  An ABC 

 

 

Clyde Watson 

 

Wendy Watson 

 

Rhyme 

 

Alphabet Under 

Construction 

 

Denise Fleming 

 

Denise Fleming 

 

Letter/word 

correspondence. 
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C is for City 

 

 

Nikki Grimes 

 

Pat Cummings 

 

Repetition of initial 

sound in sentences. 

 

 

Silent Letters Loud 

and Clear 

 

Robin Pulver 

 

Lynn Rowe Reed 

 

Simple story that 

discusses the 

importance of silent 

letters 

 

 

The Inner City 

Mother Goose 

 
(Use care when using this 

book…poetry may be 

controversial). 

 

Eve Merriam 

 

David Diaz 

 

Poetry that reflects a 

realistic view of life 

in an urban 

environment. 

 

 

 

Jack Prelutsky 

 

  

Poetry 

  

Shel Silverstein 

 

  

Poetry 

 

A Foot in the 

Mouth 

 

Paul B. Janeczko 

 

Chris Raschka 

 

Poems specifically 

selected for reading 

aloud.  Content 

appropriate for older 

learners. 

 

 

A Kick in the Head 

 

Paul B. Janeczko 

 

Chris Raschka 

 

Gives examples and 

explanations of a 

variety of poetic 

forms. 

 
 

www.poets.org 
 

The Academy of 

American Poets 

  

Online database of 

poems many of 

which are read by 

the author.  Review 

the Educator Section. 
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Utilizing Music 

As noted earlier, PA and phonics are typically skills that are developed during the very 

early childhood years.  Because of the lack of research in developing these specific skills 

with adult learners, finding age-appropriate pedagogy is no easy task.   

 

One resource that CFL has found to be useful in working with adult learners is music.  

Considering that most music rhymes, it is a great tool to demonstrate how phonemic 

awareness and phonics skills are used in real-life applications.  Engaging learners with 

something they are familiar with and that is age-appropriate (and content appropriate) 

provides a great medium for learners to become vested in the topic. 

 

Resources for song lyrics: 

 

Lyrics to songs can be found on a variety of websites including: 

http://www.songlyrics.com/ 

http://www.elyrics.net/ 

http://www.azlyrics.com/ 

  

Type in the name of an artist, song, or album and the words to the song are provided.
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Elkonin Boxes 

 

 

Elkonin Boxes are used during phonemic awareness activities to help make an aural skill 

kinesthetic and practice playing with sound.  During phonics activities, Elkonin Boxes are 

used to emphasis letter-sound correspondence.   

 

Elkonin Boxes may be made using any number of boxes (one to four is typical) and can be 

done on paper, dry erase boards, individual chalk boards or any other medium that allows 

learners to practice individually. 

 

During a PA activity, learners are given some type of manipulative such as chips, counters, 

blocks or pennies and are directed to place one manipulative under each box.  During a 

phonics activity, learners are given letter tiles in lieu of the manipulative.   

 

Depending upon which PA skill you are working on, learners are given a word orally or 

shown a picture of an object they are familiar with, such as a cowboy, and are asked to 

move up one manipulative per box for each ____.  (Insert here, whatever directions would 

be appropriate for your skill.)  When working with phonics skills, learners are asked to 

move letter tiles into appropriate boxes.   

 

 

 

Using the word cowboy, here is how you can use Elkonin Boxes to practice a variety of PA 

activities. 

 

The word is cowboy 
 

Provide learners with a 4-box Elkonin Box and 4 chips. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Say:  The word is cowboy.  Say the word cowboy. 

Learner response:  cowboy 
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SYLLABLES 

Say:  Move one chip for each syllable you hear in the word cowboy. 

 

Learner response:  /cow/ /boy/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On-set Rime 

Say:  Move one chip up for the on-set and one chip up for the rime in the word cowboy. 

 

Learner response:  /c/ /owboy/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phoneme Segmentation 

Say:  Move one chip up for each sound you hear in the word cowboy. 

Learner response:  /c/ /ow/ /b/ /oy/ 
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The same activities as demonstrated above can be done with a picture cue as well.  This is 

especially helpful for learners who may not know what a cowboy is or for ELLs who are 

unfamiliar with this word.  The Elkonin Boxes structure would remain the same, the only 

difference would be how you present the picture cue.  You could provide individual 

worksheets with the picture and the Elkonin Boxes structure on it, but this would be a very 

cumbersome activity.  Instead, create index cards (Avery card stock works great for this 

purpose) with the pictures and Elkonin Boxes on them and attach on a word ring in the 

order you wish to do each word.  Or, you could show dry mounted pictures you have 

collected (make sure they are large enough for the whole class to see), or make a 

PowerPoint presentation with one picture per slide.  (You could animate the answers for 

the Elkonin Boxes too!) 
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The same activities as above can be used to work with phonics skills too. 

 

The word is cowboy 
 

Provide learners with a 6-box Elkonin Box and letter tiles. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Say:  The word is cowboy.  Say the word cowboy. 

Learner response:  cowboy 

 

 

SYLLABLES 

Say:  Move the tiles up for the letter that make the first syllable in the word cowboy. 

 

Learner response:  /cow/ /boy/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

On-set Rime 

  

 

 

  

 

   

 
     

 

 

  

 

   

 

     

C O W B O Y 

C O W 

B O Y 

First Syllable 

Second Syllable 
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Say:  Move up a tile for the on-set in the word cowboy. 

 

Learner response:  /c/ /owboy 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phoneme Segmentation 

Say:  Move up the letters that make the sounds that you hear in the word cowboy. 

Learner response:  /c/ /ow/ /b/ /oy/ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Using pictures in conjunction with phonics skills continues to be helpful for ELLs, learners 

with low vocabulary, and those learners who are really struggling.  Simply use the letter 

tiles instead of markers.  The same activities that are performed in the previous exercises 

may be completed with the picture and Elkonin Boxes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

   

 

     

 

 

  

 

   

First 

sound 
Second sound 

Third 

sound 
Fourth sound 

 

 

  

 

   

 
     

C 

O W B O Y 

On-set 

Rime 

C O W B O Y 

C O W B O Y 
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RESOURCES for Elkonin Boxes: 

 

Lanternfish 

http://bogglesworldesl.com/elkonin_boxes.htm 

This website provides ready-made black line masters of PA Elkonin boxes with 

pictures.  This site is heavily ELL influenced, but the materials are appropriate for all 

PA learners. 

 

On-line examples of how to use Elkonin Boxes 

http://www.u-46.org/dbs/roadmap/files/Appendix/5Elkonin-soundbox.pdf 

http://www.carlscorner.us.com/Literacy/Elkonin%20Boxes%20directions.pdf 

These websites provide additional directions for how to use Elkonin Boxes and 

provide a variety of activities for which they can be used. 

 

Reading Rockets 

http://www.readingrockets.org/strategies/elkonin_boxes 

This website provides great ideas for using Elkonin Boxes, including a wide variety 

of children’s literature that can be utilized during Elkonin Boxes lessons. 

 

Teachertube 

http://www.teachertube.com/viewVideo.php?video_id=107363 

This teachertube.com link provides a video of how to use Elkonin Boxes. 
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Mnemonic Cues for Vowel Sounds 
 

Providing learners with physical cues to help them remember sounds is solidly based in the 

research.  Programs such as Wilson Reading and Orton Gillingham utilize these techniques 

as a way to imprint a “physical memory” of the sound in the body.  Below is an example of 

movements that can be taught to children to help them create a physical memory of the 

vowel sounds (Adapted from Janet Krince).  The movements used/depicted in the chart 

below are used during both PA and phonics activities in order to embed the sound. 

 

Resources for mnemonic cues: 

 

Reading with TLC 

http://readingwithtlc.com/ 

This website provides information on the Lively Letters program which gives a 

visual representation and physical action that each letter makes.  Teachers can 

adapt the materials by using the physical action to represent letter sounds and then 

pair the action with the written letter when learners are ready for phonics 

instruction 

 

The Access Center 

http://www.k8accesscenter.org/training_resources/documents/Mnemonicinstruction-

reading-4-20-05_000.pdf 

This PDF document provides information about the three typical mnemonic 

strategies that are used to improve retention and recall of information.  Although 

this site does not provide specific information regarding PA, the three strategies can 

be utilized to improve PA skills. 
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Mnemonics Cues for Vowel Sounds 
 

 

ă a-choo 
Sneeze into 

elbow 

 

ĕ e-xercise Pump arms 

 

ĭ i-cky Wash hands 

 

ŏ Ah 
Cradle a 

baby 

 

ŭ Up 
Point 

toward sky 
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PA & Phonics Picture Cards 
 

Remembering the PA activities do not involve any printed text, the following activity 

utilizes pictures and can be used as an independent learning activity or lesson plan activity 

to practice a wide variety of PA skills. 

 

Take an index card or half-sheet of card stock (Avery card stock works well!).  Put a picture 

on the top center of the card that represents the PA sound/skill currently being taught.  On 

the bottom of the card, place four other pictures, one of which does not belong to the set.  

Hole punch below each picture.  On the back of the card, highlight around the hole punch of 

the correct answer.  After being given instructions on how a particular card works, learners 

select their answer by putting a pencil through the hole of one of the answers.  Learners 

then turn over the card to determine if their answer is correct. 

 

Below are examples of what cards may look like and how they could be used to 

teach/practice a variety of PA skills. 

 

PA skills:  Identity, Isolation and Categorization 

This activity requires learners to match the initial sound Seal begins with /s/ as 

does scratch, sail and sun.  Vase does not begin with the /s/ sound, although it has 

the /s/ sound in the word.  Because the /s/ sound is not in the initial place, it is the 

correct answer—it does not belong in the set.   

 

Front of the card:   

    
 

            
 

 

 

Back of the card: 
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PA skills:  Rhyming and Substitution 

 

This activity requires learners to rhyme the word coat.  Goat, float and boat all 

rhyme with goat.  Because plus (or cross) does not rhyme with coat, it does not 

belong to the set—it is the correct answer.   

 

Front of the card: 

 

          
 

 

 

Back of the card: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

PA skills:  Identity, Isolation and Categorization 

This activity requires learners to match the vowel sound.  The word plane’s vowel sound is 

/ā/.  Train also shares the /ā/ sound so it is the correct answer. 

 

Front of the card: 
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Back of card: 

   

 

 

 
 

The same idea can be used for phonics skills.  Instead of using the pictures however, you use 

letters and words. 

 

Phonics skills:  Identity, Isolation and Categorization 

 

Front of the card:                        seal    

 

vase           scratch             sail            sun 

 

 

Back of the card: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phonics skills:  Rhyming and Substitution 

 

Front of card:                                 coat 

 

      goat                 float        boat         plus 

          

Back of card: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Phonics skills:  Identity, Isolation and Categorization 
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Front of the card: 

 

plane 

 

    knife      train           peel     tree 

 

 

Back of the card: 

   

 

 

 

 

 

    
 

The Slinky is a great tool to help learners physically connect to the conceptual experience 

of blending and segmenting words.  Small Slinky’s can be bought in bulk at party supply 

stores.  Buy enough so that each child has a Slinky.  It is best if the teacher has a larger 

Slinky so learners are able to see.   

 

To use:   

� Tell learners that we are going to say words the “fast way” and “long way.” 

� Say the word, lamp. 

� Tell learners we are going to say the word lamp the slow way.  Demonstrate this by 

saying the word lamp slowly making sure to segment each phoneme /l/ /a/ /m/ 

/p/.  While segmenting pull the Slinky apart, demonstrating that we are saying the 

word the long way. 

� Now, say the word the fast way.  Demonstrate this by saying the word lamp quickly 

and pushing the Slinky back together quickly /lamp/. 

 

You could also give learners the word the slow way and then have them say the words the 

fast way and then the slow way again.  

 

To use:   

� Tell learners that we are going to say words the “fast way” and “long way.” 

� Say /l/ /a/ /m/ /p/.  Pull the Slinky apart, demonstrating that we are saying the 

word the long way. 

Slinky®
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� Ask the learners what the word would be if it was said the short way.  Demonstrate 

this by saying the word lamp quickly and pushing the Slinky back together quickly 

/lamp/. 

 

The Slinky can be used with phonics skills too.  Simply ensure that the letters are in front of 

the learner when engaging in activities.  

  

Phonics Phone 

Think about it…how often do you hear yourself speak?  Usually when you have a cold and it 

feels “unnatural,” right?   

 

Many learners with PA problems often have difficulty hearing the sounds they are 

supposed to be saying.  Using phonics phones allows an individual to isolate the sounds 

they should be hearing; literally making them hear their own voice. 

 

What is a phonics phone?  A phonics phone is simply a piece of plastic pipe that is curved so 

that it can be held to the ear and mouth-just like a phone.  Learners speak into one end and 

can hear their own voice through the other end.  There are places where you can buy 

commercially-made phonics phones, but PVC pipe available from your local hardware store 

works too and is usually a much more economical choice.  (Whatever you choose to 

purchase, be sure to buy something that is dishwasher safe so the phones can be washed 

and sanitized regularly.)  

 

To use: 

� Model the sound you wish learners to make. 

� Learners say sound in the phonics phone. 

 

Variation of use: 

� Place the phone so one end is on the learner’s ear and you speak into the other end.  

� You say the sound you wish learners to hear/say. (By doing this, you amplify and 

isolate the specific sound for the learner modeling the correct pronunciation.) 

� Learners then repeat the sound until they say it correctly. 

� Turn phone around so learners can hear themselves saying the sound correctly.  

 

Phonics phones may be used when practicing phonics skills too, just ensure the letters are 

in front of the learner during activities. 
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Resources for phonics phones: 

 

On-line Article 

http://www.righttrackreading.com/phonicsphones.html 

Provides an explanation as to how to use phonics phones and where they can be 

purchased. 

