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INTERVENTION STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES

Students learn about letter–sound relationships and patterns within words most effectively when they read 
and discuss books that interest them and engage in meaningful writing tasks. Therefore, base the following 
intervention activities on texts students have enjoyed and on words they have encountered in print.

Before presenting specific classroom activities, here are some general strategies that are beneficial to all 
students—English speakers as well as English learners.

1. Use visualization.  Teach students to visualize the word in their mind by writing it in the air.
2. Divide monosyllable and multisyllable words into segments. Have students find the onset and rime or 

spelling patterns (CVC, CVCe, CVVC, and so on) of monosyllabic words. With multisyllable words have 
them segment the word into the affixes and a root or base word.

3. Focus on similarities and differences between words. For example, hear (action) has ear in the word (we 
need ears to hear), while here (location) is there (another location) without the letter t.

Keep these general strategies in mind as you use the activities in this section.

ACTIVITY GRADES K–2 and GRADES 4–8 English Learners

Word Sorting with Pictures
English learners enter U.S. schools in all grade levels. English learners, like native speakers, need time to learn 
letter–sound relationships. One of the first skills to focus on is listening for the initial sound of a word. Using 
the picture cards found in Appendix D.4 and D.5, have students sort the cards different ways. For example, first 
give the student pictures of objects that begin with two different letter sounds and ask her to sort the words into 
two piles according to the initial sounds. Next, give her pictures of objects that begin with three different letter 
sounds and have her sort the words into three piles according to the initial sounds. Have the student name the 
object each time; this will also increase her vocabulary.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Listen for the Initial Consonant Blends
1. Using the picture cards and game board in Appendix D.10, turn all picture cards upside down in a pile. Decide 

which person should begin.
2. The first player picks up a picture card, pronounces the word for the picture, and correctly places the picture 

on the consonant blend space that corresponds to the initial consonant blend of the word.
3. If the player cannot place a card on the correct consonant blend space, the card is placed on the bottom of the 

pile.

The goal is for students to fill all of the consonant blend spaces.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Word Walls
Create a word wall featuring all the letters of the alphabet. On a poster board or butcher paper, write all of the 
letters of the alphabet and add words that children want to remember or will use in writing or reading. In a 
tutoring setting, write the letters of the alphabet in order on slips of paper, place them in a file folder, and have 
the tutee add words she wants to remember below the appropriate letters.
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ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Find the Mystery Word
Use the word wall in your classroom for this activity, which is appropriate for whole group, small group, or indi-
vidual instruction. The goal is for students to listen to the teacher for sound clues, put the sounds together, and 
name the word from the word wall. At the beginning of the year, use easy clues (initial sound, followed by medial 
sound, followed by ending sound). Later, try giving the sounds in a mixed order. Here is a mixed order example:

1. Instruct students to look at the word wall and to think, not say, the mystery word.
2. Give clues to the mystery word by saying, “I see a word that has a short /a/ sound.” (Say the sound, not the 

letter name.) “This word begins with a /b/ sound. This word ends with a /g/ sound. If you know the word, 
whisper the word to your neighbor. What was the word, Robert?”

ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Word Walls Related to Content
Displaying many posters with related words helps students learn the relationship among them and also helps 
them with spelling. Teachers can require students to spell correctly all words listed on one of the word walls or 
posters. This practice teaches students to use resources to help them spell and encourages them to use correct 
terminology when writing about newly learned concepts. The poster in Figure 6.15 has a list that a second-
grade teacher created when the class was studying about reptiles and amphibians. As students encountered more 
words, they added them to the poster.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Personalized Word Family Dictionary
Arrange a personalized dictionary with two major sections. The first section contains a page for each letter of the 
alphabet. The second section contains a page for each of the following common word families: ack, age, ake, an, 
am, at, ight, ound, all, it, in, ill, ig, ell, ed, ead, ot, op, og, ad, ap. The top of each page includes either a letter (in 
upper- and lowercase) or the name of the word family; for example:

Aa ack (back)

