
WORDS Help 

Step-by-step instructions 
 

Introduce the Strategy 

 

1. Ensure slide with WORDS Help mnemonic can be projected for easy viewing or create a 

poster with WORDS Help mnemonic before class begins.  

 

2. Tell students they are going to learn a 6-step strategy to help them read words they do not 

now. Tell students they will use a mnemonic to help them remember the strategy.  

 

3. Ask students if they know what a mnemonic is and discuss mnemonics. Note the legitimacy 

of students’ answers but correct misinformation. If necessary, explain that mnemonic is a 

strategy to improve memory and are used in many different ways including pictures and 

acronyms. 

  

4. Explain to the students they will learn WORDS Help as a strategy for reading unfamiliar 

words. Explain that WORDS Help, although is a real word, each letter of WORDS stands for 

a different step of the strategy they will learn to help identify the meaning of unfamiliar 

words. 

  

5. Tell students the steps of the mnemonic will be presented first and then they will have an 

opportunity to apply the steps of the mnemonic. 

  

6. Display the WORDS Help Strategy slide or poster. Pass out to students their own copy of the 

WORDS Help strategy.  

 

7. Introduce WORDS Help to the students. Tell students the WORDS Help strategy has 6 steps. 

Point to the first step on the slide or poster, With Context. Tell students, for this mnemonic, 

the W stands for With Context. Explain that the first step is to try the unknown word with 

context.  

 

8. Ask students for the meaning of context. Explain, if necessary, that context is the words 

before and after the unknown word, or the sentences before and after the unknown word. Tell 

students an example will be provided.  

 

9. Ask students to recite the first step of WORDS Help. Students can recite the step individually 

or as a group. 

  

10. Point to the second step on the slide or poster, Only Beginning Sounds. Tell students, for this 

mnemonic, the O stands for Only Beginning sounds. Explain the second step is to try Only 

Beginning Sounds of words; and that when they come to an unknown word, they should read 

the entire sentence, start to finish, but for the unknown word, students should read the 

beginning sound. 

 



11. Ask students to recite the first two steps of WORDS Help. Students can recite the steps 

individually or as a group. 

  

12. Point to the third step on the slide or poster, Read Aloud. Tell students, for this mnemonic, 

the R stands for Read Aloud and that this is the third step to the strategy. Explain that for this 

step, students should read aloud beginning sounds, ending sounds, and context.  

 

13. Tell students the purpose for this step is that hearing themselves read a passage aloud can 

help to fill in the missing parts and they may be able to figure out the unknown word or 

words. 

  

14. Ask students to recite the first three steps of WORDS Help. Students can recite the steps 

individually or as a group.  

 

15. Point to the fourth step on the slide or poster, Decode by Structure. Tell students, for this 

mnemonic, the D stands for Decode by Structure; and this is the fourth step of the strategy. 

  

16. Remind students that often times words have affixes, prefixes, and suffixes. Discuss with the 

students the meaning of these different structures. Affixes are the roots of words. Prefixes are 

found at the beginning of words. Suffixes are found at the end of words. Explain students can 

look for these structures to help figure out what the words mean.  

 

17. Ask students to recite the first four steps of WORDS Help. Students can recite the steps 

individually or as a group. 

  

18. Point to the fifth step on the slide or poster, Sound Out. Tell students, for this mnemonic, the 

S stands for Sound Out; and this is the fifth step of the strategy. Explain that for this step, 

students should try sounding out the entire word, and then re-read the sentence aloud with 

stating the entire word to see if it makes sense in the sentence. 

  

19. Ask students to recite the first five steps of WORDS Help. Students can recite the steps 

individually or as a group. 

  

20. Point to the sixth step on the slide or poster, Help. Tell students the sixth and final step is 

Help. Explain to the students that if they have tried all of the other steps and are still having 

difficulty figuring out the word, they should seek help. 

  

21. List different ways students can seek help; some examples include using the glossary at the 

back of a textbook, using a dictionary, asking a peer, or asking the teacher. 

  

22. Develop step-by-step instructions students should use for seeking help.  

 

 

Three Before Me 
 

One way to provide students with step-by-step directions is 



implementing Three Before Me. Students need to seek assistance from 

three resources before seeking assistance from the teacher. 

 

When students are at the sixth step of the WORDS Help strategy tell 

students they should seek assistance from the following three resources 

before asking the teacher: 

1. Look in the glossary of the textbook 

2. Look in the class dictionary or use the internet to find the 

definition 

3. Ask a friend 

 

After students have completed these three steps, and if they still are 

having difficulty figuring out the word, then students should ask the 

teacher. 

 

List these steps on the board. Be sure students know where class 

dictionaries are located. 