 

Crystal Spring Books 

http://www.crystalspringsbooks.com/reading-tools/phonics-phones/A10082.html 

Purchase phonics phones here.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

 

 

 

The Effect of 
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A Note about Fluency 
Fluency is a critical reading skill that 

must be developed to proficiency.  

When fluency is developed, a reader 

spends less time and energy trying 

to figure out what and how they are 

reading and spends more time and 

energy on understanding the content (i.e., comprehension). 

  

Contrary to popular belief, fluency is not only about how fast you read (i.e., speed); it is also 

about accuracy and prosody.  All three sub-skills need to be developed simultaneously. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Fluency is also important for motivation; children who find reading laborious tend not to 

want to read—and more reading is exactly what they need to do!  As readers head into 

upper elementary grades, fluency becomes increasingly important as the volume of reading 

required escalates dramatically. Learners whose reading is slow or labored will have 

trouble meeting the reading demands of their grade level. 

 (http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/fluency/).  

 Subsequently, these readers typically fall behind their peers and are usually keenly aware 

of their lack of skill.  Their behavior tends to become that of crisis management; avoiding 

reading at all costs and engaging in inappropriate behavior to detract from their reading 

deficit. 

 

 

 

Students who master the decoding 

skills do NOT necessarily become 

fluent readers! 

F l u e n c y  

A c c u r a c y  S p e e d / R a t e  P r o s o d y  
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Recognizing Problems with Fluency 
 

If someone is experiencing any of the following, they may have a problem with Fluency. 

 

� Reads haltingly and/or choppily 

� Stumbles over words  

� States they hate reading 

� States they think the reading is stupid 

� Indicates they get stuck when reading 

� Indicates that it takes them too long to read something 

� Indicates that reading takes too much energy 

� Indicates that they can’t think about what the words mean 

� Takes too long to read appropriate text 

� Reads with no expression/monotone 

� Loses place when reading 

� Overall just reads slowly 

� Moves mouth when reading silently (subvocalizing)  

� Words correct per minute are below grade level 

� Grows frustrated when reading aloud 

� Refuses to read aloud 

� Does not employ phonics lessons (e.g., does not chunk words/sounds together) 

� Does not follow punctuation conventions when reading aloud 

 (Adapted from:  http://www.readingrockets.org/helping/target/fluency/) 
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Fluency 

Definition: Fluency is developing automaticity with the language code and 

the rules of punctuation.  Fluency is designed to be the “engine” of the 

reading process; it is necessary for the engine to work efficiently and quickly 

with the reader giving the process very little thought; fluency skills should 

simply just be happening, requiring little to no conscious thought on the part of the reader. 

 

Instruction in fluency typically focuses on three domains:   

1. Accuracy 

2. Speed/Rate 

3. Prosody 

 

Accuracy 

 

Definition: Accuracy is defined as how precisely the words read match the 

words on the printed page.   

 

Accuracy matters considerably and is one of the root causes for poor 

comprehension skills.  Often, a reader will pick up the first few sounds of a word and pay 

little attention to the remaining letters, leading to guessing a word.  When the reader 

guesses the word incorrectly, comprehension becomes compromised.   Ensuring that 

learners are reading the actual words on the page is important.   

 

Read the following passages taken from Charlotte’s Web.  Each blank represents a word 

that was read incorrectly or not read at all.  Is comprehension compromised? 

 

Fern _____ Wilbur more than ______. She _____ to _____ him, to ____ him, to put him to bed. Every 

______, as soon as she got up, she _______ his ____, tied his ____ on, and held the _____ for him. 

Every ____, when the _____  ____stopped in front of her house, she jumped out and ran to the 

______ to fix another _____ for him. She _____ him again at _______, and again just before going to 

bed. Mrs. Arable gave him a _____ around _____ each day, when Fern was ____ in ______.  (80% 

accuracy-Frustration) 

 

Fern _____ Wilbur more than anything. She loved to stroke him, to ____ him, to put him to 

bed. Every ______, as soon as she got up, she _______ his milk, tied his ____ on, and held the 

bottle for him. Every afternoon, when the school ____stopped in front of her house, she 

jumped out and ran to the ______ to fix another _____ for him. She fed him again at _______, and 

again just before going to bed. Mrs. Arable gave him a _____ around noontime each day, 

when Fern was away in ______.  (90% accuracy-Instructional) 

 

Fern _____ Wilbur more than anything. She loved to stroke him, to feed him, to put him to 

bed. Every morning, as soon as she got up, she _______ his milk, tied his bib on, and held the 

bottle for him. Every afternoon, when the school ____stopped in front of her house, she 

jumped out and ran to the ______ to fix another bottle for him. She fed him again at _______, 
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and again just before going to bed. Mrs. Arable gave him a feeding around noontime each 

day, when Fern was away in school.  (95% accuracy—Mastery) 

 

Note that as you read each passage, comprehension becomes clearer as the number of 

words read accurately increases. 

 

 

 

Calculating Accuracy 

Accuracy is usually calculated as a percentage by taking the total number of words read 

correctly and dividing it by the total number of words read (or attempted).  Once 

calculated, accuracy level is determined (mastery, instructional, frustration). 

 

 

Correctly read words   =   % accuracy  

    Total words read 

 

Example: 84 = 90.3% (Instructional) 

    93 

 

 

Speed/Rate 

 

Definition: Reading speed/rate is defined as how many words are read 

correctly in a short period of time (usually one minute).    

 

Reading speed does matter.  Excessively slow, diffluent reading leads to 

frustration which leads to less overall reading.  In addition, diffluent reading is associated 

with poor comprehension and eventually will impact content knowledge. 

 

Programs that are designed to assist in monitoring reading speed typically provide tables 

that provide benchmarks for what constitutes below average, average and above average 

rates.  Once an instructor calculates a reading rate, it is compared to norm-referenced* 

tables provided by the program to determine how the learner is progressing. 

 

*Remember that norm-referenced means that the tables upon which you are comparing 

your learner were developed from a national sample of learners of the same age and/or 

grade. 
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Calculating Speed/Rate 

Speed/Rate is usually calculated by counting the number of words read correctly in one 

minute, often abbreviated by the letters WCPM (words correct per minute).  Rules for what 

constitutes a word being read correctly typically follow the same rules as those used for 

running records.  Individual programs may have special rules and/or circumstances for 

scoring, so be sure to read the instructions for the program you are using.  Samples of 

common errors are listed with Running Records.  

 

Prosody 
 

Definition: Prosody is most easily defined as expression while reading. When 

reading, paying attention to punctuation and “reading with expression” is 

critical.  Not only does paying attention to punctuation help the reader read 

at a reasonable pace, it contributes to the comprehension of the text.  Think 

of jokes that are told when the punch line was not delivered with the correct intonation.  

Consider too, the incorrect placement of a punctuation mark and how it changes the 

meaning trying to be conveyed.   

 

Example:   After we left Grandma, Mommy and I skipped about in the park. 

After we left, Grandma, Mommy, and I skipped about in the park. 
      

 

Example: The house is on fire! 

  The house is on fire? 

 

(Truss & Timmons, 2006) 

 

 

 

Scoring Prosody 

 

Prosody is a subjective assessment, often assessed by a rubric. Rubrics are readily available 

online or you may create your own.  It is recommended that your rubrics target items that 

are currently being taught or require review.  For example, if you are teaching end marks 

(period, exclamation point, and question mark) it is expected that learners would read 

sentences with different intonations at the end.  You may develop a reading passage that 

contains a variety of sentence types (including all end mark options) and the rubric may 

include spaces to record how the assessor believes the learner performed.  
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Assessments for Fluency 
 

It is important to remember that three different sub-skills must be assessed simultaneously 

when assessing fluency.  Be sure that you have a system set up to collect data on accuracy, 

speed and fluency.   

 

Rubrics for reading fluency and prosody: 

 

� http://www.hslda.org/strugglinglearner/CraftDocs/Fluency_Rubric.pdf 

� http://www.prel.org/products/re_/assessing-fluency.htm 

� http://www.maine.gov/education/rf/newsletters/2008newsletters/0808newslette

r.pdf 

 

Norm-referenced assessment systems for reading fluency: 

 

� Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy (DIBELS) 

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/ 

 DIBELS is a series of PA assessments that are CBMs.  Schools often use these 

assessments to benchmark and monitor their learners’ PA skills.  Benchmark 

booklets and progress monitoring booklets are available for printing.  All 

materials are free.  

 

� AIMSweb 

http://www.aimsweb.com 

AIMSweb is a series of PA assessments that are CBMs.  Schools often use these 

assessments to benchmark and monitor their learner’s PA skills.  Benchmark 

booklets and progress monitoring booklets are available for printing.  

AIMSweb is fee-based. 

 

� Read Naturally 

http://www.readnaturally.com 

Read Naturally was originally created as a reading fluency program but has 

evolved into a fairly comprehensive reading fluency and progress monitoring 

program. 

 

 

� Woodcock Johnson Diagnostic Reading Battery 

http://www.riversidepublishing.com 

The WJIII DRB is published by Riverside Publishing.  It measures important 

dimensions of phonological awareness, phonics knowledge, reading achievement, 

and related oral language abilities and identifies specific skills deficits. 

 

� Woodcock Reading Mastery Test 

http://www.pearsonassessments.com 

The WRMT is a comprehensive reading assessment that allows the administrator to 

determine specific reading skills deficits. 
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Curriculum-Based Assessments 

� Running Records 

Running records have been used by educators for years to monitor learners’ 

progress in reading.  Running records may be developed from any reading 

material that is available, allowing them to be versatile, flexible, and provide 

for a wide variety of reading material to be used.  Remember, it is important 

to ensure that the passage selected is at an appropriate reading level; 

however, it may be of use to provide learners with reading passages that are 

on-level so it can be determined if they are able to read on-level text. 
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Developing Running Records 
 

� Choose an appropriate reading passage for the learner to read. (Keep in mind that 

the learner’s grade and reading ability may not be comparable). 

 

� Count the number of words in the passage. 

 

� Provide a copy of the passage for the learner to read.  (The teacher also retains a 

copy on which to score). 

 

� Have learner read the passage for one minute. 

 

� Score the passage while the learner is reading.  (If you have difficulty scoring while 

the learner is reading, record the learner while he or she is reading and score later 

when you will be able to stop the recording periodically.) 

 

� General running record directions and common reading errors are defined on the 

next several pages. 

 

� Tabulate the reading errors on one page.  Do not skip this step!  By tabulating all of 

the errors in one place, problem areas begin to pattern.  This pattern allows 

instructors to fine-tune instruction to meet individual needs.  A sample of a running 

record tabulation form is located below. 
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(Sample of a running record. Source of record:  DIBELS) 
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General Rules for Running Records 
 

� Hesitation/Struggle: after 3 seconds tell learner the word and mark as incorrect 

� Numerals:  must be read correctly in context 

� Mispronunciation: scored as an error  

� Self-Corrections:  scored as correct if fixed within 3 seconds  

� Repeated Words: not scored as incorrect; just ignored in the scoring process 

� Articulation/Dialect: not penalized for imperfect pronunciation due to articulation 

or dialect (use professional judgment) 

� Inserted Words:  not counted as errors; just ignored in the scoring process  

� Omitted Words:  scored as incorrect 

� Word Order:  all words that are read correctly but in the wrong order are scored as 

incorrect 

� Abbreviations:  should be read in the way you would normally pronounce the 

abbreviation in conversation (e.g., T.V. could be read as “teevee” or “television” but 

Mr. would be read as “mister”) 

� Hyphenated Words:  count as two words if both parts can stand alone as individual 

words  
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Types of Reading Errors 
 

Reading errors are typically classified in the following error patterns: 

� Omission:  occurs when the reader omits a unit of written language 

� Substitution:  is noted when a real word (or words) is substituted for the word in the 

text 

� Mispronunciation: is one in which the word is pronounced incorrectly  

� Insertion:  results when a word (or words) is inserted in the passage 

� Repetition:  a word or phrase is repeated   

� Reversal:  occurs when the order of a word (or words) in the text is transposed 

� Told:  a word (or words) is pronounced for the reader  

� Self-correction:  the learner reads the word incorrectly and then corrects themselves   

(NOTE:  Not counted as an error if the SC is correct) 

Once the error has been identified, it is recommended that the types of errors be further 

analyzed to determine their effects on reading comprehension.  Typically, the following 

types of comprehension errors are made: 

� Graphic/Visual Errors:  Does what the child read indicate attention to letters, letter 

patterns?  For example, the words that and there look similar; therefore, the learner 

may substitute one for the other. 

 

� Semantic/Meaning Errors:  Does what the child read make sense in the context of the 

story?  For example, if a story is about a pony and the child says pig. 

 

� Syntactic/Structural Errors:  Does what the child read create an acceptable English 

language construction?  For example, ensuring subject/verb agreement; use of 

plurals.
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Sample Running Record Form 

Text 
Learner Response O S I T P RV R SC 

symantic/ 

meaning 

syntax/ 

construction 

graphic/  

visual 

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

                          

TOTAL 
                      

  

O = Omission P = Pronunciation 
 

WCPM   Total number of words read correctly (not including insertions) 

S = Substitution RV = Reversal 
 

Accuracy %   Number of words read correctly/Total number of words attempted 

I = Insertion R = Repetition 
 

Prosody   Prosody rubric score 
      

T = Told SC = Self-Correction 
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(From: www.docstoc.com) 
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RESOURCES for running records: 

Reading from A-Z 

http://www.readinga-z.com/guided/runrecord.html 

http://www.readinga-z.com/newfiles/levels/runrecord/runrec.html 

Provides information regarding how to create and score running records. 

