
Timothy Rasinski, Ph.D.

Kent State University

trasinsk@kent.edu

www.timrasinski.com

@timrasinski1

Science-Based and Artful Approaches to 

Phonics & Vocabulary Instruction: 

Word Study that Works!

http://www.timrasinski.com/


www.timrasinski.com







Twitter Resources 
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• Monday Morphology (Word Roots)

• Wednesday Word Ladder 

• Fluency Friday





75-90 % of 3rd and 4th grade 

students manifesting difficulty in 

high stakes tests of reading 

comprehension exhibited significant 

difficulties in accurate word 

recognition (phonics & vocabulary)

and reading fluency.

Valencia and Buly



Active View of Reading -2023 



So Let’s Talk Words…



Did You Know?
English has the largest

lexicon in the world –over

1,000,000 words!

      (Rasinski, Padak, Newton & Newton, 2008)



Each year over 12,000 new words are 

added to the English language!

              (Rasinski, Padak, Newton & Newton, 2008)

Did You Know?



The average 5th grader will 

meet 10,000 new words in 

reading. 

     (Nagy & Anderson, 1984) 

Did You Know?

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=0katX9QTRTfvPM&tbnid=1C_QGpf_5dt3EM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.bethanyschool.org/Home/Academics/MiddleSchool/tabid/95/Default.aspx&ei=bjOiUsKDG4vjoATp5oHICg&bvm=bv.57752919,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNH_dp8FVbckMnxxNyLR2ANqlhq4hA&ust=1386448056130161


Students will need to 

know approximately 

500,000 words by the 

time they finish high 

school!  Nagy & Anderson, 1984) 

Did You Know?

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=0katX9QTRTfvPM&tbnid=1C_QGpf_5dt3EM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.bethanyschool.org/Home/Academics/MiddleSchool/tabid/95/Default.aspx&ei=bjOiUsKDG4vjoATp5oHICg&bvm=bv.57752919,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNH_dp8FVbckMnxxNyLR2ANqlhq4hA&ust=1386448056130161


Students will need to 

know approximately 

500,000 words by the 

time they finish high 

school!  (Nagy & Anderson, 1984)

That’s about 28,000 words per year 
from birth to age 18.

Did You Know?

http://www.google.com/url?sa=i&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&frm=1&source=images&cd=&cad=rja&docid=0katX9QTRTfvPM&tbnid=1C_QGpf_5dt3EM:&ved=0CAUQjRw&url=http://www.bethanyschool.org/Home/Academics/MiddleSchool/tabid/95/Default.aspx&ei=bjOiUsKDG4vjoATp5oHICg&bvm=bv.57752919,d.cGU&psig=AFQjCNH_dp8FVbckMnxxNyLR2ANqlhq4hA&ust=1386448056130161


Yet, research has found that 

students can learn only 8-10 

words per week through 

direct instruction.

                                (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986)

     



So what’s the BEST way to 

teach words?



So what’s the BEST way to 

teach words?

I’m not sure of the best, but I 

do know some not-so-good 

way to teach words?



Passive “at-your-seat”  
Phonics?





Traditional Word Study- 
Vocab







Artful Approaches to Word Study

• Word Awareness (Harvesting Words)

• Sight Words and Phrases

• Word Patterns

o Onsets & Rimes

o Morphemes – Prefixes-Bases-Suffixes

• Word Building and Games

o WORDO

o Word Ladders

o Making and Writing Words

• Expanding Vocabularies

o Idioms

o Vocabulary Ladders

o Concept Maps

o Semantic Feature Analysis

o Cloze/Maze



Moving On To
Word Patterns



How many ”letters” in   
word?

Pright



Pright

Pr - ight



The Human Brain is a 
Pattern Detector 









Ehri’s Stages of Word Reading



Phonics Word Patterns 
Word Families

By adding a beginning letter(s) to these word families, 
students can spell and read 654 one syllable words, and 
thousands of multisyllabic words!

-ab -at -ink -ore -unk

-ack -ay -ip -ot -y

-ag -ell -ight -out

-ail -est -ill -ow  (how, chow)

-ain -ew -im -ow  (bow, throw)

-am -ed -in -op

-an -eed -ine -uck

-ank -ick -ob -ug

-ap -ing -ock -um

Source:  Fry, E.  The most common phonograms.  The Reading Teacher.
 



Word Family Word Walls

 



Word Family Word Walls

 

-ag

 tag  bag
 rag  lag
 drag  nag 
 
 jaguar
 agriculture
 baggage



Word Family Displays

 

-an
 tan  can
 ran  pan
 scan  van 
 
 chance 
 cranberry
 lantern



Then What?  



