
Let’s Move!



Foundational Literacy: 
What’s In A Word?



Foundational Literacy

the ability to read words and bring meaning to 
text.

Framing Question: 

What are the essential skills students need 
to learn to be able to read?



Session Focus Question

How do we develop the ability to play with 
words such that reading becomes automatic 
and we can bring meaning to text?



Go Formative



Session Objectives

● Learn direct, explicit, and multisensory 
strategies to play with words - deconstruct and 
reconstruct 

● Understand how spelling supports reading

● What is morphology and why is it important?

● Embed grammar instruction using a mentor 
text to help students understand how to create 
logical, meaningful sentences



Word Recognition
1

• Background Knowledge
• Vocabulary
• Language Structures (syntax, semantics, etc.)
• Verbal Reasoning (inference, metaphor, etc.)
• Literacy Knowledge (print concepts, genres, etc.)

• Phonological Awareness
• Letter Knowledge
• Phonemic Decoding
• Spelling (Orthographic Knowledge)
• Fluency

Language 
Comprehension

1

Reading 
Comprehension

1

• Purpose for Reading



What’s in 
a Word?

A Moonshot Talk 
with Liz Remington



Our crazy language we call English...

It's a glorious wreck (a good old Viking word, that). 
Glorious, I say, in all its shambling, mutable beauty. 
People daily speak a quilt work of words, and 
continents and nations and tribes and even enemies 
dance all over your mouth when you speak.” 

-  Luis Alberto Urrea, Mexican-American writer
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This crazy 
language 

we call English

Morphonetic 
Language











Word Origins

20-25% Anglo-Saxon/Old English

60% Latin

10-12% Greek

3-5% 
Other



Types of Morphemes in English
Historical Layers of English

(grades to emphasize when teaching word study)
Morpheme Structures

Anglo-Saxon Layer
(Grades 1-3)

● Compounds
● Inflections
● Base words
● Suffixes 
● Odd, high-frequency words

Latin, French/Romance Layer
(Grades 4-6)

● Prefixes
● Roots
● Suffixes
● Latin plurals

Greek Layer
(Grades 6-8)

● Combining forms
● Plurals

Adapted from Henry, 1999



-  Stanislas Dehaene, Reading in the Brain, 2009 





ORTHOGRAPHIC PROCESSING

Orthographic Knowledge

Orthographic Retrieval

Orthographic Mapping



https://docs.google.com/file/d/1ehvC_HshuojAZSwb8BhhOPJRqeKsRHxo/preview


Spelling scores at grades 3 and 4 predicted reading 
comprehension better than word attack (decoding). 

Rarely will you have a student struggle with spelling that 
does not also struggle with reading.

Mehta et al. 2005 Scientific Studies of Reading
Results of the NICHD Early Intervention Study

Key Idea 1: Word Study Matters 
Students need opportunities to explore 
structure and meaning in words



“…phonology, although important for all aspects of literacy 
learning, is even more critical in learning to spell than in 
learning to read. Orthographic knowledge is laid over a 
phonological foundation. If that phonological foundation is 
weak, orthographic skills cannot develop sufficiently to 
support good spelling and compensate for the 
underdeveloped phonological skills.”  

—Cassar, Treiman, Moats, Pollo & Kessler, 2005





Implications for the classroom

➢ Spelling patterns must be taught not caught

➢ Reading-spelling-handwriting mutually reinforcing

➢ Needs to be practiced to level of automaticity



Key Idea 2: MORPHOLOGY is the 
smallest unit of meaning

free 

and bound 



 

Free Morphemes can stand alone

Function Words                                         Content Words
But                                                                    Nouns
Below                                                              Adjectives
An                                                                      Adverbs



Bound Morphemes Cannot Stand Alone

                                            Prefix
                                             Roots 
                                                    Suffixes

 



              Transformation
                   Unpainted 

                   Insisting
                      Accept



Common 
Prefixes and 
Suffixes



● Intensity of emotional association and experience 
with word.

● Frequency encountered in writing.
● Does it follow a pattern. Good readers attend to 

the internal structure and details of a word 
(reduces memory load).

● Connections to others already known. Networks 
(web) of relationships based within and between 
words.

- Louisa Moats, How Spelling Supports Reading 

How do we remember words?



“…Learning to read is learning how to use the 
conventional forms of printed language to 
obtain meaning from words…the child 
learning how to read needs to learn how his 
or her writing system works.”  

- Keith Rayner, Cognitive Psychologist



Structured Word Inquiry

Critical Thinking through 
Scientific Inquiry



The Story of just ONE word

If he and his friends were in 
danger, he drew a police officer.



Investigative Questions

1. What does it mean?

2. What are the structures? (How is it built? 

Can you identify any base words?)

3. What are the relatives? (What other 
words can you think of with this word?)

4. What are the sounds that matter?



Word Matrix

Prefixes Base Word Suffixes



The Story of just ONE word

If he and his friends were in 
danger, he drew a police officer.



Practice!

As a table group, use the word given 
to you and investigate the word using 
the questions, word matrix and word 
sums.



“Patterns and morphological 

relationships are the keys to 

unlocking pronunciation, spelling, 

and meaning. All students should 

be issued these master keys.”

- Patricia Cunningham, author Making Words



Manipulation + Meaning= Memory

1. Multiple Exposure

2. With deep understanding

3. Connected to what they know.

Anita Archer’s Mnemonic



Jokester Time



Break



The more a student knows about a 
word, the faster the word can be 
decoded, retrieved and 
comprehended. 

- Maryanne Wolf



Multiple Meaning Words 

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1a6El89_P2O3YWsSSVcN2x6csDM67FpWD/preview


When students know ONE word really well…
They know 100!

JAM

eat

toast

fruit

PB 
& J

Guitar
Music

Difficult

trouble

packed

cars



Word Webs
MIM - Many 
Interesting 
Meanings

MIC - Many 
Interesting 
Connections



Practice

1. Read the core word at your table
2. Create a word web using MIM and MIC
3. Read the sentence in the story that has 

your word
4. Discuss what the word means and what 

context clues were there to help you



How can I implement this into my daily 
instruction?

● Incorporating the word web with MIM and MIC 
words when reading, teaching and building words

● In read alouds when discussing multiple meaning 
words

● When reading or dictating sentences (ex: in Sonday 
or phonics instruction) ask student what does the 
word (ex: jam) mean in the sentence?  What context 
clue (connecting word) helps you know that?



Manipulation + Meaning = Memory

1. Multiple Exposure

2. With deep understanding

3. Connected to what they know.

Anita Archer’s Mnemonic



Grammar Instruction
             embedded 
                       within your mentor text.



Key Takeaways & Go Formative



Reflection I/Q

● Write your individual insights and 
questions on separate post-it notes

● Share out insights and questions at table
● Share out whole group
● Facilitator adds insights and questions 

to chart paper



Transfer & Apply Knowledge



SWI and Word Matrix Websites

http://wordworkskingston.com/WordWorks/Structured_Word_Inquiry.html

http://wordsinbogor.blogspot.com/2013/08/starting-learning-journey.html

https://www.etymonline.com

http://wordworkskingston.com/WordWorks/Structured_Word_Inquiry.html
http://wordsinbogor.blogspot.com/2013/08/starting-learning-journey.html
https://www.etymonline.com/


Job Share Outs 
& 

Commitment Check in 



Reflection: Enriched Literacy 



Tomorrow…

Foundational Literacy: 
Make It Flow & Bringing Words To Life

Applied Literacy: 
From the Word to the World



Let’s Play BINGO!