After Lack
About Jack
Around Sack
Alligator Smack

Students can add words as they find them in texts or hear them in conversation.
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Figure 6.15 Sample second grade content-related word wall.
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ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Alphabiography
Alphabiography is described on the website ReadWriteThink.org (International Reading Association, 2010). 
This activity encourages middle-school students to connect their personal lives with the alphabet. Students cre-
ate an alphabet book by thinking of one event, object, friend, or attribute associated with their lives. They need 
one word for each letter of the alphabet. They can have the one word on the page and add narrative to make the 
booklet meaningful to share with classmates. For example, Juan may create a picture book about his new friends 
in the United States. For the letter “A,” he may write, “My friend Ben likes apples.” For the letter “B,” he may 
write, “My friend Ben plays basketball.” For the letter “C,” he may write, “My friend Carl likes to play cards.” 
For each letter, he writes a sentence based on his ability. More advanced students will write longer sentences. 
This activity can be found at: www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/alphabiography-pro-
ject-totally-937.html.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Alliteration
In this activity, either you or the student can do the writing.

1. Share some familiar tongue twisters such as Sally sells seashells down by the seashore, or Peter Piper picked 
a peck of pickled peppers, and then share some not-so-familiar tongue twisters such Peter Potter splattered a 
plate of peas on Patty Platt’s pink plaid pants (Rosenbloom & Artell, 1999, p. 219).

2. Create your own original tongue twisters, perhaps based on the student’s name.
3. Ask what sound the student hears at the beginning of the words.

Some of these sentences will result in amusing tongue twisters that also help the student with articulation, 
such as Happy, hungry Harry has hundreds of hamburgers or Brave Beverly Beaver blew blue bubbles.

ACTIVITY Grades 2–4

Dominoes
This activity is designed to help struggling readers focus not only on the initial sounds, but also on the ending 
sounds of words. Using the domino cards from Appendix D.11, participants match the ending consonant sound 
(not the letter) of one domino with the initial sound of the next word. For example, if one player lays out the 
cat domino, the next player must lay down a domino picture that begins with a /t/ sound. Play the game with 
the students or observe as they play together. Through observation, you will determine which letter sounds are 
troublesome for which students.



Copyright material from [Beverly A. DeVries (2019), Literacy Assessment and Intervention for Classroom Teachers, Routledge]

ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Flip Books
Struggling readers often do not see the common rime within-word families. Show these students how the rime 
is a common factor in the entire “family” and how the onset changes the words. Explicit instruction in word 
families encourages readers to look for known parts within words. Again, use word families from texts that have 
been read in a tutoring or small-group session. For example, after reading Dr. Seuss’s The Cat in the Hat, have 
readers construct a flip book of all the at words.

1. To construct a flip book using sentence strips, neatly print hat on a strip and cut the word off the sentence 
strip.

2. Using the rest of the sentence strip, write the letters b, c, f, h, m, p, r, s, v.
3. Cut them up and staple them on top of the h in hat. Because at is a word, the top sheet should be blank.

See Figure 6.16 for an example. Using The Cat in the Hat, you can also construct a flip book for the ump 
family. Put the letters h, c, gr, d, j, l, p, r, st, and th on the pages. Because ump is not a word, the top page must 
have a letter.

Figure 6.16 Sample flip books.

ACTIVITY Grades 2–5

Word Family Concentration
Concentration is a game that teaches students to focus and remember. Cards can be based on any text the strug-
gling reader enjoys. Work with the student to decide which words she wants to learn and remember. Make two 
cards of the same word. If the book has phonograms, make the activity more challenging by having the student 
match phonograms (e.g., the hat card with the cat card). Participate in the activity with the student in order 
to understand what letter sounds or words are troubling her. Appendix D.12 contains two examples. The first, 
based on Nancy Shaw’s Sheep Out to Eat (1992), is built on a number of different word families. The second is 
built on other homophones. It is not recommended that you use all the cards in each activity.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Rhyming Word Concentration
Concentration is a game that middle-school students can also enjoy. Many poems by Shel Silverstein and Bruce 
Lansky are humorous and include rhymes. After reading Lansky’s (2009) “New Year’s Resolutions” and “Some-
one’s Toes Are in My Nose” have the student write each of the rhyming words—better/letter, looking/cooking, 
stairs/chairs, sorrow/tomorrow, me/be, understand/band, truck/stuck, mad/had—on an index card. Then turn the 
cards over and challenge the student to find the matches as quickly as possible, or play the game according to 
the traditional rules.



