Planning Guide: Integers

Sample Activity 4: Word Sort

What is it? 

Word sorts (Gillet and Temple 1982) help students recognize the semantic relationships among key concepts. In a closed sort, the teacher provides categories into which students assign the words. In an open sort, students create categories with appropriate labels and place the words in these created categories. Students justify their choice of categories and offer alternative ways to classify the words. Word sorts help the students develop a deeper understanding of key concepts by using complex reasoning skills of classification and deduction.

Adapted with permission from Mary Lee Barton and Clare Heidema, Teaching Reading in Mathematics 
(2nd Edition): A Supplement to Teaching Reading in the Content Areas Teacher's Manual (2nd Edition) 
(Aurora, CO: Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), 2002), p. 86.

When can it be used?

Word sorts can be used:

· before starting a unit in math by having the students sort words related to prerequisite concepts for that unit

· during the math unit as various concepts are developed and the relationship among concepts are explored

· after the math unit is completed for review and for assessment.

What thinking processes are used?

As students complete the word sorts, they use many thinking processes, such as making connections among the concepts, determining importance by deciding on the categories, synthesizing by classifying the concepts into various categories in a number of different ways, and monitoring by critically analyzing and justifying the placement of the words into the categories.

How to use it:
1. List the terms on index cards (one word per card), or write each term on a different slip of paper and place all the slips in an envelope.

2. Have the students work individually or in groups to sort the words into categories. Depending on the concepts and the students' level of understanding, the sorts can be closed or open. Model this process for students by thinking aloud as you sort the cards.

3. Have the students glue or tape their classified words with the appropriately labelled categories on chart paper to display for discussion with the whole class. Students communicate their understanding as they justify to the other students why they placed the words into specific categories.

4. Encourage the students to find more than one way to classify the vocabulary terms. Classifying and then reclassifying helps the students extend and refine their understanding of the concepts being studied.

5. Word sorts can be displayed in a number of ways, including semantic mapping, Venn diagrams, tree diagrams and semantic feature analysis charts.

Adapted with permission from Mary Lee Barton and Clare Heidema, Teaching Reading in Mathematics 
(2nd Edition): A Supplement to Teaching Reading in the Content Areas Teacher's Manual (2nd Edition) 
(Aurora, CO: Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning (McREL), 2002), p. 86.

Suggestions for word sorts:
integers, addition, even numbers, odd numbers prime numbers, composite numbers, negative integer, positive numbers, whole numbers, subtraction, multiplication, division, 0, 12/2, –100, comparing, ordering, thermometer, debts/credits, above/below sea level.
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