 

Running Record Calculator 

http://www.wordcalc.com/runningrecord/ 

This free on-line tool does the math for you! 

 

The Busy Teacher Café 

http://www.busyteacherscafe.com/literacy/running_records.html 

Directions and resources to help you get started. 

 

Scholastic 

http://teacher.scholastic.com/lessonrepro/lessonplans/profbooks/assessrdggrowth.pdf 

This site provides black line masters that detail the comprehension aspect of the running 

record. 
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Teaching Fluency 

 

Suggestions from the research for teaching Fluency include: 

 

� Ensure phonemic awareness is in place. 

� Ensure phonics is in place. 

� Ensure learners know what a word is and where a word begins and ends (PA). 

� Ensure learners know basic punctuation (end marks and comma). 

� Improve overall sight-word vocabulary. 

� Teach learners to “look ahead” while reading. 

� Teach in brief sessions 15-30 minutes. 

� Recognize the difference in fluency instruction with expository and narrative text.  

� Give learners the opportunity and the time required to develop fluency for both silent 

reading and reading aloud.   

� Make sure instruction is appropriate for all grade levels. 

� Make sure instruction is appropriate for good and poor readers. 

� Remember repeated and monitored oral reading has a significant impact on 

developing fluency skills. 

 

The last bullet above requires special attention--notice that repeated and monitored are in 

italics.  It is important to understand that in order for a learner’s fluency performance to 

improve, someone has to be paying attention to it and monitoring its progress.   All too 

often, teachers believe that once a learner gets the decoding components down, then 

fluency will just happen with reading practice.  While this might be true for a small 

population of learners, the vast majority of new readers require monitored practice in 

order to improve.  Novice readers require someone to guide them through and model the 

processes of slowing down, speeding up, re-reading, ensuring intonation is correct, etc.   

 

NOTE:  The International Reading Association has long debated the empirical effects of 

significant amounts of school time being dedicated to silent reading (e.g., DEAR, SSR).  In 

their exhaustive research, they suggest that silent reading alone does not support the 

development of reading skills (fluency skills being among them).    

 

Remember that fluency represents a change in the expectations of reading.  Instead of 

learning content the learner is now asked to use what they learned.  In other words, PA and 

phonics instruction has taken place and learners should now know the underlying 

structure of letter/sound correspondence.  Fluency now asks the learner to take that 

information and use it by reading words, known and unknown, that contain those 

letter/sound correspondences.  Instruction is focused on learner performance not learner 

knowledge.   

 

 
(Http:reading.uoregon.edu/index.php) 
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To develop fluency skills, practice is required in both silent and oral reading activities.  

Teachers must be aware of a variety of teaching strategies so learners’ performance 

improves without them getting bored with the pedagogy chosen.  Fortunately, there are 

lots of ways teachers can ensure learners get enough practice with fluency. 

 
 

RESOURCES on the research: 

 

 

National Reading Panel (NRP):  http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/default.htm 

 

The University of Oregon’s Center on Teaching and Learning (UO: CTL):  

http://reading.uoregon.edu/ 
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Finding Baseline Data: The Starting Point 

In order to determine if an individual is reading with proper fluency, it is necessary to do a 

brief assessment.  This assessment requires the assessor to determine the instructional 

level and find what is known as the baseline.  These data are determined by comparing a 

learner’s scores on a reading passage (i.e., probe) with the benchmarks provided by the 

publisher of the reading program being used.   After instruction begins, teachers 

periodically (usually once every week or two) administer a progress monitoring check to 

determine if learners are making progress with their reading skills.  These data are then 

graphed and analyzed. 

 

 

  Definition: 

Instructional level is the level at which the learner can make progress in 

reading with instructional guidance.  The material to be read must be 

challenging but not too difficult. 

 

 

  Definition: 

Baseline data are the first data collected to determine what a learner’s 

current level of performance is with a given skill.  In this case, baseline data 

will need to be found for accuracy, speed/rate, and prosody at an 

individual’s instructional level. 

 

 

  Definition: 

Benchmarks are norm-referenced cut-off scores provided by a publisher 

usually provided in a table.  Benchmarks provide a teacher with 

information to determine if a learner’s reading skills are below average, 

average, or above average.   

 

Definition: 

Progress Monitoring data are data that are collected weekly or bi-weekly.  

They are short, individually administered assessments (usually lasting 1-3 

minutes) that provide the instructor with information regarding learners’ 

continued performance with a given skill (in this case fluency).   
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Finding the Instructional Level 
 

The first thing that must be understood in the reading assessment process is the difference 

between the three levels of reading:  independent/mastery, instructional, frustration.  As 

teachers, we constantly strive to keep learners reading at the instructional level as this 

provides them with the opportunity to constantly encounter new words and sentence 

construction which help develop more mature reading skills. 

 

What constitutes an instructional level may vary.  Sometimes it is determined by how many 

words correct per minute (WCPM) a learner reads, as with the DIBELS assessment.   

 

For example:  The following information is taken from the DIBELS benchmark tables for 

third grade.  The numbers in the table represent the WCPM a learner should be achieving at 

different times of the year (noted across the top of the table).   

 

3rd Grade 
Beginning 

(Month 1-3) 

Middle 

(Month 3-6) 

End 

(Month 7-10) 

At Risk 

(Frustration) 
< 53 < 67 < 80 

Some Risk 

(Instructional) 
53 to < 77 67 to < 92 80 to < 110 

Low Risk 

(Mastery) 
> 77 > 92 > 110 

 

In September (the beginning of the year, month 1) if a learner in third grade is reading 45 

WCPM, the learner is considered to be reading at the frustration level (an individual needs 

to be reading at 53 WCPM to be considered instructional).  Third grade reading is too 

difficult for this learner.   

 

Given these data, the assessor should administer a reading passage at the second grade 

level to see if the learner is instructional at that level.  The assessor would continue to work 

his/her way down the grade level reading passages until the instructional level is found.  

 

Conversely, say a learner in third grade in September is reading 85 WCPM--then the third 

grade reading passages are too easy.  The assessor would then need to administer a fourth 

grade passage to see if the learner scored at the instructional level for fourth grade and 

continue to work his/her way up the grade level reading passages until the instructional 

level is found. 
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Important Points 

 

� It is important that the assessor read the tables that correspond to the grade-level 

passage being administered—NOT the grade level of the learner.  In other words, if a 

learner in third grade is reading a fourth grade passage, the learner should be 

compared on the fourth-grade tables—not the third-grade tables.  

 

� All probes administered should be new to the learner—reading passages that they 

have never seen before.  This is very important because you want the learner to read 

“cold,” not having any previous experience with the reading (a “warm” or “hot” 

reading means the learner has had previous experience reading the passage). 

 

� Probes are administered for one minute (you will need a timer). 

 

� Try not to let the learner see you scoring the probe. 

 

At other times, instructional level is defined by how accurately a learner reads—the 

percentage of words a learner reads correctly in a given passage.  To determine accuracy 

(percentage), take the number of words read correctly and divide it by the total number of 

words read.  The percentage obtained is then used to determine reading level. 

 

Vacca et al. (2009) provide guidelines for determining the different reading levels.   

 

 Independent level:  (95-100% accuracy).  The level at which the learner reads 

fluently with excellent comprehension.  The independent level has also been called 

the recreational reading level because not only will learners be able to function on 

their own, but they also often have high interest in the material.   

 

 Instructional level:  (90-94% accuracy).  The level at which the learner can make 

progress in reading with instructional guidance.  This level has been referred to as 

the teaching level because the material to be read must be challenging but not too 

difficult. 

 

 Frustration level:  (Below 90% accuracy).  The level at which the learner is unable to 

pronounce many of the words or is unable to comprehend the material 

satisfactorily.   This is the lowest level of reading at which the reader is able to 

understand.  The material is too difficult to provide a basis for growth. 

 

Sometimes it is best to use WCPM and accuracy together to determine a learner’s reading 

level.  A common problem with these assessments is that learners become savvy to the 

notion that they are being timed (reading fluency assessments are usually only 

administered for one minute).  Learners will often rush through the passage to read a lot of 

words, but the accuracy of those words becomes compromised.  If you depend solely upon 

one metric or the other, you may miss critical data that should be considered when making 

instructional decisions. 
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Finding the Baseline 
 

Once the instructional level is found: 

� The assessor should administer three probes at the instructional level that the 

learner will cold read (i.e., passages that they have never seen before). 

 

� Score the three probes for accuracy (percentage), speed (WCPM), and prosody 

(rubric). 

 

� Take the median (middle) score and look up that score on the tables provided by the 

publisher of the program you are using.  The median score should be at the 

instructional level.   

 

 

� NOTE:  It is VERY IMPORTANT to use the cut-off criteria established for the 

program you are using to monitor learner progress for reading rate.  One 

program’s benchmarks are NOT comparable to another program.  In other 

words, if you are using DIBELS reading passages to acquire reading rate, you 

should compare your learner’s scores to the DIBELS criteria.   

 

� The score obtained, provided it is at the learner’s instructional level, becomes the 

baseline data point.  (This data point is the point at which your graph for 

determining this learner’s progress will start.) 

 

� Graph the data either by hand or by computer program. 

 

RESOURCES for graphing data and progress monitoring: 

 

Montgomery County Intermediate Unit 

http://www.mciu.org/Divisions/SpecialEducation/EarlyInterventionOverview/ProgressM

onitoringTools/tabid/296/Default.aspx 

This site contains a downloadable Excel spreadsheet to track and graph data. 

 

National Center on Learner Progress Monitoring 

http://www.studentprogress.org/ 

 

National Research Center on Learning Disabilities 

http://www.ldaofky.org/RTI/RTI%20Manual%20Section%202%20-

%20Process%20Monitoring.pdf 
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This site includes an article on progress monitoring in general and how to collect data. 

 

PATTAN 

http://www.pattan.net/Search?st=global&search=progress%20monitoring 

This site gives directions for how to graph progress monitoring data by hand. 

Research Institute on Progress Monitoring:  University of Minnesota 

http://www.progressmonitoring.net/ 

 

 

Curricula for Fluency 

Read Naturally 

http://www.readnaturally.com/ 

The program focuses on developing fluency through modeling and repeated 

readings. 

 

 

Rocket Reader 

http://www.rocketreader.com/ 

This is a unique computer-based program that is designed to help inefficient readers 

correct poor reading habits.  This program is best for individuals who can read but 

have a slow reading rate. 

 

Reading & Technology (Diane Dell, Ed.S.) 
http://www.mrsdell.org/reading/fluency.html 
 This is an interactive website that has games, lessons, and resources on all areas of 

reading. 

 

REWARDS 

http://www.soprislearning.com 

REWARDS is a specialized reading and writing program designed to teach 

intermediate and secondary learners a flexible strategy for decoding long words and 

to increase their oral and silent reading fluency. The letters in the acronym stand for 

Reading, Excellence, Word attack, Rate, Development, and Strategies. 

 

SRA Corrective Reading & Reading Mastery 

Published by McGraw-Hill 

A comprehensive reading program for learners in grades 4-12.  The program is 

designed to build decoding skills, fluency and reading comprehension.   

 

Sound Reading Remedy for Struggling Readers 

http://www.soundreading.com/Struggling-readers-Remedy-newtext.html 
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Reading intervention designed to improve decoding, fluency and comprehension in 

older learners.  The program is computer-based. 

 

Time 4 Learning:  The Reading Skills Pyramid 

 http://www.time4learning.com/index.htm 

This curriculum is available in an online format.  It is designed to assist 

homeschoolers in developing reading skills across a variety of levels.   

 

We All Can Read:  Orton-Gillingham-Based Phonics Instruction for all Ages 

http://www.weallcanread.com/index.html 

This site wants you to buy Orton-Gillinsham-Based products but does provide a free 

viewing of 28 of their online lessons.  It also has phonics books, flashcards, and wall 

charts available for purchase. 

 

 

Lesson Plan Resources for Fluency 
 

A Google search will allow you to find an endless number of fluency lesson plan resources.  

Here are some of our favorites! 

 

Haager, D., Dimino, J.A., Pearlman Windmueller, M.  (2007). Interventions for  

Reading Success.  Baltimore, MD:  Paul H. Brookes. 

 This book provides 20-30 minute lessons on the Big Ideas of Literacy. 

 

Hot Chalk 

http://www.lessonplanspage.com 

  Provides a database of on-line lesson plans to teach fluency and  

prosody. 

 

Norton, T. & Jackson Land, B.L.  (2008). 50 Literacy Strategies for Beginning  

Teachers, 1-8.  Columbus, OH:  Merrill Prentice Hall. 

 

Reading Resource.net+ 

http://www.readingresource.net 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including fluency. 

 

 

Reading a-z.com 

http://www.readinga-z.com/fluency/index.html 

This website provides FREE materials and information on all reading skills 

including fluency.   

Scholastic 

http://www2.scholastic.com 
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This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including fluency. 

 

The Teacher File Box 

http://www.teacherfilebox.com 

This is a fee-based website that provides reproducible documents (e.g., lesson plans, 

assessments) for a wide variety of reading skills. 

 

 

What Works Clearing House 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

This website is sponsored by the US Department of Education Institute of Education 

Sciences.  It provides summary information regarding research that has been 

conducted in all areas of education. 

 

Building Fluency: Strategies 

� Model fluent reading 

One of the most important activities that parents and children can engage in is 

reading.  Modeling reading repeatedly comes out on top of the research as one of the 

most effective methods for teaching children how to read.  Modeling for adult 

learners is no different.  Take time to read aloud to learners.  Read with exaggerated 

expression and use props!   

