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INTERVENTION STRATEGIES AND ACTIVITIES

Word recognition skills should not be taught through isolated worksheets (Bear et al., 2008; Bloodgood & 
Pacifici, 2004; Pinnell & Fountas, 2007; Rasinski & Padak, 2003), but rather in context—for example, while 
reading good literature or writing a letter. A primary goal of teaching word recognition skills is to help strug-
gling readers gain automatic word recognition. “The best way to develop fast and accurate perception of word 
features is to engage in meaningful reading and writing, and to have multiple opportunities to examine those 
same words out of context” (Bear et al., 2011). Having struggling readers memorize lists of words is fruitless. 
Rather, help them learn how to think about words by looking for familiar parts within words. Many words 
can be identified as part of a word family, and sometimes there are familiar short words in longer words, such 
as chimpanzee, which contains pan, or scare, which contains s + care. When segmenting a longer word, the 
result is sometimes several smaller, connected words. Consider attendance, which segments into at + ten + 
dance. In this word and others like it, the smaller words must be blended together quickly to form the longer 
word. When teaching word recognition skills, incorporate reading and writing activities. During the editing 
portion of the writing process, examine spelling patterns and spelling—meaning relationships (Bloodgood & 
Pacifici, 2004). All of the strategies and activities discussed in this section can be used in small-group settings. 
However, it is strongly recommended that these activities be primarily used in tutoring sessions so teachers can 
focus on what each individual student knows about word recognition. All instruction should take place while 
working with authentic literature and writing tasks. Use the suggested texts for these activities, or choose those 
that interest the struggling readers. Assisting students to discover patterns within monosyllabic words and 
morphological relationships helps them unlock pronunciation, spelling, and meaning of words (Blevins, 2001).

The activities in this section are divided into the following categories: (1) small-group activity for teach-
ing word recognition skills; (2) activities emphasizing receptive and expressive vocabularies; (3) activities 
emphasizing sight words; (4) activities emphasizing sight vocabulary; (5) activity emphasizing context clues; 
(6) activities emphasizing visual analysis of monosyllabic words; and (7) activities emphasizing blending  
polysyllabic words and structural analysis. First assess struggling readers as they read and write, then empha-
size the specific skills that meet their particular needs. The first activity is designed for small groups; the oth-
ers can take place either in small groups or during one-on-one instruction.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–6

Guided Reading
In guided reading the teacher works with a small group of students who read at the same level and use similar 
reading processes (Fountas & Pinnell, 2006b; Fountas & Pinnell, 2013). For these activities, use leveled books 
that offer a minimum of new concepts to learn, and take time to teach one or two new concepts in each session. 
The premise of guided reading is for students to experience new texts that they can read at once with minimal 
support. Your role is to teach strategies and skills and how to use them successfully during independent reading.

The guided reading lesson follows a specific format:

1. Select a text that offers one or two new concepts. The text may be in a large book format so that all students 
in the group can see it clearly.

2. Introduce the book by talking through the pictures, using the vocabulary of the text. For example, if the story 
is about a humungous bear but the students use the word big in the discussion, introduce the word humun-
gous during further discussion.

3. After you talk through the entire text, give each student a copy of the book. Instruct them to look at the pic-
tures again, and perhaps ask them to find a particular word on a particular page.

4. Next, instruct the students to read the book aloud quietly to themselves. Watch for words they find difficult.
5. After the reading, make a list on a whiteboard of words they found difficult. Now teach them an appropriate 

word recognition skill (e.g., structural analysis) and ask them to apply it to the given word.
6. Read the text in unison with the students.
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INSIDE THE CLASSROOM: A GUIDED READING SESSION

Mr. Francis is supervising a small-group activity in which students are quietly reading aloud to themselves 
Meish Goldish’s Step Inside the Rain Forest (1993). He notes the children struggle with the word sloth, an 
unfamiliar animal, and chimpanzee, a longer word for this group of readers. When the students use picture 
clues for this word, some say, “ape,” while others say, “monkey.” When they have completed the story, Mr. 
Francis writes sloth on the whiteboard.