 

 

 

23. Ask students to recite all of the steps of the WORDS Help strategy. Students can recite the 

steps individually or as a group.  

 

24. Tell students they can use this strategy in each of their classes. Explain to students they 

should memorize the strategy because they will be able to quickly implement the different 

steps of the strategy and can use the strategy in different classes. If they do not memorize the 

strategy, they may have difficulties implementing the steps. Let the students know that they 

will continue working on memorizing the strategy in class, but they can work on memorizing 

the strategy at home.  

 

Applying the Strategy 

 

25. Tell students they will have an opportunity to see how the strategy is applied to decoding 

unfamiliar words.  

 

26. Pass out the WORDS Help handout that includes six different sentences. 

  

27. Write the first sentence on the board - When one central group of people make all of the laws 

and has all of the power we say they have a unitary system of government. Tell students you 

are going to model using WORDS Help with this sentence.  

 

28. Write WORDS Help on the side of the board. Model the first step for the students. State the 

following, “I have to read this sentence. Okay. When one central group of people make all of 

the laws and has all of the power, we say they have ___________ I don’t know that word, 

system of government. What is that word (point to unitary)? How am I going to figure that 

out?” 



29. Point to WORDS Help and state, “I can use my strategy for decoding words, WORDS Help. 

What is the first step? The W means With Context. So, I should use the context. What was 

context? Oh, yeah, context were the words before or after the word I don’t know or the 

sentences before or after the word I don’t know.” Point to the words before and after unitary. 

 

30. Model the With Context.step. State, “Okay, well this word is by itself in the sentence. So I 

cannot use all the sentences in the paragraph because there is only one sentence. I can, 

though, look at the words before and after that crazy, unfamiliar word. Let’s see. What does 

it say. When one central group of people make all of the laws and has all of the 

power….hmmmmm. I am not sure what exactly the author is trying to say. One group makes 

the laws and powers. I guess that’s not how our system works. Let me keep reading. They 

have a XXXXX system of government. I am stuck. I can’t figure out that word.” 

 

31. Point to WORDS Help written on the board and state, “Well, if I can’t figure it out with the 

first step, I can try the next step of the strategy.” 

 

32. Cross out the W in the WORDS Help on the board. Point to the O and state, “I can use the 

second step of WORDS Help. The second step starts with O and the O stands for Only 

Beginning Sounds.  

 

33. Tell students, “The second step is to try Only the beginning sounds of words. Read the 

sentence but for the unknown word just read the beginning sounds. Then finish the sentence.” 

 

34. Ensure all students know how to determine the beginning sounds. 

 

35. Call on a student to read the second word. 

 

36. Then ask the student to read the second sentence using this step.   

 

37. Give feedback (specific praise and correction if needed). 

 

38. Point to the third line Read Aloud 

 

39. Tell students, “The third step is to Read aloud beginning and ending sounds and context.” 

 

40. Reassure students that hearing themselves read can help fill in the missing parts. 

 

41. Call on a student to read the third word. 

 

42. Then ask the student to read the third sentence using this step.   

 

43. Give feedback (specific praise and correction if needed) 

 

44. Point to the fourth line Decode by Structure 

 

45. Tell students, “The fourth step is to Decode the word by structure and context.” 



46. Ensure students understand the concepts of decoding and structure. 

 

47. Call on a student to read the fourth word. 

 

48. Then ask the student to read the fourth sentence using this step. 

 

49. Give feedback (specific praise and correction if needed)  

 

50. Point to the fifth line; Sound Out 

 

51. Tell students, “The fifth step is to Sound out the word and check with context.” 

 

52. Note that this a bit different from the fourth step in that this time they are concentrating just 

on the word by itself then they go back to see if the word makes sense in the sentence. 

 

53. Call on a student to read the fifth word. 

 

54. Then ask the student to read the fifth sentence using this step. 

 

55. Give feedback (specific praise and correction if needed) 

 

56. Point to the sixth line; Help: Get help if nothing else works 

 

57. Tell students, “The sixth step is to get Help if nothing else works. 

 

58. Remind students that it is okay to ask for help when you need it. 

 

59. Set up a system of classroom Helps – a reading buddy, glossary of the book, the teacher 

 

60. Call on a student to read the sixth word. 

 

61. Then ask the student to read the sixth sentence using each of the steps. 

 

62. If the student still has not decoded the unknown word ask them if they need help.   

 

63. Prompt them to get help using the classroom helps. 

 

64. Pair students up to read a small passage. 

 

65. Encourage students to use the new WORDS Help strategy when they come across a word 

they cannot read. 

 

66. Circulate during the reading and assist the students with enlisting the new strategy and 

encouraging their reading buddy to use the strategy. 

 