 

� Reading along with books on tape/CD/video 

Providing individuals with a model for reading is easier than many think.  Books 

today almost always come with an audio version where professionals have been 

hired to read the book.  Many children’s book publishers also provide picture books 

in video format, where each page of the book is shown while someone reads the text 

(Reading Rainbow style).  Scholastic provides a number of CDs and videos through  

its book clubs in addition to streaming videos online at: 

 (http://www2.scholastic.com/browse/collection.jsp?id=513).   

 

Utilizing audio books is a great way to diversify what your learners may choose to 

listen to in addition to providing learners with books about topics in which they are 

particularly interested.   

 

Another audio model that may be used at home is the closed captioning feature on 

most televisions.  Encourage learners to turn this feature on while they are watching 

TV.  The captioning matches the audio providing a text-to-audio model.  NOTE:  It is 

not recommended to use the closed captioning feature during live broadcasts (like 

the news, for example), due to the volume of errors that are made in typing. 

 

� Partner read with a fluent peer 
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This type of partner reading requires a teacher to match a proficient peer with a less 

proficient peer and have them read together.  Guidelines are established for how the 

partners will take turns reading using one of the other fluency strategies (e.g., model 

reading, partner reading, etc.).   

 

This technique is especially helpful when a large number of learners require 

practice reading aloud and the instructor is just not able to get to everyone 

individually.  The fluent peer essentially becomes the teacher because he or she will 

correct the other peer when reading errors are made in addition to providing 

positive feedback. 

 

� Echo Reading 

In echo reading, a proficient reader (peer or instructor) reads a sentence of a 

passage and the less proficient reader repeats the same passage.  This type of 

reading provides for a model and an immediate repeated reading.  For an example 

of what echo reading looks like see:  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=K67kUbZ6DKM 

 

� Paired reading 

Paired reading requires two learners to read together.  In this scenario, one learner 

does not play the role of a fluent reader/model (as in the technique noted above).   

 

It is important to plan how you will pair learners for paired reading activities.  A 

highly recommended technique to ensure that your pairs have compatible reading 

abilities is to utilize the split-half technique.   

   

1. Make a class list of learners in rank order from the most fluent 

reader to the least fluent reader. 

2. Split the list in half. 

3. Match the first learner on list one with the first learner on list two.  

Match the second learner on list one with the second learner on list 

two.  Do this until all learners are matched. 

4. These pairs then read together. 

 



 

 - 88 - 

For example: 

 

 

  

 

 Split-half pairing: 

 

 

Mike Elisabeth Pair 1 

Chris Meghan Pair 2 

Aaron Margot Pair 3 

Billy Joey Pair 4 

 

 

 

� Practicing and reading scripts and plays 

Reading scripts and plays and/or creating scripts and plays from reading selections 

are great techniques to help develop fluency.  Having readers consistently read the 

same “part” allows them to develop the nuances of a character, which in turn, 

provides the reader with practice with inflection, dialect and the motivation of a 

character.  Some resources for securing scripts and plays are provided below.   

 

� Reader's Theater  

Reader’s Theater techniques can use any piece of literature and write a script/play.  

Reader’s Theater utilizes minimal props and scenery and the focus is to develop 

fluency with the words. 

 

 

Class List in Rank Order 

Mike 

Chris 

Aaron 

Billy 

Elisabeth 

Meghan 

Margot 

Joey 
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RESOURCES for Reader’s Theater: 

 

Information on how to convert a piece of literature into a Reader’s Theater can be found at: 

� http://bms.westport.k12.ct.us/mccormick/rt/RTHOME.htm 

� http://www.scholastic.com/librarians/programs/whatisrt.htm 

 

Websites that provide examples of Reader’s Theater: 

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0AMQDQS48qE 

� http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=031fQPgjiuA 

 

FREE Reader’s Theater scripts 

� http://www.aaronshep.com/rt/RTE.html 

� http://www.teachingheart.net/readerstheater.htm 

� http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/readers-

theatre-172.html 

� http://www.timelessteacherstuff.com/ 

� http://www.readinglady.com/index.php?module=documents&JAS_DocumentMana

ger_op=viewDocument&JAS_Document_id=9 

 

� Repeated readings 

The redundancy that occurs with repeated reading allows a reader to build fluency 

with that particular text.  The research suggests that reading a passage at least three 

times helps a struggling reader assimilate the vocabulary of the passage into his/her 

own schema. 

 

� Learner dictation 

Learner dictation requires the learner to tell a story to a more proficient 

reader/writer.  The story is written down and provided to the learner.  This 

technique allows the learner to see his or her own words in print, an often 

motivating activity, especially when the story dictated was one that the learner 

found to be very important.  For an example of how to use this technique see:   

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PefTJ--

eDEQ&feature=PlayList&p=A6A6B52D6A62FC9E&playnext=1&playnext_from=PL&

index=6 

 

� Practicing poetry 

Poetry, especially poetry that rhymes, is an excellent way to develop word-family 

(e.g., hay, bay, lay) and same-sound families (e.g., seal, feel).  Provide the learner 

with a copy of the poem and use another fluency strategy (i.e., modeling, reader’s 

theater) to practice the reading.    

 

� Authentic experiences/High interest 

When working with adult learners, it’s important to realize that reading has been a 

source of frustration for a long time.  Even when an individual may be motivated to 
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read, frustration may easily take over causing a learner to give up.  In order to 

maximize the chances that a learner will continue, finding reading material that 

interests the learner is very important.  Because the content appeals to the 

individual, determination to continue to read may be very motivating.  Look for 

short books; children’s books; manuals; magazine, local newspaper, and internet 

articles for topics of interest.   

 

� Appropriate text levels 

When trying to develop fluency, it is important that reading material be at an 

appropriate reading level.  Reading books that are too difficult will prove to be 

frustrating and will eventually cause the learner to stop trying.  Look for books that 

broaden the mastery/instructional level when providing independent reading 

activities and instructional when reading assistance (by teacher or peer) is 

provided.  This allows an individual to be successful with the majority of the text 

while at the same time providing new vocabulary and encouraging the use of 

comprehension strategies.  A good off-the-cuff strategy to use to determine if a text 

is appropriate for a reader is called the “Goldilocks Strategy.”  Books are classified as 

Too easy, Too hard, or Just Right.  This strategy requires the reader to review a 

random page from the book and ask a few questions that may include the following:   

 

Too Easy 

• Have you read it lots of times before? 

• Do you understand the story very well? 

• Do you know almost every word? 

• Can you read it smoothly? 

Too Hard 

• Are there more than 5 words on a page you don't know? 

• Are you confused about what is happening in most of this book? 

• When you read, does it sound pretty choppy? 

• Do you require help to read the book?    

Just Right 

• Is the book new to you? 

• Do you understand a lot of the book? 

• Are there just a few words a page that you don't know? 

• When you read, are some places smooth and some choppy? 

 

(Adapted from:  http://www.multiage-education.com/multiagen-b/goldilocks.html) 

 

For a PDF file of one version of the Goldilocks Strategy go to: 

http://www.ourclassweb.com/sites_for_teachers_readers_workshop.htm 

 

 

� Decodable text 

Decodable texts are those books whose words follow phonics rules, repeat often and 

follow stringent word-family structures.  These texts are often less preferred by 

This is 

also 

known 

as the 

Five 

Finger 
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teachers simply because the content is very contrived and often very simple and 

child-like.  For some readers however, this is exactly the level of content they need 

in order to start the process of reading, be successful, reduce anxiety and eliminate 

frustration.  Use these types of books with caution with adult learners—the 

instructor’s attitude toward using these types of materials is important. Make the 

materials feel important and they will be.  Make the materials appear child-like and 

you will insult your learner. 

 

 

RESOURCES for decodable texts: 

 

http://www.scholastic.com 

Scholastic has several series of books that focus on developing fluency with sight words.  

Each book focuses on specific sight words and is used repeatedly so the reader gains 

familiarity and comfort with them. 

 

http://www.wilbooks.com 

Bruce Larkin produces a series of books called Larkin’s Little Readers.  These books contain 

repetition of the same sentence structure. 

 

http://www.freereading.net/index.php?title=Decodable_passages 

Free Reading provides free downloadable decodable passages.  Expository and narrative 

texts are available. 

 

http://www.righttrackreading.com/decodabletext.html 

Provides a great explanation of what decodable texts are. 

 

http://funphonics.com/ 

Fun with Phonics is a curriculum that provides opportunities for learners to develop 

phonics skills while reading decodable text. 

 

http://www.nrrf.org/phonics_talks6-03.htm 

The National Right to Read Foundation provides a list of vendors and curricula that provide 

decodable readers.  
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Materials Resources for Fluency 
 

Globe Fearon Publishers. 

This publisher has several series of books that contain adult-appropriate materials but 

written on a lower reading level (about third grade).   

 

Hall, S.L.  (2006). I’ve DIBEL’d, Now What?  Longmont, CO:  Sopris West. 

 This book provides detailed information for providing interventions after the DIBELS has 

been administered.  Although the book does provide some lesson plan ideas, it is primarily 

designed to offer teachers suggestions on how to maximize instructional time to provide 

interventions.  Topics include error analysis, grouping strategies, collecting and reading 

data.   

 

Truss, L. & Timmons, B.  (2006). Eats, Shoots & Leaves.  New York, NY:  G.P. Putnam’s 

Sons. 

A children’s book designed to teach the importance of the comma.  This book would be a 

good resource for teaching learners about prosody. 

 

Truss, L. & Timmons, B.  (2007). The Girl’s Like Spaghetti.  New York, NY:  G.P. 

Putnam’s  Sons. 

A children’s book designed to teach the importance of the apostrophe.  This book would be 

a good resource for teaching learners about prosody. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

 

 

VOCABULARY 
W o r d s  o n  w o r d s  
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A Note about Vocabulary 
Vocabulary knowledge is a critical component of reading—unless you know what 

individual words and phrases mean, there is no way to make sense of what you are reading.  

Subsequently, comprehension becomes significantly compromised when vocabulary 

knowledge is lacking. 

 

Research has repeatedly documented that children at-risk of reading failure have 

significant issues with sight word and vocabulary knowledge.  It is important for 

individuals to understand words at the receptive (incoming message) and expressive 

(outgoing message) levels.  Vocabulary knowledge has been found to be directly correlated 

with academic achievement; hence one of the primary reasons vocabulary is tested on 

standardized achievement tests. 

 

For our purposes, vocabulary (both receptive and expressive) has been broken into several 

categories:  sight words, Tier 1, Tier 2, and Tier 3 vocabulary.  Each category is discussed in 

more detail in the following sections.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Vocabulary 
(Receptive & Expressive) 

Tier 3 

Vocabulary 

 

Tier 2 

Vocabulary 

 

Tier 1 

Vocabulary 

Sight 

Words 
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Word Use 

A developmental consideration of vocabulary instruction is to understand that receptive 

vocabulary skills develop before expressive  vocabulary skills and that individuals often 

understand a lot more words than they actually use. 

 

 

 Definition: 

Receptive Vocabulary is specific to an individual’s ability to understand 

words that are said to him/her. It’s the incoming message, usually taken in 

by the ears (from someone speaking) or eyes (through the individual 

reading text). 

 

  Definition: 

Expressive Vocabulary is specific to an individual’s ability to communicate 

information either through their mouth (speaking to someone) or by 

writing (writing words down). 

 

Many people understand more words receptively than they may use expressively.  Young 

children are prime examples of this, as they can often understand if you tell them to pick up 

the bear, but they may not use the word bear when they speak.  They understand the word 

receptively, but are unable to use it expressively.  Another example that many adults 

engage in is choosing to use one word over another when writing because they are unsure 

how to spell the word.  So, rather than using the word stupendous they use the word great.   
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More to Keep in Mind  
 

Word Meaning: 
Consider The American Heritage Dictionary defintions for the word delicate… 

 

(1) pleasing to the senses, especially in a subtle way, (2) 

exquisitely fine or dainty, (3) frail in constitution or health, 

(4) easily broken or damaged, (5) marked by sensitivity of 

discrimination, (6) considerate of the feelings of others, (7) 

requiring tactful treatment, (8) fine or soft in touch or skill, 

(9) keenly accurate in response or reaction, (10) very 

subtle in difference or distinction (p. 378). 

 
(Exercise used with permission: E.  Puhalla) 

 

Consider these thoughts… 

� First, there are ten different definitions; subtly different, but different nonetheless. 

� Second, note the underlined words; a fairly sophisticated level of vocabulary is needed 

to navigate the dictionary; 

� Third, how many people you know would be able to come up with ten different ways 

that the word delicate can be used?  Does that mean they do not know what the word 

means?   

 

The lesson to be learned here is that many people may know a definition or two from any 

given word.  Vocabulary instruction requires the teacher to use the knowledge learners 

have about a word to springboard into new definitons of the word.  Completely unfamiliar 

vocabulary is best taught in a meaningful context, through fiction books or content area 

instruction. 
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Sight Words 

 

 

 Definition: Sight words are those words that a reader recognizes instantly; 

no decoding mechanisms are put into use. 

 

 

SIGHT WORD CONTROVERSY 

 

Although simply defined, many in the reading profession consider sight words to be those 

words that are frequently found in a language (e.g., is, the, and, some, that).  Consequently, 

reading professionals have pigeon-holed the term sight words as being synonymous with the 

most frequently used words and have developed lists that are considered necessary for sight 

word mastery.  Common lists include the following: 

 

Dolch sight word list 

http://www.mrsperkins.com/dolch.htm 

 

Fry’s instant word list 

http://gcs-titleone.wikis.msad52.org/file/view/Fry's+Instant+Sight+Words.pdf 

 

Fry, E.B., Kress, J.E., Fountoukidis, D.L.  The Reading Teacher’s Book of Lists.  Paramus, 

NJ:  Prentice Hall. 