Mr. Francis: What parts do you see in this word? Students: A sl and a th.
Mr. Francis: Good. What sound does sl make? Students: /sl/.
Mr. Francis: Good! What sound does the th make? Students: /th/.
Mr. Francis: Good! Do you think the o makes a short or long sound?
Carla: A short sound because there is no e at the end of the word.
Mr. Francis: Now let’s blend the three parts together.
Students: /sl/ . . . /o/ . . . /th/.
Mr. Francis: A little faster now.
Students: Sloth (as Mr. Francis quickly moves his finger under the letters).
Mr. Francis: Now turn to page 11 and let’s read that page together.
Students: A sloth—it doesn’t walk on the ground.
Mr. Francis: Great! We also know that monkeys and apes are incorrect words because these animals can 

walk on the ground. Now let’s look at this word. (He writes chimpanzee on the board.) Again, 
some of you read ape and some of you read monkey. The animal on page 13 looks like a 
monkey or ape. But let’s look at the letters of the word. What sound does monkey start with?

Students: /m/.
Mr. Francis: Correct! This word (pointing to chimpanzee on the board) does not begin with the /m/ sound 

or the letter m. What sound does ape begin with?
Carla: A long /a/ sound.
Mr. Francis: Correct! These letters (points to the ch) do not make the long /a/ sound. What word do you 

see in this long word?
Colin: I see pan. (He points to it.)
Brian: It’s chimpanzee! A chimpanzee is like a monkey, and that has pan in it. Listen, chim pan zee.
Mr. Francis: Great job! Let’s read that page together.
Students: Bats and snakes and chimpanzees.
Colin: Mr. Francis, you spelled it wrong. It has an s on the end.
Mr. Francis: Thanks for catching that, Colin. What does that s mean?
Colin: That there are more than one.
Mr. Francis: Great job! Colin saw a smaller word in chimpanzee and Brian, you recalled that a chimpanzee 

is like a monkey. Today, boys and girls, you learned how to find smaller parts in words, like 
in sloth and in chimpanzees. Now, let’s read the entire book together.

Read the scenario in the accompanying box and examine how Mr. Francis teaches several word recognition 
skills during a guided reading session.

Fountas and Pinnell’s Guided Reading: Good First Teaching for All Children (2006b) offers more detail on 
how to conduct a guided reading session.

7. Sometimes you might invite students to respond to the book to assess their comprehension. Other times you 
may include writing, drama, multimedia, or art extensions to complement the book. However, not every book 
works with such extensions.

8. Ask a student to stay so you can make a running record of his reading.
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ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Wordless Books
“Reading” a wordless book is one way to build a struggling reader’s receptive vocabulary and schemata. The 
“reading” becomes a discussion when a teacher also comments on the pictures, using specific terms or a more 
advanced vocabulary than a reader has. Appendix A.5 presents a list of wordless books that encourage this 
kind of discussion, and Appendix A.6 presents some appropriate material for content-area learning. Some of the 
books in the list are intended for younger students, while some, especially those in Appendix A.6, are complex 
enough for middle-school students. One example is the complex wordless book Zoom (1995) by Istvan Banyai, 
in which the illustrations involve multiple shifts in perspective. After viewing the first picture in the book, a 
middle-school student may say that it depicts a bird. As the student turns to the second page, you may agree but 
say that it is a rooster because of the colorful crown. As you continue through the book, if the student calls the 
cruise ship a boat, you can explain the difference. As you discuss the pictures, write each specified word on an 
adhesive label and stick it to the appropriate page so the student can later go through the book and read these 
words back to the tutor.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Picture Books
Jan Brett’s books have detailed pictures and borders. Often the borders are stories within the main plot or 
details that supplement it. Using one of Brett’s books, you can help a struggling reader “read” the pictures 
before tackling the text. Use specific vocabulary so she hears potentially challenging words before she attempts 
to read. For example, while discussing the pictures in Brett’s Armadillo Rodeo (1995), use words such as lizard, 
hand-tooled, chili, arena, jalapeno, and fiddles, which may be unfamiliar to the student. When she reads the 
book, she will refer to the discussion and picture clues to help decode the unfamiliar words. Additional titles by 
Jan Brett are listed on her website (www.janbrett.com), and she includes many useful ideas for using her books 
with students.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Using Pictures to Enhance the Expressive Vocabulary of Middle-School Students
Brod Bagert’s (2006) Hormone Jungle: Coming of Age poetry book has a drawing on each page that can assist 
middle-school students in enhancing their expressive vocabulary. Read the title of the poem and then invite the 
student to explain the drawing, many of which are abstract. For example, the poem “The Gap” features a draw-
ing of the right half of one face and the left half of another. The right-half face has a heart drawn over it. Ask 
the student to explain why she thinks the artist drew that picture for that poem. (This poem is written from a 
female’s perspective so this activity works best with a female student.) As you ask “why” questions, the student 
will be developing an expressive vocabulary as she tries to explain herself. An appropriate poem for boys is “The 
Girl-Crazy Alien Body Snatcher,” featuring a drawing of an alien-looking male with four wings; one wing has a 
mask of a devil and one wing has three moons on it. The male has his hand up in the air as if he is in a dilemma. 
Ask “why” questions, such as, “Why do you think the illustrator drew an alien-looking male?” and “What is 
meant by the four wings?” Give him time to find words to express his thoughts.

