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Introduction and Rationale

Why Use Making and Writing Words for Second and Third Grade?

Reading is a remarkably complex activity. It involves a person’s physical, cognitive,
social, and emotional systems and more. The complexity of reading and how it is best
taught have made reading the subject of intensive research over the past century.

Yet, despite its complexity, all reading scholars agree that learning to recognize words
is one of the most important tasks in reading. If a reader cannot translate the string of
letters encountered in a text into words, then he or she cannot read. Decoding words
accurately and fluently is absolutely necessary for proficient reading. For many children
who experience difficulty in learning to read, the source of the difficulty lies in their
inability or poor ability to decode words.

Scholars in reading education have long argued over the best method for teaching word
decoding. Proponents for synthetic phonics, analytic phonics, analogical phonics,
contextual word recognition, word categorization, reading through writing, and other
approaches have all had their day in the sun. And still, we are not sure of the best way
to help students learn to crack the written code. We only know that it is important for
students to learn how to solve words and that most students learn to solve words through
direct and systematic instruction.

Indeed, in testimony before a congressional subcommittee, the chairperson of the
prestigious National Reading Panel, summarized the Panel’s findings:

The greatest improvements were seen from systematic phonics
instruction. This type of phonics instruction consists of
teaching a planned sequence of phonics elements, rather than
highlighting elements as they happen to appear in a text.

A widely utilized method for teaching word decoding in a direct and systematic
manner is word building. In word-building activities, students, guided by the teacher,
manipulate a limited set of letters to make a series of words. Teachers call out a series
of words and students attempt to represent the sequence of sounds they hear with a string
of letters they set out.

The first popular manifestation of word building was in Cunningham and Cunningham’s
(1992) Making Words activity. In brief and engaging lessons, young readers
manipulated letter cards, tiles, or magnetic letters to make words recited to them by the
teacher. Making Words has become an integral and effective part of a larger and proven
comprehensive reading instruction strategy called the Four Blocks (Cunningham, Hall,
and Defee, 1998).
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Introduction and Rationale (cont.)

Reading scholars have noted the remarkable potential of this approach to word building
in helping children learn to “crack the code.” In a study of instructional approaches for
teaching phonics reported in Reading Research Quarterly, Stahl, Duffy-Hester, and Stahl
(1998) note that “Making Words appears to be effective as part of (an) overall approach
to teaching reading” (p. 347). Making Words was also described in an influential book
on early reading instruction, Preventing Reading Dif�culties in Young Children (Snow,
Burns, and Griffin, 1998), as “an engaging medium for explicit instruction about specific
spelling-sound correspondences and the alphabetic principle” (p. 198). The National
Reading Panel (2000) reported in its review of the research on phonics methods that,
“Instruction that taught phoneme manipulation with letters helped normally developing
readers and at-risk readers acquire PA (phonemic awareness) better than PA without
letters” (p. 2-4). The development of phonemic awareness is critical to students’
proficiency in phonics and word decoding.

Making and Writing Words also aims to improve students’ spelling performance as they
employ the sound-symbol system to decode and encode (spell) words. In their review of
spelling research, Invernizzi and Hayes (2004) note that spelling itself is an independent
contributor to reading acquisition and that, indeed, spelling appears to be the most
consistent predictor of reading achievement. They report that “students who receive
additional spelling instruction perform better on reading tasks such as oral reading, silent
reading comprehension, and other related measures in addition to spelling.”

Taken as a whole, scholars point to the ef�cacy of word-

building activities. Making and Writing Words provides the

strategy and a format in which to conduct word-building

activities that will contribute to students’ growth as

readers through phonemic awareness development, phonics

development, and spelling development.

Tim Rasinski (1999) modified the original Making Words activity into Making and

Writing Words (on which this book is based). Rather than physically manipulate letters,
students were asked to actually write the words they heard spoken by their teacher.
Rasinski felt that by having students actually write the words, they are more likely to
“engrave” in their memories the correct spelling and construction of the words. The
movement of the hand in writing words can be a significant aid in helping students
remember the letter-sound relationships used in making the words. He also felt that his
Making and Writing Words was logistically a bit easier for teachers than the original
Making Words activity. In the original version of Making Words, teachers or students
would have to prepare, organize, and retrieve individual letter cards or tiles for each
lesson. Although these are simple tasks, they do require time and energy that might be
better used to study words.
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