Word Family Decodable 
Texts

 



Word Family Decodable 
Texts

 



Word Family Authentic 
Decodable Texts - ight

Star light, star bright

 First star I sea tonight

 I wish I may I wish I might

 Have the wish I wish tonight.



Word Family Authentic 
Decodable Texts - ight

Star light, star bright

 First star I sea tonight

 I wish I may I wish I might

 Have the wish I wish tonight.



Word Family Authentic 
Decodable Texts - ight

Star light, star bright

 First star I see tonight

 I wish I may I wish I might

 Have the wish I wish tonight.



The Garden Song

by David Mallett

Inch by inch, row by row

Gonna make this garden grow

Gonna mulch it deep and low

Gonna make it fertile ground

Inch by inch, row by row

Please bless these seeds I sow

Please keep them safe below

‘Till the rain comes tumbling down 



Diddle Diddle Dumpling 
- on

Diddle diddle dumpling

My son Jon

Went to bed with his stockings on

One shoe off, one shoe on.

Diddle diddle Dumpling

My son Jon



An Idea…
• Collect and organize poems and 

songs that you find that contain 

word families/phonograms/rimes



An Idea…
• Collect and organize poems and 

songs that you find that contain 

word families/phonograms/rimes

• But what do you do when you 

can’t find a poem to match a 

word family?



What do you do when you can’t find 

a poem to match a word family?

You Become an Artist!



Bloom’s Taxonomy
     Create

    your own poem

    Evaluate

   Analyze

  Apply

 Understand

Remember



Ditto Datto Dumpling -at

Ditto datto dumpling

My son Pat

Had a shaggy dog and a mighty fat cat.

The cat was a bother so he told him to scat.

Ditto datto dumpling

My son Pat



Instead of this –an 
decodable text 



Try this…

An –an Poem We Make 

Ourselves

Diddle dandle dumpling Hanna and Stan

Had a dog and his name was Dan.

Dan had fur that was brown and tan.

Diddle dandle dumpling Hanna and Stan.



Bloom’s Taxonomy
    Kids’ Create

    Evaluate

   Analyze

  Apply

 Understand

Remember







Youtube
• hyme

“Nicholas could rhyme 
words and see patterns.”

Poetry 



Nicholas Letchford
Doctoral Degree in 
Applied Mathematics.
Oxford University



I do know from the school I retired from, your 
approach to phonics and word study works. The 
K teachers and K students had the greatest 
growth from the year before using your  work 
and guidance.

Kate McLaughlin

Fairfax County Schools, VA



More Word Patterns
Morphemes- Morphology
For Building Vocabulary



The Wright Brothers!



“biplane”



“bip-lane”



Vocabulary…..

More Word Patterns

Morphology – Word Roots

It’s all Greek 

(and Latin)to me

If you want to expand 

students’ vocabularies



WHY WORD ROOTS?

Roots are Linguistic Patterns that represent 

sound AND MEANING

• Uni-

• Bi-

• Tri

• Quad-

• Re-

• Un-



Roots are Linguistic Patterns that represent 

sound AND MEANING

• Uni-   One Unicycle

• Bi- Two Biplane

• Tri- Three Tricycle

• Quad- Four Quadrant

• Re- Again Replay

• Un- No/Not Unlock



Word Roots are 
generative!

1 ROOT

word



Bi- Means “2” and 
Generates

• Bifocals

• Binoculars

• Bilingual

• Biceps

• Bicuspids

• Biannual

• Bipartisan

• Bicameral

• Bicentennial

• Bimonthly

• Bipolar

• Biracial

• Bicycle

• Bisect

• Biped

• Biplane

• Bifurcate 

• Bilateral

• Bicolor

• Bigamy

• Bifunctional 



TRAC-, TRACT-
“pull, draw, drag”

 

 TRACE

 TRACTION

 TRACTOR
 



Radiating Cognates

At-

Re-        -able

Abs-        -ed

Con-        -or

Dis-        -tion

In-

Pro-

 trac-tract-
“pull, draw,drag”



Tract means “Pull, Draw, 

Drag” & Generates:
• Traction

• Trace

• Tractor

• Retract

• Retraction

• Retractable pen

• Abstract

• Attract

• Attractive

• Attraction

140+ Word Relatives to Tract

• Distract

• Subtract

• Extract

• Detract

• Contract

• Contractor

• Contraction

• Intractable

• Protractor

• Protracted argument



Word Roots Cross Disciplines

Disciplinary Literacy





Why Word Roots?
Roots find their way into 

Academic Vocabulary

Upwards of 90% of academic

and research related words are 

derive from Latin and Greek. 