The wordless book Ben’s Dream (Van Allsburg, 1982), which includes illustrations of famous places such as 
the Leaning Tower of Pisa and Big Ben in London, may also be used with middle-school students. Ask students 
to describe the places in as much detail as they can. If students are unfamiliar with these places (they are listed 
on the book’s final page), encourage them to use the place name as a search term and read more about it online.



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

ACTIVITY Grades K–1

Match the Word
1. After reciting a poem or song written on sentence strips, place them in a pocket chart.
2. Give the student a card with one of the sight words from the text.
3. Ask the student to place the card over the correct word in the sentence strip. This will be easy for most, but 

some will not take enough time to examine the letters within words.

This activity can also be used with big books by writing the sight word on a sticky note and asking the stu-
dent to place it over the word in the book. Later, you can say a sight word and ask him to point to the word in 
the text.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–5

Dolch List Bingo
The bingo cards in Appendix D.15 use the words from the Dolch word list. When playing bingo, call out each 
word twice and allow only five seconds between each word. Remember, automaticity is the goal with word 
recognition.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Unscramble the Sentence
Read a short poem and then write each line on a separate sentence strip. After reading “Perfect Children” (1997) 
by Brod Bagert, for example, write the following four lines on four separate sentence strips:

1. We children are sweet. 3. We always Say “please.”
2. We children are nice. 4. At least Once, maybe twice.

After the student can comfortably put the four lines in the correct order and read each sentence while point-
ing to each word, cut each line into individual words and have her put the sentences back in the correct order.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Personalized Flash Cards
As you and a student read books that contain topic-specific vocabulary, he may encounter difficult words that he 
sounds out every time they appear. For middle-school students, these words will be found in the content materi-
als. Have a stack of index cards handy to write down words that the reader needs to remember. Create no more 
than ten to twelve of these cards. The goal is for the reader to recognize those words quickly by sight. When these 
words are mastered, place them in the “known” stack. Students find it satisfying to see their stack of “known” 
words grow. Students can also enter their personal lists on a class computer or tablet using a slideshow program 
or app.
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ACTIVITY Grades 1–5

Personal Word Walls
To help a struggling reader create a meaningful word bank, create personalized word walls on card stock or a 
piece of paper. One of Mr. Morris’s students created the following list as she read various books about birds, 
adding words that she found tricky: bulbul, extinction, emu, ganets, molting, osprey, preening, plumage.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Unscramble the Word
1. After reading a book with the student, select some nouns from the text that the student wants to remember or 

that are new vocabulary for him.
2. Write out the words, using half-inch squares for each letter, and cut them out.
3. Give the student the squares for one word and have the student unscramble it.
4. Repeat for all the words.

This activity is useful for assisting tactile learners. The sample cards found in Figure 7.11 are based on First 
Discovery: The Universe (Jeunesse & Verdet, 2005).