   

Any internet search on sight words will produce multiple grade-level word lists, games to 

play to master words, materials to buy to practice with the words, and black line masters 

for learners to practice various skills using the words.   

 

It is important for the practitioner to know that these lists do not define what a sight word is; 

nor are they exhaustive of the sight words that an individual needs to know.  They are 

valuable for early readers (and adult readers new to the reading process) to master 

because these are words that are commonly encountered while reading and every reader 

needs to know them, but they are not the only sight words.  Consider how many words you 

know simply by looking at them (requiring no decoding) that are not on these lists.  

Consider the following words: 

 

 asthma    children    sedatives    chronic    tranquilizers    dextromethorphan  

 

Chances are you were able to read the first five words just by looking at them—they are 

sight words for you (and typically not found on common sight word lists).  That last word, 

however, may have stopped you in your tracks; it required a bit of decoding, which means 

it is not a sight word for you (but it may be for a pharmacist, doctor or medical researcher).  
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(Note:  all of these words are taken off a bottle of NyQuil [which, ironically, is probably a 

sight word for you even though it is a made up word].) 

 

Constant and multiple exposures to words builds sight word knowledge with the hope that 

more and more words become sight words versus requiring decoding skills.  Actually 

having to physically decode a word should be a “back-up” skill for readers.  Sight word 

vocabulary should be continuously developed—it is not something that stops being taught 

or learned once any given list is mastered.  Sight word knowledge varies from person to 

person depending upon their exposure to print.   

 

RESOURCES: 

Scholastic prints several kits of sight-words including: 

http://store.scholastichttp://store.scholastic.com/webapp/wcs/stores/servlet/SearchEnd

ecaCmd?storeId=10052&catalogId=10051&searchTerm=sight+words&x=0&y=0.com 

 

 High Frequency Word Tiles:  Sight-word Super Set 

High Frequency Word Tiles:  Sight-words for Young Learners 

Photo Tiles:  Word Families 

Word Family Tiles 

 

 

 

Tiered Vocabulary 

 

Tiered vocabulary instruction is based upon the work of Isabel Beck, Margaret McKeown 

and Linda Kucan.  In their landmark book, Bringing Words to Life, these research 

/practitioners provide instructional ideas to help children of all ages and abilities learn a 

variety of words.  This structure has been adopted by many textbook and reading series’ 

programs. 

 

The three tiers of vocabulary include:   

 

Tier 1:  Tier 1 words are considered basic, everyday words you would run into all the time.  

These words include those that are found on the “most commonly used words” lists and 

include words like:  and, that, many, those, people, is, etc.  Instructionally, learners “pick up” 

these words through exposure or they are taught as complete words that learners just 

memorize.  

 

Tier 2:  Tier 2 words are more sophisticated, more detailed words and are often chosen to 

provide very specific meaning, feeling, time frame, etc.  Teachers are often trying to get 

learners to use more complex language when they write; finding more detailed, 

sophisticated words to add dimension to their work.  For example, teachers may try to get a 

learner to use a better word than fun when talking about their summer vacation plans, 
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maybe words such as exciting, memorable, or exuberant.  In stores today, people who run 

the cash register may be called cashiers.  In the 1800’s this same person may have been 

called a merchant.  As learners get older, finding fewer words to convey the same meaning 

becomes important so you may see phrases such as taking care of become the word tend.   

 

Instructionally, Tier 2 words are best linked with a Tier 1 word for word retention.  If you 

are teaching the Tier 2 word benevolent you may relate it to the Tier 1 word kind. This 

allows a sort of webbing between words which allows learners to have an arsenal of words 

to choose from that mean the same thing, but may provide slightly different connotations.  

Another example:  consider the word chair, a basic, Tier 1 word.  Now consider the word 

throne.  Although a throne is a chair, the connotation behind the word throne is much more 

regal.   

 

Tier 3:  Tier 3 words are those words that are content or subject specific.  Rarely would 

you use these words in everyday conversation unless you were speaking about a specific 

topic.  For example, when was the last time you used the word chlorophyll in a typical 

conversation with someone? Probably never.  You would usually use the word chlorophyll 

in a conversation if you were working with or teaching about plants.  It is a commonly used 

word to know when dealing with the field of botany, and most adults know what the word 

means, but it is not a word that is used in everyday conversation. Instructionally, these 

words are taught within the context of a specific topic.   

 

 

For a more detailed discussion of the vocabulary tier model, please see:   

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2002). Bringing Words to Life.  New York, NY:  The 

Guilford Press.    

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2008). Creating Robust Vocabulary.  New York, NY:  

The Guilford Press.    
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Assessments for Vocabulary 
  

It is important to remember that there are a variety of skills/knowledge that could be 

tested in conjunction with vocabulary knowledge and include:  receptive language skills, 

expressive language skills, vocabulary word knowledge (reading word lists), and 

vocabulary definition knowledge (knowing word meaning). Additionally, there are a 

number of tools that may be used to assess vocabulary that include:  curriculum-based 

assessments, curriculum-based measurements, and norm-referenced assessments.   

 

Below is a list of commonly used vocabulary assessments. 

 

 

CBA/CBM 

Curriculum-based word lists are often made by the teacher or provided with a published 

curriculum. 

 

Resource: 

Vocabulary A-Z 

http://www.vocabularya-z.com/ 

This website allows you to develop lists for whatever you want. 

 

Vocabulary definition-knowledge 

Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy (DIBELS) 

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/ 

In the vocabulary sub-test of the DIBELS, the examiner provides a series of words and then 

the learner must provide a sentence using the word correctly.   Benchmark booklets and 

progress monitoring booklets are available for printing.  All materials are free.  
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Teaching Vocabulary 

 

Suggestions from the research for teaching vocabulary: 

 

When it comes to vocabulary, many teachers believe that instruction cannot take place 

until learners can actually read; nothing could be further from the truth.  Vocabulary 

instruction begins before a baby is even born.  In a landmark study conducted by Hart and 

Risley (1995), the volume and variety of words children hear during their early childhood 

years has a direct impact upon their academic achievement.  Consider the number of words 

learners from different socio-economic backgrounds hear in just the first four years of life 

depicted in the graph below.  It is not hard to see that learners who are from more affluent 

families hear more words and ultimately have higher learner achievement in school. 

 

 
 

(Hart & Risley, 1995) 

 

Waiting to teach vocabulary is not an option; it must be done early. When learners arrive at 

school with an underdeveloped vocabulary, teachers must intervene quickly.   

 

Reading aloud is by far the most research-based activity anyone can do if you wish to 

improve the reading and language abilities of another individual.  Exposure to a variety of 

sophisticated words is necessary for an individual to know what words mean. If you never 

hear or see a word used, how will you ever know to use it?    
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Of course, when dealing with young children, children’s books are the typical source 

parents use to engage in reading activities.  With adult learners, magazines and 

newspapers are a logical choice (although there is nothing wrong with using children’s 

literature with adults).  Excellent resources for engaging learners (child or adult) in 

vocabulary experiences via stories (of any variety) may be found in the following Beck, 

McKeown & Kucan books: 

 

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2002). Bringing Words to Life.  New York, NY:  The 

Guilford Press.    

 

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2008). Creating Robust Vocabulary.  New York, NY:  

The Guilford Press.     

 

When reading aloud, it is important to have the audience participate as much as possible in 

the experience by asking and answering questions before, during and after the reading.  

Asking more inferential questions during the reading experience is preferable because this 

style of questioning allows learners to use the vocabulary they have, making reading 

experiences more expressive.   

 

Vocabulary knowledge is a precursor skill for reading comprehension; if you do not know 

the words, how will you know what they mean?  Ultimately, a poor vocabulary will result in 

low level comprehension and have a significant impact on an individual’s academic 

achievement. 

 

When teaching vocabulary, consider the following: 

 

� Reading experiences should come from high quality resources whether those 

resources are a children’s book or a newspaper.  If low quality materials are used, 

low quality vocabulary will be encountered.   

� When choosing materials do not shy away from complicated vocabulary; 

sophistication is what you want. 

� If possible, try to choose reading materials where the pictures help tell the story (or 

pictures can be obtained to help tell the story).  Pictures and text saying the same 

thing (i.e., symmetrical) help an individual embed vocabulary knowledge. 

� When choosing what words to teach, go for words that have a lot of versatility, 

meaning, it is highly probable that the selected word will be encountered in an 

immediate experience and/or multiple times (i.e., high frequency).    

� Re-read the same material multiple times (three seems to work best).  Repeated 

readings provide multiple exposures to a word and allow the individual to 

eventually focus on its meaning rather than decoding. 

� Vocabulary is actually best taught in small groups (3-6 people)  where individuals 

cannot escape verbally participating in the learning experience.  If working with a 

large group, create activities where learners work in smaller groups for maximum 

participation.    

� For new readers, choose material where the vocabulary words repeat within the 

same story.  This allows for multiple exposures within the same context.   
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RESOURCES on the research: 

 

Literacy Information and Communication System (LINCS) 

http://lincs.ed.gov/readingprofiles/index.htm 

 

The National Reading Panel (NRP)  

http://www.nationalreadingpanel.org/default.htm 

 

The University of Oregon’s Center on Teaching and Learning (UO:CTL) 

http://reading.uoregon.edu/ 
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Curricula for Vocabulary 

 

 

Ideal Curriculum 

http://www.idealcurriculum.com 

This curriculum is sold in Levels and there is a different level for each reading skill.   

The program covers a wide variety of reading skills from early oral language to 

comprehension. 

 

Lexia Strategies 

http://www.lexialearning.com/index.html 

Lexia Reading’s Strategies for Older Learners are specifically designed to help older 

struggling readers increase automatic word recognition by reinforcing phonic 

elements and sound/symbol relationships. Activities provide extensive practice in 

everything from basic phonological awareness to advanced word-attack strategies, 

as well as vocabulary development. 

 

Orton Gillingham 

http://www.orton-gillingham.com/ 

This program provides comprehensive teacher training in the Orton-Gillingham 

method of teaching reading.   

 

Read Right 

http://www.readright.com/ 

A research-based comprehensive reading program developed by Dee Tadlock, Ph.D.  

The program addresses what they consider to be the gold standard of reading 

instruction and includes explicit instruction on the basic skills of reading. 

 

Reading & Technology (Diane Dell, Ed.S.) 

http://www.mrsdell.org/reading/phonemes.html 

 This is an interactive website that has games, lessons, and resources on all areas of 

reading. 

 

REWARDS 

http://www.soprislearning.com 

REWARDS is a specialized reading and writing program designed to teach 

intermediate and secondary learners a flexible strategy for decoding long words and 

to increase their oral and silent reading fluency. The letters in the acronym stand for 

Reading, Excellence, Word attack, Rate, Development, and Strategies. 

 

The Bridge of Vocabulary: Evidence - Based Activities for Academic Success 

http://psychcorp.pearsonassessments.com 

This curriculum provides a research-based, explicit vocabulary intervention.   
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Word Finding Intervention Program, Second Edition (WFIP-2) 

http://psychcorp.pearsonassessments.com 

Intervention program designed to develop word-retrieval strategies for children 

and adults. 
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Lesson Plan Resources for Vocabulary 
 

 

A simple Google search will allow you to find an endless number of vocabulary lesson plan 

resources.  Here are some of our favorites! 

 

Haager, D., Dimino, J.A., Pearlman Windmueller, M.  (2007). Interventions for  

Reading Success.  Baltimore, MD:  Paul H. Brookes. 

This book provides 20-30 minute lessons on the Big Ideas of literacy. 

 

Lesson Plan Central 

http://lessonplancentral.com 

Search on the term vocabulary and you will get many hits. 

 

Lesson Planet 

www.lessonplanet.com 

Search on the term vocabulary and you will get many hits.  This sight is fee-based; however, 

there is a 10 day free trial period. 

 

MyVocabulary.com 

http://www.myvocabulary.com 

This is a free website that is designed for middle and high school teachers.  The site 

allows you to download lists, puzzles, games, etc.  There are even SAT prep 

materials available. 

 

Norton, T. & Jackson Land, B.L.  (2008). 50 literacy strategies for beginning teachers, 1-8.  

Columbus, OH:  Merrill Prentice Hall. 

 

Scholastic 

http://www2.scholastic.com 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including fluency. 

 

Teachnology 

http://www.teach-nology.com 

This is a fee-based website that provides lesson plans, many of which are web-

based, for a wide variety of topics.   

 

The Teacher File Box 

http://www.teacherfilebox.com 

This is a fee-based website that provides reproducible documents (e.g., lesson plans, 

assessments) for a wide variety of reading skills. 

 

The Teacher’s Corner 

http://www.theteacherscorner.net 
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This website provides free lesson plans and black line masters for a variety of reading 

topics.  Search on vocabulary to get lessons. 

 

Proteacher.com 

http://www.proteacher.com/070169.shtml 

This website is a compilation site.  It provides links to other websites that provide 

detailed directions for lesson plans and games to teach vocabulary. 

 

Read Write Think (International Reading Association & National Council of Teachers 

of English) 

http://www.readwritethink.org 

This site includes many classroom resources and articles specific to reading and 

language arts. 

 

Reading Resource 

http://www.readingresource.net 

This is a free website that provides excellent activity ideas for developing a variety 

of reading skills including vocabulary. 

 

Reading & Technology (Diane Dell, Ed.S) 

http://www.mrsdell.org/reading/phonemes.html 

This is an interactive website that has games, lessons, and resources on all areas of 

reading. 

 

Vocabulary.co.il 

http://www.vocabulary.co.il/vocabulary-lessons-and-lesson-plans/ 

This website provides games for building vocabulary.  The games are available in a 

variety of languages. 

 
Vocabulary A-Z 

http://www.vocabularya-z.com/ 

This website allows you to develop lists for whatever you want. 

