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A systematic approach to teaching decoding, encoding, and reading, using a multi-

sensory approach has been effective in teaching students to read and comprehend text. At the 

pre-k to kindergarten level phonemic awareness, decoding, spelling, and expressive oral 

language is emphasized. Once the student masters the fundamentals of reading, high frequency 

words and reading comprehension that builds on vocabulary enrichment are introduced. In 

addition, strategies that highlight vocabulary building through prefix, suffix and root knowledge 

enhance the older student’s linguistic knowledge. 

Learning high frequency words, specifically sight words that do not follow phonetic 

rules, can be mastered by using a multitude of activities. Using pre-printed cards or writing 

words using sandpaper letters, we present the first four sight words. Using a tactile approach of 

taping each letter name down the arm, “t” “h” “e”, then sweeping the arm saying, “the” gives the 

student a way to identify and remember the word. The student will practice the words in this 

manner, until they recognize the word without prompting from the teacher. They begin to create 

their own index card collection of the high frequency words as they master them. The goal is to 

recognize the first 100 high frequency words and be able to show mastery by flipping through 

the deck of cards and read all the words. Coupled with this approach, the teachers utilize 

http://www.mrsperkins.com/ as a resource for twenty-one Dolch word activities, worksheets, and 

games. It has also been effective as a parent resource for continued practice. Games have been 

very effective in the retention of sight words; http://www.carlscorner.us.com/SightWds.htm is 

another resource utilized by our teachers. For use in the classroom and at home, 

http://wildrumpusschoolhouse.blogspot.com/p/printable-books-pk-k.html, offers free printable 

sight word books. The series of Bob Books, by Bobby Lynn Maslen, and sight word specific Bob 

Book, by Lynn Maslen Kertell, are available in all of our Pre-k/Kindergarten classrooms. 
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Vocabulary flash cards and activities to increase retention of specific vocabulary can be found at 

http://www.scholastic.com/parents/bob_books/. Using the words in a variety of contexts has 

proven to be very effective. 

As the student advances, novel studies are used to enrich our student’s vocabulary. 

Readwritethink.org has many resources, such as, Talk it up! Expanding a Child’s Vocabulary, by 

Cathy Allen Simon. She coaches teachers to define words within the novel, making sure to use 

them in an age appropriate, everyday life, context, promote student discussions which promote 

examples of usage, and continue repetitive exposure to the words. Ten Important Words Plus: A 

Strategy for Building Word Knowledge, by Ruth Helen Yopp and Hallie Kay Yopp has been an 

effective resource in aiding students to identify and record ten important words within a novel or 

informational text. The students build a group bar graph displaying their choices, write a 

sentence that summarizes the content, and then respond to prompts that ask them to think about 

words in powerful ways (Yopp & Yopp, 2007). By engaging in prompts, such as, listing 

antonyms, acting out words, or creating a semantic map showing the word in relation to other 

chosen words, “ the students have experienced the words in a meaningful context (i.e., through 

reading the book) and have participated in rich conversations with peers about the meanings of 

these words (i.e., through the discussion of word choices that accompanies the graphing activity), 

the students are likely to have acquired sufficient understanding of the words” (Yopp & Yopp, 

2007, p. 159). Gunning referenced several novels, which are also used in our school (Gunning, 

2010). Each provides opportunities for vocabulary building.  Some examples of language rich 

texts for 1st – 8th grade are: 

O’Connor, J (2008) Fancy Nancy’s Favorite Fancy Words: From Accessories to Zany 

Newman, L (2004) The Boy Who Cried Fabulous 
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White E.B. (2004) Charlotte’s Web 

Cleary, B (1981) Romona Quimby, Age 8 

Howe, J (2006) Bunnicula 

O’Dell, S (2010) Island of the Blue Dolphins 

Frank, A (1993) Anne Frank: The Diary of a Young Girl 

Miller, A (2003) The Crucible 

The Socratic method of teaching is employed with all our higher-level novel studies. Teachers 

can reference http://www.learnnc.org/lp/pages/4994, for an overview of the process. We have 

experienced higher levels of critical thinking from our students and discussions that continue 

after the literature period is completed. The repetition and background of the vocabulary is 

increased, yielding increased comprehension. Academic vocabulary had been increased by the 

use of the Socratic method for informational texts.  Electricity, by Alexandera Parsons (1997), 

offers many opportunities for discussions related to content and hand-on science activities, which 

has increased student vocabularies and grades.  

 “Many words have special characteristics that have to be learned if the words are to be 

understood fully” (Gunning, 2010, p. 285). Homophones and homonyms are fun to teach with 

the aid of books and riddles. If you were a Homonym or Homophone, by Nancy Loewen (2007) 

and Eight ate: A feast of Homonym Riddles, by Marvin Terban (2007) are two examples which 

engage students. Older students play games on websites, 

http://www.aasd.k12.wi.us/staff/boldtkatherine/ReadingFun3-6/ReadingFun_Homophones.htm 

or http://www.vocabulary.co.il/, to increase repetition and reinforce understanding of vocabulary. 

The King Who Rained, by Fred Gwyne (1988) is an excellent choice to teach idioms. Students 
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are engaged and are encouraged to create pictures of additional idioms. The use of multi-sensory 

activities has increased our student achievement scores.  

 Our students, to increase their vocabulary and understanding of words, have used 

WordlyWise.com and Wordly Wise educational materials in the past. Although their test scores 

were high, there was little evidence showing the generalization of the tested vocabulary to 

speaking and writing. There is evidence for teaching vocabulary through a focus on 

morphological structure of words, specifically with Latin and Greek roots (Rasinski, Newton, & 

Newton, 2011). Vocabulary from Classical Roots, a current curricular program created by Lee 

Mountain, Nancy Flowers and Norma Fifer, incorporates lessons on word strategies and word 

etymologies for students fourth through eleventh grade. There are two roots and eight to fifteen 

words in each lesson. Definitions and activities are given to aid in learning. Our students 

illustrate the root word on an index card, use prefixes and suffixes to expand to root to words, 

and use the words in sentences. Montessori root/prefix/suffix hands-on materials are also used to 

increase morphemic analysis. Word spokes can be used to help students recognize, the structure 

and meaning of roots, prefixes, and suffixes in a visual display. The root is drawn in the center. 

Spokes are drawn creating wedges. Within each wedge, using a prefix or suffix, a complete word 

is written and a picture is drawn in relation to the meaning. The word spokes can create a new 

version of the word wall. Students are encouraged to use the words when speaking and writing 

(Rasinski et al., 2011). To further engage the students and increase the possibility of 

generalization to speaking and writing, practice on websites such as, 

http://english.glendale.cc.ca.us/roots.html and http://www.education.com/study-

help/article/words-roots_answer/, is encouraged.  
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 “The greatest disparity between educational achievers and nonachievers in U.S. schools 

lies in vocabulary and background, which means that the single greatest need for under achieving 

schools and underachieving students is building vocabulary and background” (Gunning, 2010, p. 

285). This knowledge has inspired me to create a “Word Wizard” program at my school 

(Gunning, 2010). Classroom IPADs  and computers will have access to additional websites, such 

as, vocabsushi.com, which provides guided practice putting words in context. Critical thinking 

skills can be enhance with the use of http://www.superkids.com/aweb/tools/words/. 

Unscrambling letters, building new words, and exploring SAT words while having fun and using 

the computer will reinforce learning. The use of games found on http://jc-

schools.net/tutorials/vocab/ppt-vocab.html will increase student engagement and exposure to 

higher-level vocabulary. A literacy rich campus environment providing a variety of experiences 

to enhance vocabulary building is essential. 
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