 

MATH   SCIENCE SOCIAL STUDIES

tangent  neonatal  Congress

secant   hematologist  segregation

diameter  pandemic democracy

circumference hydrophobia  polytheism

centigrade  vertigo  philanthropy

parallel  synchronize  secession

infinite   anemia  conservative

kilogram  excision  controversial

subtract  specimen  rebellion

quadrangle  transfusion  mobility

polygon  dissection  consensus

demogrphics  extraction  native

quarter  endemic  pacifism

Building Vocabulary from Word Roots



 

MATH   SCIENCE SOCIAL STUDIES

tangent  neonatal  Congress

secant   hematologist  segregation

diameter pandemic democracy

circumference hydrophobia  polytheism

centigrade  vertigo  philanthropy

parallel  synchronize  secession

infinite   anemia  conservative

kilogram  excision  controversial

subtract  specimen  rebellion

quadrangle  transfusion  mobility

polygon  dissection  consensus

demographics extraction  native

quarter  endemic  pacifism

Building Vocabulary from Word Roots



 

MATH   SCIENCE SOCIAL STUDIES

tangent  neonatal  Congress

secant   hematologist  segregation

diameter pandemic democracy

circumference hydrophobia  polytheism

centigrade  vertigo  philanthropy

parallel  synchronize  secession

infinite   anemia  conservative

kilogram  excision  controversial

subtract  specimen  rebellion

quadrangle  transfusion  mobility

polygon  dissection  consensus

demographics extraction  native

quarter endemic  pacifism

demometrics

Building Vocabulary from Word Roots



 

MATH   SCIENCE SOCIAL STUDIES

tangent  neonatal  Congress

secant   hematologist  segregation

diameter pandemic democracy

circumference hydrophobia  polytheism

centigrade  vertigo  philanthropy

parallel  synchronize  secession

infinite   anemia  conservative

kilogram  excision  controversial

subtract  specimen  rebellion

quadrangle  transfusion  mobility

polygon  dissection  consensus

demographics extraction  native

quarter endemic  pacifism

demometrics

Building Vocabulary from Word Roots



Word Roots can also act as a Bridge 

from Spanish to English



Latin-Based
Spanish Vocabulary

accion; problema; predecir; 

conexion; triangulo; rectangulo; 

circulo; medir; suma; angulo; 

hora; minute; animal; habitat; 

observer describer; ciclo; 

identificar; presente; future; 

estado; historia; ciudad; famoso/a



SOR
• But what do the experts say?







So Where to Start



So Where to Start
• Develop Awareness



So Where to Start
• Choose 1-2 Roots Per Week



• Geo-

• Geometry

• Geography, Geographic

• Geology

• Geothermal

• Geodesic 

• Geocentric

• Geocyclic



Earth Day – April 22nd
Terr/Terra

terrace   Terre Haute

terrain   terrier

terrarium

territory

terra cotta

terrazzo 

subterranean

ET

Mediterranean



Lumbricus Terrestis  ?



Lumbricus Terrestis  ?
• Scientific name for an earth worm.



Noticing



Noticing



Fathers’ Day
Pater/Patr



Fathers’ Day
Pater-/Patr-

• Paternal

• Paternalistic

• Paternity

• Patriarch

• Patrician

• Patron

• Patronize

• Padre

• Patriot



Labor Day!
• Labor = Work



Labor Day!
• Labor = Work

o Laboratory

o Laborious

o Belabor

o Laborer

o Collaborate

o Elaborate



A Latin-Greek Word Root 
Wall!









Then What?



The Instructional Routine: 
Building Vocabulary (5-10 minutes per day)

• Day 1:Meet the Root (Demonstration) 

Teacher introduces root with discussion to build 
awareness. 

 



The Instructional Routine: 
Building Vocabulary (5-10 minutes per day)

• Day 1:Meet the Root (Demonstration) 

Teacher introduces root with discussion to build 
awareness. 

• Day  2: Divide and Conquer (Guided Practice)

Teacher helps students dissect words to unlock 
meaning.

• Day 3: Read and Reason (Independent reading 
and writing practice in context)

Students read passages with root words in context. 

• Days 4-5: Combine & Create/ Extend & Explore
Students engage with academic phrases & multiple 
forms of words in quick & enjoyable activities! 