 

What Works Clearing House 

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/ 

This website is sponsored by the US Department of Education Institute of Education 

Sciences.  It provides summary information regarding research that has been 

conducted in all areas of education. 
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Building Vocabulary: Strategies 

 

� Constant Time Delay 

 

The research supporting this strategy encourages an “error-free learning 

environment.”  Learners are exposed to a word, usually on a flashcard, and given 

0-seconds time delay before the word’s definition is provided.  In other words, 

the word and definition are given together, immediately—no delay.  The idea is 

that the learner is not afforded the opportunity to guess what a word means; 

because, in many cases, the learner often remembers the incorrect definition and 

not the correct definition.    

After several practice rounds with 0-seconds time delay, the flashcard is shown 

to the learner and he or she are given 10 seconds to produce the definition.  If 

the learner does not response or responds incorrectly, the correct definition is 

given immediately.  The time limit to respond shortens in constant intervals (e.g., 

1 second) until the learner can produce the definitions with a 0-second delay.   

NOTE:  Remember to reverse the order words are studied!  Many learners learn 

the words in “one direction” (i.e., seeing the word and producing the definition, 

or vice versa) and then are unable to make the connection between the 

definition and the word if they are shown in the opposite manner. 

 

Front of flashcard: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Back of flashcard: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Video Anchors 

 

For this strategy, selected vocabulary words from video clips are used to visually 

define concepts.  This method is particularly helpful for content area instruction 

when concepts are easier to learn by seeing than by hearing.  Movie trailers 

 

 

Photosynthesis 

 

 

Photosynthesis is when 

plants use the sun’s 

energy to turn water and 

carbon dioxide into 

carbohydrates. 
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work well for this strategy and are readily available on-line.  See the Movie 

Database at:  www.imdb.com. 

 

 

Example: 

Say you are teaching a lesson in environmental science and the effects the rain 

forests have on the planet.  To introduce this concept, you may show the movie 

Fern Gully.  (You will find a trailer for this movie here:  

 http://www.imdb.com/video/screenplay/vi3349545241/) 

 

As the teacher, you may select the following words and phrases from the trailer 

to teach your learners: 

 

enchanted   celebration 

threat    wonder 

struggle   “spread the word” 

survival   “plant the seed” 

 

Learners watch the trailer the first time simply for the enjoyment.  After the first 

showing, learners are told to listen for specific words in the trailer (Provide 

learners with a handout of the words.).  Finally, on the third viewing, learners 

are asked to write down the meaning of the words when they hear them in the 

trailer.  Essentially, learners are creating a definition from the context of the 

trailer, which should be the context/meaning the learners are expected to learn 

from the unit at hand.  For added diversity, learners may have different lists of 

vocabulary words on which to focus, thus allowing for individualization.  
(Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 
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� Casual Conversation 

 

Simple conversation with learners is a powerful vocabulary teaching strategy 

that often gets overlooked because more subtle, covert learning cues are used in 

lieu of explicit, direct instruction.   

 

A simple way to use this strategy is to provide learners with a picture like the 

one below. 

 

The teacher hosts a Grand Discussion where probing questions are presented 

and learners begin and eventually take over a discussion.  The teacher typically 

interjects questions that require learners to use higher level vocabulary words.  

For example, the teacher may ask, “In what season do you think this photo was 

taken?”  Learners may say fall.  The teacher may then ask, what’s another word 

for the season of fall?  The learners may respond with autumn.  If they do not 

respond, this is the opportunity for the teacher to teach the word autumn in a 

meaningful context.  

 
 (Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 

 

As the conversation moves on, the teacher asks questions when the conversation 

stalls or when the opportunity to encourage the use of higher level vocabulary 

(Tier 2 or 3) presents itself.   
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� Association 

 

Association techniques often require significant teacher guidance and are 

considered a direct instruction methodology.  In this strategy, learners are 

provided with a Tier 1 word and are asked to generate as many words as 

possible that mean the same thing (synonyms) defined in a wide context.  It is 

the teacher’s responsibility to ensure that the words selected fit the meaning of 

the target word. 

 

For example, associations/synonyms for the word happy may include the 

following: 

 

     joyous   jolly 

     cheerful  delighted 

     glad   ecstatic 

     fulfilled  elated 

     gay   giddy 

     merry   jubilant 

 

As learners generate words, the teacher writes them on the board ensuring the 

words are synonymous with the target word.   

 

More advanced strategies may have the learners subcategorize these words into 

groups that focus more on connotation.  For example, do the words happy and 

ecstatic really mean the same thing?  Ecstatic may be a level of happy that also 

encompasses other emotions, thoughts or behaviors such as shaking, disbelief, 

etc.   
(Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 

 

 

� Categorical 

Categorical strategies often compass traditional webbing.  This direct instruction 

technique requires learners to take a broad-based term and use webbing 

techniques to categorize weather events and related vocabulary. 

 

For example, a teacher may be interested to learn what learners already know 

about weather events.  The teacher writes the word weather on the board and 

then asks learners to generate as many types of weather events that they can.  

Each event is connected to the main term.  After the terms the teacher needs to 

be utilized are all on the board, the next step is to describe categories of those 

types of weather events or use adjectives to describe what happens during these 

weather events.  For example: 
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Weather

Rain

Snow

Wind

Hurricane

Tornado

Microburst

Tsunami

    
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 

 

� Context 

 

Using words in context is an age-old practice to teach vocabulary.  Whereas this 

is a great technique for learners who are able to read and have fairly good 

comprehension skills, it is not a good technique to use with learners who are 

brand new readers and do not know the majority of words on a page or are too 

focused on decoding and not able to focus on comprehension skills.  That does 

not mean the skill cannot be used, however, even with non-readers to try to 

teach learners—it’s a matter of explicit, direct instruction. 

 

For non-readers, using pictures from books lends itself to teaching words in 

context.  While someone is reading the text, the learner is inspecting the picture 

looking for the information that is being read.  For example, consider this picture 

and text: 

 

Flurries 

Cold 

A similar activity can be done in small groups using a Word Sort.  To do a Word Sort, the teacher has 

words pre-printed and the students must categorize them into groups that make sense to them.    An 

advantage to this strategy is that the teacher controls the vocabulary students are exposed to 

eliminating extraneous words that might not be relevant to the topic at hand.  The disadvantage to this 

strategy is that students are not generating the words so they are losing expressive language 
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If the vocabulary word you are trying to teach is nestled, you would be able to 

show learners what this means via the picture.  Once the text was read, some 

elaboration on the picture; the word; and the definition you plan to use for 

nestled within the context of the story would need to occur.   

 

Once learners develop strong decoding skills and are able to comprehend the 

majority of what they are reading, the shift of teaching vocabulary in the context 

of written story should then be employed.   

 

� Concept Wheel 

A concept wheel allows learners to use information that they are learning about 

a particular word and create a “wheel” that helps them remember what the word 

means.  It is important to remember with this strategy, that what the learner 

chooses to use as the cues to help them remember the word are very important.  

Quadrants of the wheel can be guided, for example saying the first quadrant 

should be the word itself, but the learner choice is the key to making this 

strategy work, as it bases the new word in a meaningful context for the learner.   

 

For example, if you were teaching the word mammal, you may discuss the 

attributes of a mammal, what types of animals are mammals and where 

mammals may live.  The information that is generated through class discussion 

may look like this: 

 

 

Attributes 

 

Animals 

 

Live 

 

 

� Breathe through 

lungs 

 

� Have hair 

 

� When born, look like 

parent species 

 

� Are warm blooded 

 

� Whales 

 

� Bats 

 

� People 

 

� Deer 

 

� Dogs 

 

� Cats 

 

 

� Ocean 

 

� Woods 

 

� Houses 

 

� Trees 

 

The boy was nestled into his sleeping bag reading his 

favorite comic book by flashlight, long after his parents 

told him to go to sleep. 
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The concept wheel for mammal may look like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

� Features Grid 
 

A features grid is similar to a concept wheel only a table is used which allows  

much more detail.  Again, information is characterized into groups; but instead 

of choosing a few select items to remember, the whole spectrum of things to 

remember is readily available for the learner.  A features grid is shown below 

using similar information as provided in the Concept Wheel example—trying to 

teach what types of animals are mammals and where they would live. 

Animal Class of Animal Where they Live 

 Mammal Reptile Insect Water Woods House 

whale X   X   

snake  X  X X  

people X    X X 

bat X    X X 

mosquito   X X X  

 

  

 

       mammal          whale 

        ocean          people 
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� Four Square 
 

Four square is a strategy that allows learners to put their word knowledge to 

work instantly.  The formula for the four square follows a standardized format, 

unlike the concept wheel.   

 

To develop a four square, take a piece of paper and divide it into four quadrants 

and place the following information in each quadrant:  the new vocabulary word 

(Q1), the relevance of the word in my life (Q2), the definition written in learner-

terms (Q3), and an opposite of the word (Q4). 

 

 

  mammal I have a dog at home.  He is a 

mammal.  

Mammals breathe air and looked 

like their parents (species) when 

they are born. 

In my life… 

My definition… Opposite… 

Amphibian 
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� Parts of Words 

 

The parts of words strategy requires learning classical languages’ structures and 

roots.  Novice readers are usually introduced to the concept of prefixes and suffixes 

(which are typically derived from classical languages).  For example, the prefix pre 

means before.  The suffix ism means action or process.  There are literally hundreds 

of classical languages’ structures and roots that learners could learn.  Stick to the 

basics with novice readers and then move into more sophisticated structures with 

advanced readers. 

 

For example:  The word neologism is a word that can be broken down into three 

structures: 

 

   neo  new 

   logo  word 

   ism  action or process 

 

Neologism can be defined by its component parts…neologism is the action of 

creating new words.   
       (Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 

 

 

 

  

An excellent resource for this method is the 500 Prefixes, Suffixes, and Stems 

Super Fun Deck published by Super Duper Publications. 
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� Word Part Web 

 

Word part webs utilize classical languages’ structure and roots to physically 

show learners the variety of words that use the structure or root.  In essence, a 

web of words is created that use the word part (structure or root). 

 

For example, using the root zo, which means animal, a word part web might 

look like this: 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

zo 

zoo 

zoology 

zoologist 

zodiac 
protozoa 

When using this methodology it is important to explain that not all words with 

these roots and structures share the same meaning.  Zombie, for example, is 

derived from the West African words for fetish and god.  So, whereas the 

traditional classical languages of Latin and Greek, for example, provide our 

current language with many roots and structures, some of our words come from 

other language structures that do not follow the same rules. As with everything 

in English, there is always an exception!   

An excellent resource for this method is the 500 Prefixes, Suffixes, and Stems 

Super Fun Deck published by Super Duper Publications. 
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A similar activity can be done in small groups using a Word Sort.  To do a Word Sort, the teacher has 

words pre-printed and the students must categorize them into groups that make sense to them.    An 

advantage to this strategy is that the teacher controls the vocabulary students are exposed to 

eliminating extraneous words that might not be relevant to the topic at hand.  The disadvantage to 

this strategy is that students are not generating the words so they are losing expressive language 

opportunities. 
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Keyword and Mnemonic 

Keyword and Mnemonic strategies use auditory and visual cues to help 

learners associate new words with existing information.  There are three 

different types of applications including:  Keyword, Picture and Hybrid. 

 

Keyword Strategy 

In the keyword strategy, you take the word you are trying to teach and provide 

the learner with a clue in the word and a scenario that they can visualize to 

help them remember what the word means.  The information may be provided 

verbally or in writing.  Using this strategy, one might define the word conifer in 

the following way:   

 

conifer 

Picture a pine tree covered with pine cones. 

 

 

The word conifer refers to a type of tree that has needles (instead of leaves) 

and often has pinecones.  Emphasizing the word cones in the definition 

provides the clue to the word being defined, conifer-pine cones.  And by using 

the visual of picturing a pine tree, the learner is provided a visual of what type 

of tree a conifer is. 

 

 

Picture Strategy 

In the picture strategy, you take the word you are trying to teach and attach it 

to a direct visual as to what the word represents.  This is a great strategy for 

nouns and for words that lend themselves to specific pictures.  For example: 
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Hybrid Strategy 

In the hybrid models of the strategy, you take the word you are trying to teach 

and use the keyword and picture strategies together.  For example: 

 

 

       (Activity used with permission: E.  Puhalla) 

 

 

 

 

  

conifer 

Conifer 
Picture a pine tree covered with pine cones. 

 
Definition:  a cone-bearing evergreen tree. 
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Materials Resources for Vocabulary 

 

Baumann, J.F. Kame’enui, E.J.  (2004). Vocabulary instruction:  Research to practice.  New 

York, NY:  The Guilford Press.     

 

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2002). Bringing words to life.  New York, NY:  The 

Guilford Press.    

 

Beck, I.L., McKeown, M.G., Kucan, L.  (2008). Creating robust vocabulary.  New York, NY:  

The Guilford Press.     

 

Ganske, K.  (2000). Word journeys.  New York, NY:  The Guilford Press.     

 

Harmon, J.M., Wood, K.D., Hedrick, W.B.  (2006). Instructional strategies for teaching content 

vocabulary Grades 4-12.  Newark, DE:  IRA. 

 

Handtalkers for Word Meaning.  Published by SuperDuper Publications.   

 

Hiebert, E.H., Kamily, M.L.  (2005).Teaching and learning vocabulary.  Mahwah, NJ:  LEA 

Publishers. 

 

Nagy, W.E.  (1988). Teaching vocabulary to improve reading comprehension.  Newark, DE:  

IRA. 

 

Scholastic 

http://store.scholastic.com 

Word Ladders: These are black line master that provide really unique activities for 

learners of all ages to practice working with vocabulary.  Books are broken down 

into grade groups.  

