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LBSTRACT .
. Defining regularity-in the English language is not a
straightforward matter because of the complex relations between sound

and spelling. Predictable patterns are those spellings that can be
readily predicted from pronunciation. Rare and unpredictable .
‘spellings ‘are found only in a small set of words--probably 10% or .
less of the-vocabulary. in English, However, the boundary between rare
and frequent unpredictable patterns is unclear. Singe rarity has no
absolute values, such distinctions in instruction must be made on.
ofher grounds such as the usefulness of the words. A three-way
categorization, which parallels a linguistic classification based on
sound-to-spelling correspondences and which also includes eight
categories relevant to learning to spell, seemssmost 5uitable for the
design and development 'of spelling~iqgtruction. These three
categaries are based on the type of learner behavior appropriate for
_~different words amd rules. The first class (predictable spellings)
covers words that students should be able to spell simply by
listening to the sounds and applying the rules that have been taught.
The second class (unpredigtable and rare spellings) covers words that
must be memorized by sight, and the third class (unpredictable but
common spellings) covers words in which the sounds should help
students know how the words may be spelled, but students must learn
the words by memory(or must check in a dictionary in order to
: determine the' exact'spelling. (HOD) -
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REGULARITY "AND IRREGULARITY IN ENGLISH SPELLING’AND IN SPELLING INSTRUCTION
8ruce Cronnell .

ABSTRACT

*
»

. o ]
The nature of. regularity in English spelling is reviewed, and three ‘

-

categories of sound-to-spelling correspondences are linguistically definéd:“

. predictable, frequent but unpredictable, and rare and Unpredictable. It c

is noted, however, that regularity may be a more complex matter for
-«

spelTing instruction, for which at least eight categories are possible. ’

A revised version of the three-way classificatibnaef'regularity, based

>

' ,
on learner behavior and encompassing linguistic and pedagogical categories,

Is suggested for the design ?ndidevelopmeqt of spelling instruction.
W, . A . ’ !
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. regularity in a description of English spelling and to determine the

. (1970) has perhaps best categorized these relationships into three kinds

rather rare anq‘apply to only a few consonants and vowels, e.gl. /vl +

’

REGULAKITY AND thEGUtﬁaITY IN ENGLISH SPELLING AND IN SPELLING INSTRUCTION

Fl

- R »

Bruce Cronnell i Ce . -

Considerable evidence- is available indlcating that English spelling
is, for the most part, regular and rule-governed (Russel1, 1975). Howeveri,'

it is not completely regdlar ThlS paper is an attempt to categorlze

role of such‘categories in spelllng instruction
-
Because of the complex rfelations between sound and spelling in

English, defining regularity is not a straightforward matter. Venpzky

y .
of patterns: predictable, frequent but unpredictable, and rare and unpred-
ictable. (The present author independently set up three similar oategories:
., v
rules, semi-rules; and sight words [Cronnell, 1970].)

Predictable patternskare, as expected, those spellings that can be .
l . o ~

readily predicted from prdnunciation (Exceptions -to these patterns are
minor and thus are lgnored here, e.g., the spelting of /& infg:llo, of
/v/ in gﬂ.) Some predictable patterns are.jnvariant;'that is, the same

spelling is used for one sound in all cases. Invariant spellings are o

v; /0/ and /8/ + th, /2/ + a. More commonly, predictable patterns )
involve variant spellings that can, however, be predlcted on the basis

of environment; e.g., /&/ is spelled ch except when after a short vowel,

where the spelling'ls tch. Preéictahle spellings can be‘leeined by rqle, . .

although the variant patterns may involve somewhat complex envlronmentJ[

L]
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. " Y hen discussing frequent but unpredjctable patternsf Venezky (1970,
. : % i s

p. 270) notes that 'Many sounds have variant spellings which cannot be

’

[ _ ) predicted, but which occur frequently encugh to merit special attention,"

e.g., fjnal /o/ + 9, ow, oe. Such spellings must be learned in groupée

* of words, o .o e

¥ +

} e Rare and unpredictable spel1fngs are found only in p small set of
- 1 .« - '

worqg (probably 102 or less of the vocabulary 6f‘Ehglish), e.q., IV +
fin of' /i/ + 0 in women. Such spéllings have very limited applicabllity,

although they ofteN'occur in frequently used words. .