ACTIVITY Grades 2–8

Technical or Domain-Specific Terms
Many concept books feature vocabulary words that are specific to the book’s topic. Many educators refer to 
these terms as domain-specific, as used in the CCSS, because the words are used when discussing a particular 
concept in a particular subject. To familiarize a student with this specialized vocabulary, first ask her what she 
knows about the topic. Then create a word-web for the book’s key terms. This will aid the student as she learns 
to recognize the words before reading the text. The web in Figure 7.12 was drawn by Ms. Inoue for her second 
grader, Ben, as they discussed his knowledge of the rain forest. She asks him if he has seen TV shows about the 
rain forest or if he has read about the rain forest at home. After Ms. Inoue marks down the words that Ben con-
tributes, she adds a few more she knows he will encounter in the text. After the discussion, she has Ben read the 
words in the web. This gives him an opportunity to see these potentially difficult words in print before he reads 
the text.

Jon, an eighth grader, is very interested in Greek mythology, but when he begins researching mythological 
figures online, he is surprised to find so many categories. With the help of a high school buddy, he creates the 
web organizer found in Figure 7.13.

J u p i t e r N e p t u n e

U r a n u s M e r c u r y

A s t r o n o m e r S a t u r n

U n i v e r s e E a r t h 

n

a

t

S
u

r

Figure 7.11 Unscramble the letters.
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ACTIVITY Grades 1–8

Cloze Passages
Using books at the struggling reader’s instructional level, select a key word in a sentence and cover it with 
a sticky note. Instruct the student to read on to the end of the sentence. Then ask him to choose a word 
that makes sense in the context of the sentence. If the student has no suggestions, prompt him to look at 
the pictures for clues. (Choose a book with vivid illustrations to help younger students.) If you are working 
with an older student and the book has no illustrations, simply have him read to the end of the paragraph 
to determine the correct word. After the student selects a word, he can take off the label and see if he was 
correct.

For a variation on this activity, photocopy a short passage at the student’s instructional level. Delete every 
fifth word or every key word and have the student fill in the deleted words. As you observe the student, look for 
context clues to help her select the correct word.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–3

Toss the Cube
This activity helps a student develop the ability to create words with a given set of letters. Using three to five letter 
cubes (found in Appendix D.7), the student tosses the cubes and creates words from the letters. He gets one point 
for each word he creates. To make the activity more difficult, set a time limit for each toss.

Toucans

Parrots

ReedsFerns

Trees

Sloths

Chameleons
Leopards

Chimpanzees

Snakes

Rain Forest

Creatures

VegetationBirds

Figure 7.12 Sample word-web.

ehT   Olympian Gods Semi-Gods and Spirits Monsters and Creatures Greek Heroes

 Aphrodite  Hades Furies (Erinyes) Centaurs Achilles

 Apollo  Hephaestus Graces (Charities) Cyclopes Agamemnon

 Ares  Hera Fates (Moirae) Giants Heracles

 Artemis  Hermes Muses Satyrs Jason

 Athena  Hestia Nymphs  Odysseus

 Demeter  Poseidon Sirens  Theseus

 Dionysus  Zeus

Figure 7.13 Organizer of Greek gods, semi-gods, monsters, and heroes.

Source: www.greek-gods.info
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ACTIVITY Grades 2–4

Compound Words
Read a book with a variety of compound words and then create cards that display the words that make up each 
compound word. These cards will help students to see how many compound words they can form by putting the 
cards together. Time students to make this exercise more challenging. One book that features many compound 
words is The Jolly Postman (2001) by Janet Ahlberg. Some words that relate to the postal service are found in 
Figure 7.14. Another book with many compound words is Once There Was a Bull. . . (frog): Adventures in Com-
pound Words (2011), by Rick Walton.

ACTIVITY Grades 1–2

Affixes Word Study
Select texts with words that have a number of affixes. First read the book for enjoyment and then discuss the 
words that have affixes. When selecting texts for English learners, refer to the sequence for teaching syllables 
and affixes to English learners (Figure 7.4). The list progresses from most commonly found suffixes to words 
with Greek and Latin bases. A good example for this exercise is Sam McBratney’s Guess How Much I Love You 
(1994), because it uses many past tense verbs and ing verbs: listening, stretching, reached, swinging, laughed, and 
touched. Notice these words have endings that do not share letters with the base word (e.g., listen + ing; swing 
+ ing). At first exclude words with double consonants and words in which the base word and the suffix ending 
share letters. For example, words such as hopping and tumbled should be avoided because in hop, the p is dou-
bled to form hopping, and in tumbled the root word (tumble) and ending (ed) share the e.