 

Stahl, S.A.  (1999). Vocabulary development.  Newton Upper Falls, MA:  Brookline Books. 
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Activities for Vocabulary 

 

Concentration or Go Fish! 

 

For this activity, purchase some business card cardstock and obtain a list of common 

homophones.  Lists can be obtained from: 

 

http://www.homophone.com/ 

http://www.bifroest.demon.co.uk/misc/homophones-list.html 

The Reading Teacher’s Book of Lists 

 

Print words on individual cards like this: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Provide decks of cards to your learners and have them play Concentration or Go Fish!  For 

an added dimension of difficulty, add the rule that the learner who obtains the pair must 

define each word.                
 

 (Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 
 

Triple Concentration or Rummy 

 

For this activity, follow the same directions as above only print word cards that have trio 

homophones such as: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Provide decks of cards to your learners and have them play Triple Concentration (meaning 

they need to get all three cards) or Rummy.  For an added dimension of difficulty, add the 

rule that the learner who obtains the trio must define each word.  

 

    (Activity used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 

  

see sea 

way weigh whey 
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Chapter 4 

 

 

 

 

 
 U n d e r s t a n d i n g

C o m p r e h e n s i o n  
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A Note about Comprehension 

Comprehension is the ultimate goal of reading instruction.  The teaching of skills such as 

decoding, fluency, and vocabulary, while all critical components of reading that must be 

mastered, are all a means to an end…understanding what you read. 

Comprehension, as defined by the National Reading Panel (2000), is the interaction 

between the reader and the text to extract or construct meaning. No longer is 

comprehension believed to be a passive experience – it is an active experience with the 

reader being mindfully present during the act of reading. The reading community often 

refers to this idea of being mindfully present as being metacognitive—actually being aware 

of your understanding and learning as you engage in a task and when your understanding 

is derailed by something (e.g., unknown word, distractions in the environment), the reader 

recognizes that there is a problem and takes measures to fix the issue.   

 

 Individuals who are not mindfully present often get to the end of a page and have no idea 

what they read.  Even though the individual went through the motions to decode and read 

fluently and knows the words on the page, if he or she  were not mindfully present, zero 

comprehension of the information is the end result.  In general, comprehension falls into 

two categories:  listening comprehension and reading comprehension.  Both listening and 

Comprehension 

 

Listening      Reading 

Comprehension     Comprehension 

 

 

 

 

Literal       Inferential 

Comprehension        Comprehension 
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reading comprehension require the individual to comprehend at the literal comprehension 

and inferential comprehension levels.   

What Research Says About Comprehension 
 

Over the years, research on reading comprehension has revealed that time spent reading is 

highly correlated with comprehension.  Unfortunately, learners who struggle with reading 

often do not engage in enough reading activities to improve their skills.  We do know that 

effective instruction, using high-quality curriculum materials as a medium to teach skills, 

can increase learners’ comprehension.   

 

Recent mindsets about curricula imply that simply purchasing a program and reading it to 

learners will solve reading problems. Strategy instruction is very effective in teaching 

reading comprehension. However, many teachers are not familiar with strategy instruction 

and often have difficulty putting their own reading comprehension strategies into verbal 

and visual form to show others what they do when they read. 

 

Comprehension instruction can begin before learners read independently through read 

aloud opportunities. Traditionally, comprehension instruction did not begin until learners 

had a firm grasp on the early reading skills (i.e., decoding, fluency and basic vocabulary), 

which we now know is much too late. Reading comprehension is best taught through 

natural contexts.  Most traditional reading instruction takes place via scripted 

programming or basal-directed instruction, neither of which is a natural context. 

 

In addition to the factors mentioned above, Kame’enui & Simmons (1990) conducted a 

study that identified some of the leading causes of reading failure.  Note these items are all 

able to be remediated with proper professional development and training on the part of the 

teacher and providing exceptional instruction to the learner. 

 

• Inadequate reading instruction  

• Insufficient exposure and practice  

• Deficient word recognition skills 

• Deficient memory capacity and functioning  

• Significant language deficiencies  

• Inadequate comprehension monitoring and self-evaluation  

• Unfamiliarity with text features and task demands  

• Undeveloped attention strategies  

• Inadequate cognitive development and reading experiences  
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Listening Comprehension 

Listening comprehension is the ability to follow, process, and understand spoken language.  

It requires an individual to be able to pick out explicitly stated information (literal) as well 

as subtle read-between-the-lines information (inferential).   

Often, listening comprehension is a skill that teachers assume learners will have developed 

naturally.   Many learners require listening comprehension skills to be taught through 

direct, explicit instruction.   English Language Learner research shows us how 

sophisticated this skill actually is.  The basic foundation of teaching individuals to be able to 

listen is no easy task.   

Use of authentic materials to teach listening comprehension is critical and is repeatedly 

cited in the literature as essential in teaching listening skills.  In the classroom, children’s 

literature continues to remain one of the best mediums to teach this skill.  A list of other 

resources is listed below.         

Morley, D. (1991) notes that “we can expect to listen twice as much as we speak, four times 

more than we read, and five times more than we write."   

 

Listening Comprehension Resources 

 

www.cal.org/caela/esl_resources/digests/LISTENQA.html 

Provides excellent information about the task of listening, what’s involved and how 

to help individuals acquire the skill. 

 

ESL Gold 

www.eslgold.com/listening.html 

An ELL website that provides different strategies to use for helping learners develop 

listening skills through authentic experiences. 

 

Learn English Feel Good 

www.learnenglishfeelgood.com/eslvideo/ 

This website provides video clips and comprehension questions.  Learners watch 

the clip and then respond to the questions.  

 

The National Capital Language Resource Center 

www.nclrc.org/essentials/listening/goalslisten.htm 

 This website provides goals for teaching listening skills to children. 
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www.auburn.edu/~nunnath/engl6240/tlisten.html 

 This link provides information on activities to improve listening comprehension. 

 

www.qualitytime-esl.com/spip.php?article10 

This website provides i-pod and MP3 files of stories learners may listen to and cloze 

activities to accompany them. 

 

Literal Comprehension 

 

Literal comprehension is the ability to understand the directly stated facts of spoken or 

written text as they are presented.  

Literal comprehension is often the easiest to teach and learn because it requires an 

individual to remember specific information explicitly presented and answer questions 

about that information.   

Example: Read the sentence, “Margot’s dress is purple.”   

Ask the question, “What color is Margot’s dress?”    Response:  purple 

Another question could be, “Whose dress is purple?”        Response:  Margot’s 

Teachers have a tendency to ask a lot of literal comprehension questions because they 

typically have a right or wrong answer and are easy to create quickly.  Asking such lower 

level questions in excess often leaves learners with insufficient practice at higher level 

questions (i.e., inferential questions) which require critical thinking skills. 

Note:  The use of the terminology of lower level and higher level questions refers to their 

place on the New Bloom’s Taxonomy.   

 

THE NEW BLOOM’s TAXONOMY 

LITERAL COMPREHENSION 

Understanding 

Applying 

Analyzing 

Evaluating 

Creating 

 

See http://www.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/Bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm for a discussion 

of the old and new Bloom’s Taxonomy. 
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Literal comprehension typically includes the following skills: 

• Text Structure:  Identifying if a book is narrative or expository 

• Word Context: Readers use context to determine word meaning or select missing 

words. 

• Facts & Opinions: Readers must attend to details presented in the text and identify 

whether they are fact or opinion. 

• Main Idea: Readers must be able to identify what a paragraph and/or passage is 

mainly about.  This information is usually stated somewhere in the text.   

• Sequence: Readers must be able to order events. 

• Fact-based Summarizing:  Providing highlights from a reading selection including 

the main idea and other important elements. 

 
(adapted from:  Barton & Sawyer, 2003; http://www.readskill.com/resources/literacyskills/pdf/LiteralComprehensionTips.pdf) 

 

Inferential Comprehension 

Inferential comprehension is the ability to understand subtleties of spoken or written text 

and make connections between information not explicitly stated. 

Inferential comprehension is much more difficult to teach and learn because it requires an 

individual to “read between the lines” and create logical meaning from information not 

necessarily provided in the context.  Often, inferential comprehension requires significant 

background information that an individual may or may not have.  Asking and answering 

these types of questions requires higher level skills (as per Bloom’s Taxonomy). 

For example, if you read the sentence: “Billy just graduated and will be going to college next 

year.”   

And asked the questions:   “What does it mean to graduate?”   

“Where did Billy graduate from?”  

The answer to the first question relies on the reader’s understanding of the word graduate.  

If the meaning of this word is not known, the context of this sentence would be lost.  The 

answer to the second question requires the reader to understand the sequence of 

graduations that happen in an individual’s lifetime.  It is implied that Billy graduated from 

high school because attending college typically follows high school graduation.      

Teachers often do not ask a lot of inferential comprehension questions because they 

typically take longer to answer because a learner needs to explain how he or she  got the 

answer.  Given the limited time available in school, many teachers do not find the 

discussions that ensue to be a good use of instructional time.  Additionally, inferential 

answers may vary and still be correct, which is often a difficult concept to teach and for 
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learners to understand.  Learners like a right/wrong approach (as do many teachers) and 

sometimes there may be multiple answers.  For example, the answer to the second 

question above may be a technical school instead of high school as many learners choose to 

attend technical schools instead of high school and go on to college from there. 

 

THE NEW BLOOM’s TAXONOMY 

 

INFERENTIAL COMPREHENSION 

Understanding 

Applying 

Analyzing 

Evaluating 

Creating 

 

Listing inferential skills, unlike literal comprehension skills is not easy.  The majority of 

time spent reading is dealing with inferential comprehension and the types of things that 

can be inferred are endless and usually genre specific.  For example, if you are reading a 

fable, one would expect the reader to infer the moral of the story.  If you are reading a 

biology textbook, an individual would need to make connections with previous biology 

learning in order to understand the bigger picture of how the body works.  Inferential 

comprehension is a huge topic and really should be the focus of most reading instruction. 

Some inferential comprehension skills include: 

Envisioning character & changes 

Drawing conclusions 

Determining cause and effect 

Making predictions 

Making thematic connections 

Taking multiple perspectives 

Theme 

Character motive 

Moral 

Summarizing 

Text-to-text connections 

Author’s purpose 

Making inferences 
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Narrative versus Expository Text & Identifying the Purpose for Reading 

One of the first things that learners must learn about reading comprehension is that there 

are two types of reading experiences—narrative and expository.  Narrative experiences are 

story-oriented and are typically fictional.  Expository experiences are information-oriented 

and are typically nonfiction (they tell facts and/or give explanations).   

Understanding the type of book one is reading is critical because how that person 

approaches the text will impact how the person comprehends the material and the 

information the book may present.  For example, expository texts provide information that  

needs to be thought about logically and understood in a specific manner (e.g., the factors 

that led the United States to enter WW II). These texts often contain “real pictures” (i.e., 

photographs), and can typically be read in parts rather than in sequential order.  This type 

of book often provides supports if an individual experiences a problem or requires more 

information while reading.  These supports include items such as a table of contents, index, 

glossary, and references.  This type of text more than likely requires you to sit down in a 

quiet place and read uninterrupted, possibly take notes while reading, and re-read often 

when something does not make sense.   

Conversely, a narrative text (i.e., novel) may not require you to pay attention to every 

detail.  Most novels do not provide a table of contents, index, glossary or references.  Their 

hallmarks usually include illustrated drawings and unnamed chapters that are designed to 

be read in sequence.  They can often be read in short chunks of time with the continuity of 

the story easily picked up at a later time. 

Establishing the purpose of reading is a secondary, yet critical feature for reading 

comprehension.  Not all expository writings (e.g., textbooks, empirical articles) are read 

because they are required for a class; sometimes people actually read expository 

information just for fun.   Novels are often a part of academic curricula as a way to 

understand a topic from a different point of view and structure.  An individual’s personal 

reason for reading a particular text sets the purpose for reading and can vary widely. 

Comprehension Resources: 

Reading Manipulatives 

www.readskill.com 

This site has great information on the definition of comprehension and tips for 

teaching comprehension. 

 

The University of Oregon 

http://reading.uoregon.edu/big_ideas/comp/comp_dr_1.php 

 This webpage provides information on teaching comprehension skills. 
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Comprehension Assessments 

When assessing comprehension, be aware of the varying skills as well as the various genres 

that need to be assessed. Individuals need to know how to read narrative and expository 

texts and derive meaning from both literal and inferential circumstances.   

 

It is also important to remember that the medium chosen to teach comprehension skills is 

just that…a medium.  Often teachers get hung up on assessing the content of the medium 

(e.g., the basal reader story) and fail to assess the skill/strategy being taught.  ASSESS BOTH 

CONTENT AND SKILL! 

 

Comprehension may be assessed in a variety of ways including:  curriculum-based 

assessments, curriculum-based measurements, and norm-referenced assessments.  Below 

is a list of commonly used assessments to assess comprehension. 

 

Adult Basic Learning Examination (ABLE) 

http://www.pearsonassessments.com 

The ABLE is a standardized test of vocabulary, Silent Reading Comprehension, Spelling, 

language use, and mathematics.  

 

Adult Measure of Essential Skills (AMES) 

http://steckvaughn.hmhco.com/en/steckvaughn.htm 

The AMES is a standardized test of Silent Reading Comprehension, communication 

(written), and mathematics. It can be administered either individually or in a group setting.  

 

CBA/CBM 

Curriculum-based assessments or measurements are often made by the teacher or 

provided with a published curriculum. 

 

Cloze 

Cloze assessments require a reader to read a sentence, paragraph or passage and fill in a 

blank with the correct word that fits the sentence’s context.  This is an assessment strategy 

often used in ELL situations, but is valid for use with all learners to assess comprehension. 