Copyright material from [Beverly A. DeVries (2019), Literacy Assessment and Intervention for Classroom Teachers, Routledge]

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Yankee Doodle Poetry
Middle-school students can borrow writing and rhyming ideas from poets. After sharing two of Bruce Lansky’s 
humorous poems from My Dog Ate My Homework! (2009), “Yankee Doodle’s Monkey Ride” and “Yankee 
Doodle’s Turtle Ride,” invite students to brainstorm with you to write hilarious versions of this four-line verse. 
Write one or two together, then have them write their own and share them with the class. To add a technology 
component to the activity, have the students provide illustrations for their poems and post them on a class wiki 
or website.

Activities Emphasizing Word Patterns
Some students will continue to have difficulty recognizing word patterns, despite explicit demonstrations. The 
following activities are designed to help a student see patterns within words. The first pattern, consonant–vowel–
consonant (CVC), is also found in many phonograms. However, the emphasis is now on the short vowel sound 
that is found in most CVC words. Some exceptions to this pattern that students may notice are words like cow, 
how, few, and sew because the “w” becomes a vowel when it follows a vowel.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Short Vowel Bingo
Play short vowel bingo with readers who struggle with short vowel sounds.

1. Duplicate the blank bingo card in Appendix D.13.
2. Write a list of twenty-five words with short vowel sounds on the board.
3. Instruct the students to write the words on their bingo cards in any order, leaving the free space blank.
4. Write the words on index cards, draw one from the stack, and read it aloud.
5. Have the students place a marker on the word.

The goal is for a student to fill five spaces in a row, vertically, horizontally, or diagonally. If you laminate 
the cards before students write on them, the cards can be used for many different bingo games. (You may want 
to use erasable pens or pencils.) The following word list is from Kristen Hall’s A Bad, Bad Day (1995) and Rex 
Schneider’s That’s Not All! (1993). Both are books for beginning readers.

Bad Dad Bed hit What Can
Bus Got Not that Bug Rug
Has Pet Let hen Pen Den
Cat Rat Dog hog Bat Hat
Pig Wig Run fun

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

The Magical E!
The following activity builds on the CVC pattern and introduces the CVCe pattern. Using the cards shown in 
Figure 6.17, have the student first pronounce the short vowel word. Then have him move the “e” card to the 
end of the word and pronounce the new word, which has a long vowel sound. Choose words that are familiar 
to the student.
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 hug cut gag rag rat mat pin

 kit hid pip at hat cap can

 dim hop fat bat pop slop win

 fin bin din man mad fad e

Figure 6.17 Magical E! cards.

Activities Emphasizing Sounds within Words
Students should learn to recognize long, short, controlled-r, and schwa vowels as well as the subtle differences 
between /b/ and /p/, /m/ and /n/, /f/ and /v/, and /t/ and /d/ sounds. You may notice that when some students 
approach unknown words, they cannot determine whether a vowel sound is long, short, schwa, or controlled by 
the letter r. Other students may consistently write a t when the correct letter is a d, or a p instead of a b. These 
students will benefit from tutoring sessions that feature some of the following intervention activities.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Listen to the Vowel Sounds
1. Create a board game by gluing a page of vowel squares (Appendix D.14) on each side of an opened file folder 

so both players can view the vowels right-side up.
2. Using the picture cards in Appendix D.14, place them face down in a pile.
3. Decide which student will begin.
4. The first player picks up a picture card, pronounces the word for the picture, listens to the medial vowel 

sound, and matches the picture with the correct vowel space.
5. If the player cannot place the card on the correct vowel space, the card is placed on the bottom of the pile.

The game is over when students fill all the vowel spaces.