In the building blocks activity, write all of the base words, suffixes, and prefixes from a passage on sentence 
strips of different colors. For example, write all root words on orange strips, prefixes on green strips, and suffixes 
on blue strips. Then cut up the words and affixes and have the readers form as many words as possible by putting 
the pieces together. Figure 7.15 presents a sample list of words and affixes.

post man card age box pal

pen mail box bag office truck

Figure 7.14 Compound words that correlate with The Jolly Postman, by Janet Ahlberg.

work walk friend slow clear clean

quick fore behave to take lead

un mis in be

ing ly ed er s

ROOT WORDS

PREFIXES

ENDINGS

Figure 7.15 Root words and affixes.
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ACTIVITY Grades 3–8

Personalized Word-Part Dictionaries: Affixes and Roots
When working with older students, help them see the parts as well as the definition of each part. Using Appen-
dices B.8 and B.9, have students make personalized dictionaries that are divided into three sections—one for 
prefixes, one for suffixes, and one for root words. Give each affix and root word a half page so there is room 
for students to add new words. This personalized dictionary, like all dictionaries, must include the definition of 
each affix and root word. When reading, students need to be encouraged to add words to their dictionaries. For 
example, when a student comes across the word irresponsible in a story, he can add the word to the ir- page and 
put the definition in his own words.

ACTIVITY Grades 6–8

Morphology Rummy
The following morphology rummy games are adapted from Homophone Rummy (Bloodgood  & Pacifici, 
2004). Using the template provided in Appendix D.16, make twenty copies of the entire page, giving you sixty 
root cards, sixty prefix cards, and sixty suffix cards. Before cutting the cards apart, fill in (or have your students 
fill in) thirty root words on the two diagonal corners, so the cards resemble playing cards (see Figure 7.16). 
Then, fill in the definitions of the thirty root words on separate cards. Thus the original card may have bio on 

Figure 7.16 Sample morphology rummy cards.
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its diagonal corners, while its mate has the definition life on its corners. Do the same for prefixes and suffixes. 
Cut the cards apart and create three sixty-card rummy decks: roots, prefixes, suffixes.

You or your students may make more cards, but be sure each root, prefix, or suffix card has a matching 
definition card. The object for student players will be to find as many matches (a root word card and its defini-
tion card) as possible. When two cards are matched, the player discards them. The goal is to be the first player 
to discard all his or her cards.

Directions

 1. Give each player five to seven cards, depending on the number of cards and players.
 2. Place the remaining cards in a draw pile, with the top card lying face up next to the pile. The upturned card 

is the discard pile. (Subsequent discards should be placed so that each previous discard is still partially visible 
because students can pick up more than one discard during their turns.)

 3. The player to the left of the dealer draws a card from the draw pile or the discard pile. If the card from the 
discard pile is chosen, the player must have a match for it. For example, if a player draws a root word card, 
then she must have the card with the root word’s meaning in her hand. The same procedure is followed for 
the prefix or suffix cards.

 4. Players lay down any matching pair in their hand when it is their turn.
 5. When players make a match they must say the root word, prefix, or suffix, read the definition, AND give a 

word that uses that root word, prefix, or suffix. If the player cannot give a word, the player to the left of the 
player may attempt to give a word. If that second player can give a word, he keeps the match; if he cannot 
give a word, the match is placed on the discard pile.

 6. If the player has no match, the player discards a card from his or her hand by placing it on the discard pile.
 7. Players can challenge a word at any time by consulting a dictionary.
 8. If the discard pile contains a card a player needs in order to create a match for a card he has in his hand, he 

must pick up all the discarded cards on top of the one he wants and keep them. At the end of his turn, he 
must discard one card.

 9. The game is over when one person gets rid of all his or her cards.
10. The winner is the person with the most matches.