 Information on cloze procedures can be found at: 

  http://olc.spsd.sk.ca/DE/PD/instr/strats/cloze/index.html 

 

Cool Tools 

http://www.paec.org/itrk3/files/pdfs/readingpdfs/cooltoolsall.pdf 

This document provides assessments for all areas of reading including comprehension. 

 

Laubach Way to Reading Diagnostic Inventory 

http://www.newreaderspress.com/Items.aspx?hierId=1265 

The Laubach Way to Reading Diagnostic Inventory features four levels and is meant for use 

in placing a learner in the Laubach Way to Reading series. The Inventory features subtests 

in Word Analysis, Word Recognition, Spelling, and Silent Reading Comprehension. 
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Maze  

Maze assessments require a reader to read a sentence, paragraph or passage and choose 

words from three distracters that best fit the sentence’s context.  

 Information on cloze procedures can be found at: 

 http://www.aimsweb.com/measures-2/maze-cbm/ 

 

Oral & Written Language Scales (OWLS-II) 

http://portal.wpspublish.com 

Assesses listening comprehension, oral expression and reading comprehension for 

individuals aged 3-21. 

 

Reading Resources 

http://www.sedl.org/reading/framework/assessment.html 

This website provides information on all areas of reading and a database of assessments 

that may be used for a variety of reading skills including comprehension. 

 

Story Retells 

Tape record and/or transcribe an individual’s retelling of a text.  This assessment strategy 

has a great deal of potential; there are few guidelines as to how to score a retell.  Pre-

established rubrics are typically the common metric. 

 Information on retell rubrics can be found at: 

 

  www.louisianavoices.org/unit5/edu_unit5w_story_retelling.html 

  www.readinga-z.com/assess/rubrics.html 

  www.hslda.org/strugglinglearner/CraftDocs/Storytelling_Rubric.pdf 

  www.dcn-cde.ca.gov/CRT/rubrics/Story_Retell.pdf 

  http://classroom.jc-schools.net/read/RETELLING.pdf 

  www.lth5.k12.il.us/itsreal/units/2nd/nativeamericans/storyrub.pdf 

   

 

Read Naturally 

www.readnaturally.com 

Although initially designed as a reading fluency program, Read Naturally probes are made 

up of both narrative and expository texts followed by comprehension questions on both the 

literal and inferential levels. 

 

Woodcock-Johnson Reading Mastery Test-Revised (WRMT-R) 

www.pearsonassessments.com 

This is a comprehensive reading assessment that covers the basics through reading 

comprehension. 

 

 

TEACHING COMPREHENSION 

 

Comprehension is one of the most difficult reading skills to teach, primarily because 

reading comprehension becomes a silent skill.  Reading comprehension does not need to be 
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silent, especially during the teaching phase. Teachers need to find ways to make reading 

comprehension visual, auditory and verbal—anything but silent. 

When teaching comprehension, consider the following: 

 

• Teach the difference between narrative and expository text (see previous 

discussion).  

• Teach different text structures. 

o See E Reading Worksheets for handouts on common text structures:  

http://www.ereadingworksheets.com/text-structure/ 

o Lessonplanet.com has lessons on text structure (fee-based website):  

www.lessonplanet.com 

• Explicitly teach that reading comprehension can happen at three distinct times 

during the reading experience—before, during, after—and that depending upon the 

type of question asked, the timing may be critical.   

o Some examples of when different reading comprehension information is 

required:   

 
 

Before 
 

During 

 

After 
 

 

Type of text 
 

“In the book” questions 

Question-Answer 

Relationships (QAR) 

 

“In your head” questions 

Question-Answer 

Relationships(QAR) 
 

 

Purpose for reading 
 

Making inferences 
 

Moral of the story 
 

 

Previewing (story/picture 

walk) 

 

Look for vocabulary & 

definitions 

 

 

Drawing conclusions 

 

Strategic predictions 

 

Answer text questions 
 

 

Author’s theme, purpose 

 

Define critical vocabulary 

 

 

Visualizing 
 

Retelling 

 

Preview text questions 
 

Main idea vs. Details 
 

Summarizing 

 

 

K in KWL chart 
 

W in KWL chart 
 

L in KWL chart 

 

   

Text-to-text connections 

 

 

• Remember that assessment requires you assess not only the content but the skill! 
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Curricula for Reading Comprehension 

 
Laubach Way to Reading Diagnostic Inventory 

http://www.newreaderspress.com 

The Laubach Way to Reading Diagnostic Inventory features four levels and is meant for use 

in placing a learner in the Laubach Way to Reading series. The Inventory features subtests 

in Word Analysis, Word Recognition, Spelling, and Silent Reading Comprehension. 

 

Making Meaning 

http://www.devstu.org/making-meaning 

A product of the Developmental Studies Center, this product is geared for learners in 

grades K-8.  The instructional focus on nine different comprehension strategies may be 

appropriate for some adult learners needing highly explicit instruction. 

Reading Detective Rx Book 

http://www.lamppostpublishing.com/reading-detective.htm 

Reading Detective is a curriculum series that provides materials from grades 3-adult.  

Although content-appropriate for adults, the readability of the stories is grades 4-6.  This 

program controls for decoding/fluency issues while developing advanced reading 

comprehension strategies.  

 

SRA Corrective Reading 

www.sraonline.com/download/DI/Research/Reading/CR_RschValidation.pdf 

Developed to be used with individuals who can reasonably decode, SRA may be 

appropriate for adult learners in need of highly explicit instruction. 

 

 

 

Lesson Plan Resources for Comprehension 

ReadWriteThink.org 

www.readwritethink.org 

This website is sponsored by the International Reading Association (IRA) and offers 

research-based lesson plans that correlate to the articles published in IRA’s journals. 

 

The Teacher’s Corner 

www.lessonplanet.com 

This fee-based website provides lesson plans for grades K-adult.  It does offer a free trial 

period. 
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Comprehension Strategies 

Graphic Organizers 

Graphic organizers are highly researched and have been found to be very effective in 

helping learners organize and understand information presented.  Graphic organizers are 

recommended to teach reading comprehension strategies.  They are one way of making a 

very silent skill visible so teachers can see learners’ comprehension processes. 

 

Suggestions for using graphic organizers to teach reading comprehension include: 

• Keeping the graphic organizer consistent.  Don’t continually change the format of 

the graphic organizer.  Adopt a format that is versatile and fits the different types of 

reading (and writing) learners are expected to complete at a given grade level, and 

use it over and over.  This develops consistency and comfort for learners.   

• Once learners become comfortable and proficient with the graphic organizer (which 

may take months), show learners how the graphic organizer can take on variations.  

Allow learners to practice using and making variations.  Note:  varying the format is 

an excellent way to differentiate instruction for learners.  As learners develop 

proficiency and are ready to move to new skills at different times, the graphic 

organizers could be individualized to meet each learner’s needs. 

 

A search of the internet on graphic organizers will provide you with a plethora of black line 

masters that may be used for reading comprehension.  They are also easily made in any 

computer program.  Below is a list of online resources for graphic organizers: 

 

Education Place 

www.eduplace.com/graphicorganizer 

 

Ed Helper 

http://edhelper.com/teachers/graphic_organizers.htm 

 

Enchanted Learning 

http://www.enchantedlearning.com/graphicorganizers/ 

This site is fee-based, however, it provides free information about the different types of 

graphic organizers and defines how each should be used.  

 

Feeology.com 

http://freeology.com/graphicorgs/ 

 

TeacherVision 

www.teachervision.fen.com/graphic-organizers/printable/6293.html 
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Graphic Organizer:  

Teaching the difference between Main Idea and Details

Main

Idea

Details

Details

Details

Details

Details

Details

  
 

 
____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________ ____________________

____________________ ____________________

$um it up

     

  

Character Perspective Chart
Main Character:  Who is the main character?

Setting:  Where and when does the story 
take place?

Problem:  What is the main character’s 
problem?

Goal:  What is the main character’s goal?  
What does the character want?

Attempt:  What does the main character do 
to solve the problem or get the goal?

Outcome:  What happened as a result of the 
attempt?

Reaction:  How does the main character feel 
about the outcome?

Theme:  What point did the author want you 
to make?

   

 
53

K-W-L (Extended)

What You 

Think You 

Know

What You 

Want to Know

What You 

Learned

What You Still 

Want to Learn

What was 

Confirmed

              

When asked to provide a main idea, students 

often provide too many details.  Using this 

graphic organizer allows students to include 

as many details as they want.  When they 

are finished with details, they need to come 

up with one main idea that supports all of the 

details. 

When asked to summarize a story, students 

often provide a retell.  Using this graphic 

organizer, students are told that they have 

$2.00 (each word is worth 10¢) to spend on a 

summary.  This maximizes the summary at 

20 words and you can incorporate math 

skills! 

Character analysis is a more sophisticated 

reading skill that allows a reader to 

investigate the motives of character 

behavior.  This graphic organizer provides 

one example of how students can organize 

their thoughts about a character which will 

eventually help them to justify their position 

on character change.   

KWL charts, which are commonly used to 

discuss expository text with students, may be 

extended to add columns when the standard 

KWL chart is mastered.  This allows for more 

in-depth analysis of student meaning of the 

content in addition to where to go when 

answers to questions were not given in the 

text. 

(Slides used with permission:  E. Puhalla) 
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Question-Answer Relations (QAR) 

 

The QAR is based on the research of Taffy Raphael and is one of the most prominent works 

in explicitly teaching learners a basic structure for answering comprehension questions.  

Raphael’s works are widely published and the QAR strategy is now available in book 

format, QAR NOW (2006).   

 

The QAR strategy utilizes a graphic organizer to help learners understand what types of 

questions are being asked and where they need to look in order to find the answers.  A very 

basic structure appears below.  Raphael’s research further defines the types of questions 

for those who are ready for more advanced reading comprehension skills. 

QAR

In 
The 
Book

In 
My 
Head

Right 
There

Think 
and 
Search

Author 
and 
Me

On 
My 
Own

 
 (Slide example used with permission: E. Puhalla) 

 

In the QAR strategy, learners are taught that answers to questions can be found in two 

places, in the book and in my head.  When answers are found in the book, they are either 

right there, meaning the answer can be found explicitly stated in a single place in the text; 

or, think and search, the answer is explicitly stated in the text but the answer is distributed 

throughout the text and is not just located in one place.   

The in the book type of questions ask learners to use literal comprehension strategies since 

the answers are explicitly stated in the text.  In my head answers require learners to use 

inferential comprehension strategies.  This involves the learners reading between the lines 

and putting a bit of themselves into the reading experience.  Author and me questions 

require the reader to take information the author has presented and relate it to something 

personal—make a personal connection.  On my own questions require the reader to take 

the information presented and apply it in a setting outside of the current reading selection. 
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Games 

 

Learners are naturally drawn to games and games are an excellent resource to develop 

reading comprehension skills.  By utilizing an existing game board or creating your own 

game, you are able to customize skills and content for practice simply by adding your own 

deck of cards or directions. 

 

For example, suppose you are planning to use the game board below to have learners 

practice identifying and discussing the main elements of a story.  There are six different 

colors on the board each corresponding to a different story element on which you have 

chosen to focus (e.g., character, plot, setting, etc.) and have developed questions.  

Depending upon which color a learner lands, that is the color card they need to choose and 

answer.  With correct answers, the learner gets to continue to move forward, with incorrect 

answers, the learner needs to remain on the spot until he or she answer a question 

correctly.  (Note:  A Trivial Pursuit board would also work well.  Card stock used for 

business cards works well to make the cards for each board.) 

 

Multiple copies of the game could be provided so learners could work in groups of four to 

play the game or the game could be played as teams.  Games could be individualized so that 

the board remains the same but the content of the games varies depending upon what 

skills learners need to practice (this is a good way to differentiate instruction if you have a 

class that varies in their skills).   

 

 
 

 
(Image from:  Google images) 
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Several excellent websites that provide downloadable templates to make your own games 

include:   

 

Donna Young 

http://donnayoung.org/homeschooling/games/game-boards.htm 

 

 

Tools for educators 

http://www.toolsforeducators.com/boardgames/ 

 

uncw.edu 

http://people.uncw.edu/ertzbergerj/word_games.html 

 

 

Questioning the Author 

 

Questioning the author is a strategy designed to encourage learners to think beyond the 

words on the page and to consider the author’s intent for the selection and his or her 

success at communicating it. 

 

Questions to discuss may include: 

– What is the author trying to tell you? 

– Why is the author telling you that? 

– Does the author say it clearly? 

– How could the author have said things more clearly? 

– What would you say instead? 

 

 

Resources about this strategy may be found at the following sites: 

 

Adolescent Literacy 

www.adlit.org/strategies/19796/ 

 

Reading Rockets 

www.readingrockets.org/strategies/question_the_author/ 

 

Reading Quest.org 

www.readingquest.org/strat/qta.html 

 

Read Write Think 

www.Readwritethink.org 
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Reaction Frames 

 

A learner’s response to a story is valuable.  As teachers, we need to encourage learners to 

recognize what it is about books that they like or dislike.  This not only allows learners to 

develop individualized taste in books (e.g., some people really like mysteries, others like 

horror), it provides the teacher with insight into a learner’s preference.  This insight is 

priceless as it allows the teacher to strategically choose readings and content that would 

specifically appeal to a learner.   

 

Reaction frames can be as simple as asking younger learners if they liked a book to put an X 

on the smiley face and if they did not like the book to put an X on the sad face. 

   
 

As learners get older, asking them to justify why they liked or did not like a book is 

appropriate.   

 

Examples of how a reaction essay could be set up may be found at:   

 

www.asdk12.org/staff/habberstad_amy/pages/Reading%20Reaction%20Paper.pdf 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


