
Assessment: Placement and Grouping

Introduction 

This guide explains how to assess students for placement in Words Their Way™: Word Study in Action. 
It describes how to administer, score, and analyze the results of spelling inventories. This guide also 
discusses how to group students to monitor their growth within the program. 

Assessment for Placement 

The authors of the program believe that all effective instruction begins with assessment that tells us what 
students know, what they’re missing, or what they’re using incorrectly. In order to maximize their growth, 
students must be assessed so they can be properly placed. In Words Their Way: Word Study in Action, 
there are two options for placement. Students can be placed according to the spelling developmental 
stages or by specific grade level. The best option for the classroom is based on personal preference or 
district guidelines.

Developmental Placement

The professional development book Words Their 
Way: Word Study for Phonics, Vocabulary, and 
Spelling Instruction provides three generally 
leveled assessments, or spelling inventories, to 
help determine each student’s developmental 
spelling stage. Knowledge of each student’s stage 
will help with instructional planning and proper 
student placement. 

Spelling Inventories

Words Their Way: Word Study for Phonics, 
Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruction has spelling 
inventories for primary, elementary, and upper-
level grades. They are found in Appendix A of this 
professional development text.
These spelling inventories are used to help 
group students by spelling developmental stage. 
They contain lists of words that were chosen 
to represent a variety of spelling features at 
increasing levels of difficulty. These features might 
include consonants, digraphs, blends, short vowels, 
and so forth. They relate directly to the stages of 
spelling development. The words in the spelling 
inventories are designed to demonstrate students’ 
knowledge of these key spelling features at the 
different stages of spelling development.  



The Primary Spelling Inventory, or PSI, can be 
used in kindergarten through third grade. The 
Upper-Level Spelling Inventory, or USI, can be 
used in upper elementary, middle school, high 
school, and postsecondary classrooms. If a school 
system wants to use the same inventory across all 
elementary grades, they can use the Elementary 
Spelling Inventory, or ESI. This surveys a range 
of spelling features throughout the elementary 
grades, specifically first through sixth grade. 

Administering Spelling Inventories
 

These inventories are administered like traditional 
spelling tests, but there are some significant 
differences. Unlike traditional spelling tests, 
students should not study the words before the 
assessment. They should also be reassured that 
they are not graded on the activity. 

To begin a spelling inventory, students are asked to 
number their paper. If students are in kindergarten 
or early first grade, teachers can prepare a 
numbered paper for students. 

Each word is called aloud and repeated once. The 
words are spoken naturally, without emphasis on 
phonemes or syllables. If necessary, teachers can 
also use a sentence with the word in it to make 
sure the students know the exact word. 

If students struggle with the inventory, teachers 
can administer a lower-level inventory. The 
inventory can be given to students as a whole 
group or in small groups. The results of the 
inventory can be used to get a general picture of 
each student’s spelling development. 



Scoring and Analyzing Results 
Once the appropriate inventory has been administered, teachers need to set aside time to complete the 
feature guide for each student. These guides are found in Appendix A of Words Their Way: Word Study for 
Phonics, Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruction. The feature guide helps analyze and classify student errors, 
confirm the developmental stages, and pinpoint specific areas for instruction.

For detailed instructions to help complete the feature guide, teachers should refer to Chapter 2, Getting 
Started: The Assessment of Orthographic Development in the professional development text Words Their 
Way: Word Study for Phonics, Vocabulary, and Spelling Instruction. 



Forming Groups 

Students can be grouped for instruction according to the spelling developmental stages or by specific 
grade level. Student groups can be further differentiated by the three additional stages within each 
developmental stage or grade level. These stages are early, middle, and late. The chart found in the 
Teacher Resource Guide in Levels K through C can help decide where to place each child in each grade 
level.



Monitoring Student Growth

Groups in the program should be fluid and flexible, and student progress should be monitored regularly. 
Weekly assessments and Spell Checks are provided in each level of the program to monitor student 
progress. The Spell Checks are found in the back of the Word Study Notebook. Teachers can use the 
results of the Spell Checks to plan for individual or small-group instruction.

Review 

This guide explained how to assess students for placement in Words Their Way: Word Study in Action. 
It described how to administer, score, and analyze the results of spelling inventories. The guide also 
discussed how to group students to monitor their growth within the program.

For more information on Words Their Way: Word Study in Action, please look for the other tutorials on 
myPearsonTraining.com.