 



Tuesday – 
Divide and Conquer



Second Graders & Roots!

Divide and Conquer



Second Graders & Word Roots!



Wednesday

Use Morpheme/Word Roots in Context



Thursday

Word Sorts and More



Friday – Go for the Gold!

Word Games or Assessment



But there’s more you can 
do with word roots.

Artfully



Students can Create their 
own Words Using 

Morphological Word Patterns

• Be the Bard!



Euphoria at getting a tax refund, which lasts 
until you realize it was your money to start 
with!

Intaxication



Cashtration

• The act of buying or building a house, which 
renders the subject financially impotent for 
an indefinite period of time.  



Inoculatte

• To take coffee intravenously when you are 
running late!



Bloom’s Taxonomy
     Create

    Evaluate

   Analyze

  Apply

 Understand

Remember



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Autophile?

oCar keys

oMirror

oWallet full of money



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Autophile

oAuto = self

oPhil/phile = love



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Matermand 



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Matermand

oMater = mother



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Matermand

oMater = mother

• Maternal, matriarch, matron



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Matermand

oMater = mother

• Maternal, matriarch, matron

oMand = order 



Students can Create their 
own Words

• Matermand

oMater = mother

• Maternal, matriarch, matron

oMand = order 

• Command, demand, reprimand

mandatory



Students can Create their 
own Words

Matermand

Mater = mother

Mand = order 

A mother’s order



Word Roots Help Develop a
Curiosity About Words



Did You Know?
Dec = 10

Decade, Decathalon, Decimal, December, Decagon, 



Did You Know?
Dec = 10

Decade, Decathalon, Decimal, December, Decagon, 



Did You Know?
How Philadelphia 

Got its Name?



Did You Know?
How Philadelphia 

Got its Name?
Phil = Love      +     Adelphos = Brother



But Does it Work?
SOR – Science of Reading  



www.timrasinski.com



A study of 111 middle grade students in an urban California school 

district found that…

“Students with greater 

understanding of morphology also 

have higher reading 

comprehension scores…”

Kieffer, M.J. & Lesaux, N. K. (2007). “Breaking down words to build meaning: 
Morphology, vocabulary and reading comprehension in the urban classroom.

 The Reading Teacher 61(2), pp. 134-144.

What Does the Research Say?



www.timrasinski.com



www.timrasinski.com

YES!



www.timrasinski.com 
Can Vocabulary be Taught Artfully?









In one year Woodlawn School saw 
increases in its standardized test scores 
for reading, particularly at the grade in 
which most teachers were using Latin and 
Greek roots.  

(The percentage of 4th graders proficient 
in reading increased by 28% and for 5th

grade it rose 19%)



Alan Becker 

ELA Supervisor, North Carolina

Out of twenty elementary schools in the district 
the three classes of ELA that I was teaching a 
day produced the highest reading 
comprehension growth in the county 
according to the results of our statewide end-
of-grade test.

Meet Alan at the TCM booth today!



Resources for Teaching
Morphology/Word Roots 



Building Vocabulary (2nd ed)
(tcmpub.com)

Word 
Families/Rimes
K-2



Building Vocabulary (2nd ed)
(tcmpub.com)

Word Roots
      2-11



Specialized Student 
Resources



Twitter  
@timrasinski1

Morphology Monday







tort = twist













Moving On…





Word Ladders 
(A Word Building Game)





• Saint

• Paint

• Pint

• Pink

• Pick

• Tick

• Trick

• _______



• Saint

• Paint

• Pint

• Pink

• Pick

• Tick

• Trick

• Patrick



• Britain

• Brain

• Rain

• Train

• Trait

• Treat

• Great







Significant improvements in phonemic 
awareness, word decoding, and comprehension



Word Ladder Wednesday
@timrasinski1

trasinsk@kent.edu



Thanks for all these!! I love activities 
that motivate kids (and caregivers!) to 
dig into the internal structure of words!!

Paul Wilson.  Former Assistant Director - 

Center for the Study of Reading at University 

of Illinois at Urbana



Thanks for all these!! I love activities that 
motivate kids (and caregivers!) to dig 
into the internal structure of words!!