Activities Emphasizing Spelling

ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Collecting Vowel Sounds Made with Different Spellings
This activity will help students understand that a vowel sound may have different spellings (e.g., the long /a/ 
sound can be spelled a, ue, ay, ey, ai, or ei). Have students find words in their texts that use various spellings 
to represent the same letter sounds. One way to have students keep track of the words is by giving them one 
index card for each specified vowel sound. For example, you might begin with all the spellings of the long /a/. 
Figure 6.18 shows a sample long /a/ card.
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Long /a/ Sound

 ey words  ay words a words ai words
 they day came rain
 grey say gave main
  play made pain
   mane

  ue words ei words
  bouquet eight
  croquet

Figure 6.18 Sample long /a/ card.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Word Ladders
Rasinski (2005a, 2005b) created word ladders in which students have to add, delete, rearrange, or substitute let-
ters to create words that correlate to a definition. The following activity encourages students to see how changing 
one or two letters results in a new word. This activity is based on the ing sound.

1. Write down think.
2. Delete two letters to create a word that refers to something used to write. (ink)
3. Add one letter to create a word that refers to what a person may do with his/her eye. (wink)
4. Change one letter to create a word that names a part of a bird. (wing)
5. Add one letter to create a word that names a favorite piece of playground equipment. (swing)
6. Delete one letter to create a word that refers to a rock star’s talent. (sing)
7. Add one letter to create a word that refers to the action of a bee. (sting)
8. Add one letter to create a word that refers to a part of tennis shoes. (string)

ACTIVITY Grades 1–5

Magnetic Letters
Working with magnetic letters helps students who are tactile learners and those who do not like the messiness of 
erasing. For students who are really weak with spelling, preselect letters and put them in a pile. First work with 
word families (onset and rimes) that have the CVC pattern (e.g., at, ap, am, an, and up families).

1. Select magnetic letters to spell the word and then pronounce the word.
2. Have the student pronounce the word and then you both pronounce it slowly, drawing out the sounds.
3. Mix up the three letters and ask the student to spell the word again.
4. Return the original letters to the pile and tell the student another word from the same word family.
5. For the second word, ask the student to find all three letters from the pile; she should not merely change the 

first letter, because it is important that she sees four or five words with the same pattern.
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Much time should be given to manipulating the letters to spell new words. Have the student copy all the 
magnetic letter words onto a personal word wall (a sheet of paper with the rime written at the top and words 
listed from the bottom).

ACTIVITY Grades 3–6

Mnemonics, Memory Aids
Mnemonic strategies are unique ways to remember difficult or unusual words. For example, the sentence “George 
Ellen’s old grandfather rode a pig home yesterday” spells geography. Also, it is easy to remember the difference 
between dessert and desert because children want two desserts (two s’s). The c and s are not confusing in license 
when one remembers that a car always needs to stop at a stop sign. (The c comes before the s in the sentence 
and in the word.) Attendance creates a command: “At ten dance!” And capacity is the command to “Cap a city!” 
Teach students how to create their own mnemonics and when to use them.

ACTIVITY Grades 3–8

Spelling in Parts (SIP)
Some spelling problems for students are (1) alternative phonetic patterns (e.g., education sounds like edukashun), 
(2) spelling patterns that are less common (e.g., ch for the /sh/ as in Michigan), (3) double letters (e.g., occur), 
(4) the schwa sound that can be any vowel (e.g., lemon, about), and (5) commonly mispronounced words (e.g., 
library).

Powell and Aram (2008) suggest using the following SIP (spelling in parts) strategy to help struggling spell-
ers. The goal of this strategy is to help students listen for and identify syllables within words. For example, if the 
student is struggling with September, write the word down and follow these steps. Have the student:

1. Clap out the syllables so he knows how many parts there are in the word. Remember: every syllable has at 
least one vowel.

2. Say the first syllable and circle it (e.g., Sep).
3. Pronounce the next syllable and draw a line under it (e.g., tem).
4. Pronounce the last syllable and draw a vertical line after it (e.g., ber/).
5. Pronounce the first syllable and write it down: S-e-p.
6. Say the second syllable and write it down: t-e-m.
7. Say the last syllable and write it down: b-e-r.
8. Next, ask the student which syllable might cause a spelling problem and why. For example, the second syllable 

of September may sound like tim, instead of tem.
9. Discuss how the last syllable is found in three more months: October, November, and December.

Help students listen for syllables and teach them about troublesome syllables, such as -tion (e.g., vacation, 
station, addition) to assist them with multiple words. Teach struggling spellers to be word-pattern detectives 
instead of having them memorize each word independently.