“Orthographic Mapping”

Paul Wilson.  Former Assistant Director - Center 

for the Study of Reading at University of Illinois at 

Urbana



www.timrasinski.com > Blog (April 24)

I have seen a huge increase in my students’ overall 

interest level concerning words. If there is a word on the 

ladder they do not know, they are genuinely curious 

about what the word means. We take the time to 

discuss the word, look up the definition, and pull up 

images online. Because of this, the number of words 

they have in their vocabulary has increased 

exponentially.   

http://www.timrasinski.com/


How About
Another Kind of Ladder



Vocabulary Ladder
How to Use a Thesaurus



Vocabulary Ladders
Here’s a set of words that have similar 
meanings – to travel by foot:

Amble  Dash

Walk   Jog 

Traipse  Shuffle

Trot   Plod 

 

 



Vocabulary Ladders
Here’s a set of words that have similar meanings – to 
travel by foot:

Amble  Dash
Walk   Jog 
Traipse  Shuffle
Trot   Plod 

Now order or ladder these words from slowest to 
fastest?

 
 



Vocabulary  Ladders 
Slow to Fast!

Plod
Shuffle
Walk
Traipse
Amble
Trot
Jog
Dash



Vocabulary  Ladders 
Soft to Loud!

Whisper

Scream



Vocabulary  Ladders 
Soft to Loud!

Whisper
Murmur
Utter
Snicker
Explain
Exclaim
Yell
Scream



Vocabulary  Ladders 
Soft to Loud!

Whisper
Murmur
Snicker
Exclaim
Yell
Scream



Positive to Negative





Hello Dr. Rasinski,

I mentioned in our last 
communication how much I 
love the vocabulary ladders 
and want to adapt the 
concept for my high schoolers. 
I tried some out with my AP 
Lit students, and they said 
they found them to be fun! 
We used the ladders as a 
catalyst for discussion about 
word nuance and how they 
can use this knowledge in 
their AP test writing. But 
mostly...my 17 and 18-year-
olds said they were fun! lol I 
gave them the bottom and top 
rung, and they filled in the 
rest.



Vocabulary Ladders
Old Guy (Happy Birthday Tim)

  Polite

  

  Impolite



Vocabulary Ladders
Old Guy

 Polite

   Sage

   Statesman

   Elder

  -------------------  
     

 Impolite



Vocabulary Ladders
Old Guy

 Polite

   Sage

   Statesman

   Elder

  -------------------  
   Geezer

   Grumpy Old Man

   Old Fart

 Impolite



Vocabulary Ladders



Figurative Language!
Idiomatic Expressions – Go Figure!



Figurative Language!
Idiomatic Expressions – Go Figure!

The study of figurative language and idiomatic 
expressions is largely missing from our reading 
and ELA curricula and curricular materials.  



Figurative Language!
And they are often presented in alphabetic 
order …..



We Need a Better 
Resource



Need a Resource
• www.Idiomconnection.com



Need a Resource
• www.Idiomconnection.com



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic - Baseball

How many baseball idioms can you think 

of?



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic

How many baseball idioms can you think of?

Let’s see if anyone can “hit a homerun!”



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic

Three strikes and your out

Out in left field

Give me a ballpark figure on that

Anyone ever play hard ball with you?

Anyone every throw  you a curve?

Who’s on deck?

Keep your eye on the ball.

Rounding third and heading home.



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic

And of course ….

Going out on a date and making it past first base?



Teach Idioms by 
Theme or Topic

Now take it to the next level (be creative-artful)– 

Have students write a story or other text using as 
many baseball expressions as possible.





Resources:  Also see:  

www.idiomconnection.com







Active View of Reading -2023 



Artful Approaches to Word Study

• Word Awareness (Harvesting Words)

• Sight Words and Phrases

• Word Patterns

o Onsets & Rimes

o Morphemes – Prefixes-Bases-Suffixes

• Word Building and Games

o WORDO

o Word Ladders

o Making and Writing Words

• Expanding Vocabularies

o Idioms

o Vocabulary Ladders

o Concept Maps

o Semantic Feature Analysis

o Cloze/Maze



A Poem About Words
A word is dead

When it is said,

  Some say.

I say it just

Begins to live

  That day.

 --Emily Dickinson



Let’s Create a Generation 
of Lexophiles



Thank you teachers for being the artists 

(and scientists) our children need!



Timothy Rasinski, Ph.D.

◆trasinsk@kent.edu

◆www.timrasinski.com

◆@timrasinski1 

“In science one tries to tell people, in such a way as to be understood by everyone, 
something that no one ever knew before. But in poetry and art, it's the exact 
opposite. “

Franz Kafka (1883-1924) 

mailto:trasinsk@kent.edu
http://www.timrasinski.com/
http://en.proverbia.net/citasautor.asp?autor=13917
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