,Venezky indlgatps the relatlonshlp between these categories and

N

learning to spell. ) > 0

' ' The value of this tripart classification in that.it separates -,
spelling patterns "agcording to the behaviors which we would expect
good speller§ to acquire. Predictable patterns, while they may
require a concern for erivironment, are transferable to any word
conthining the soufds involved. Variant-predict®bie patterns require
attention to such:features as position, stress, or following sounds,
but can still be transferred.once the appropriate features are known.
Unpredictable patterns cannot be trdnsferred to new occurrences of
the same sounds, but while one anticlpates seeing certain frequent,
unpredictable patterns in new words, one does not expect to see the
q rare, unpredictable patterns there. The difference between the two
classes is, then, that the first occurs in ‘an opgn-ended set of

words and the second occurs in a closed set. (4470,.p. 270)

- However, ‘the boupdary between rare and frequent unpredictable patterns

”

is bnclegr. For example, is final /e/ -+ ey ''rare' or are its Seven or so
. L -
words ''frequent''? Since rarity-has no abigzzte values, such distinctions

» N ; «
in instruction must be ‘made on other grounds (e.g., usefulness of the

L4 - P
~ words). A . ) N c .

The SRA spelling series (Day and Lightbody, 1970, p. T1), for which

Venezky'was the linguistic consultant, employs these three categories of

spelling patterns, coded by ccior: A
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[ “words learned through regular spelling patterps'' are printed,
1413
on green, “suggestlng the go-ahead message of a green trdff}p;
. O
Y dightt : I do7
« v . r»"'! b

® 'Words learned- through pattern association' are taught’ lh'groups

*

'with a common but not regular-pattern.“ These wcrds are !

1Y

prlnted on yellow, ”indlcaflng that caution should be used in

. * r

applying the\pattefh to new word$."

® 'Words learned by sightl afe "essential words with exeeptipﬁal

spelling . . . taught lndivldually.“ These words are printed

on red to indicate 'that the spelling is so unusual that it canm

b NN

hardly ever be transferred to another Yord with.the same sounds"'

. Inclu@eJ‘ih the sight category are regular words for which the

- .

patterns have not yet been taught.
. . . . . AR
However, consideration of the words in pogk A (second.grade) indicates

t?‘t these categories are hot ;trictly adhered’éo in practice. The
reason; are pedagogical in nature and are generally explained clearly
‘ . L]

in the teacher's notes.
. . : < .
While a three-part classification of sound-to-spe]ling correspondences

L
seems appropriate for. linguistic descriptiog;, it is not so easily )

dpplicable to spelling instruction. At least eight categories appear
¢ 4 LI ¥

-

to be relevant to learning to ispell.

,‘(.‘e - N L ‘ .
1., Predi€table spellings; e.g., /2/ + a, /k/ + ¢, k, ck, etc.
2. Frequent but unpredictable spellings; é.g., /e/ + a...e, ai, ay,

-

efc. ) ‘.




. 3. One frequent bup.unpfédictable spelling !ntroduceq before other
‘ spellings for the same spuna,ar: taught; e.g., a...e introduced
" before other /e/ spellings., £
E 4 b;e or ﬁwo usefu: exemplars of predictable or frequent but

v

‘ \ - uhp;edlgtable spellings that have not- been taught; e.g., saw
introduced before the aw spelling is taught. ,
.7 5. Irregular words that are “regblar“oaceorJing to spellings already

9
.

- Yaught;. e.g., final /f/ after a short vowel is spelled -ff, but

before that rule is taught, if is ''regular' by the rule /£/ - f.

’
4

\\* !b_o_, !aCht. -

All eight categories need to be fegpﬁnized for the'purposes of
\Fnstructional design. 1t may also be'G;eful for teachers to be aware
of these categories and of how all words and rules included in jn}truction
fit into tbem. Such information for the teacher ﬁight bé indicated
~ in aﬁpropriate notes ‘accompanying instructional materials. .
Howgver, an eight-way classification system is clearly too complex,
for use with students. Nonetheless, it is important that students know

how to 4espond to various word§ and rules in order to maku fullest use

of the fegularities of English orthography (cf. Cronnell, 1971). And, as

} .
§°6. Irregular but ' not unusual spellings; ge?grally reéular in terms
L of spel1ing-to-seyad correspondences,.bpt not by sound-to-spelling
y + «correspondences; e.g., odd, egg, which have irregular~finalv’ .
double consonants. :
. ‘ ‘£ 7. Compounds and affixe& words that include a previously. taught .
irregular‘yasé form; e.g., into and doing after to and do h;ve
. been taught. ) 7 - I
T 8.. Rare and unpredictasle correspondences {''sight words"); e.g.,
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Venezky (1970, see‘;bove) sucgests, it may be most appropriate to use a

cladsification that indicates ''the behaviors which we would expect good

-~

\-" . -
spellers §o’acqujre: o . , a

A three-way Gategorization, which parallels the lfnguistic

classification described above and which also includes the eight categories -

releyant to learning to spell, is most suitable for the de;ign and

development of spelling‘Instruction.* These categories are based on the
. LN
type of learner behavior appropriate for different words and rules.

4
.
b

~

The %irst class ("predictable spellings'') coverg wqrds that students should
be able to ;pell simply by‘listening.td the sounds\and.apg%ying fulés

that have been taugh;. this class includes categories 1, 3, 5, and 7
above,‘where previous instructiop provides t;e bas;s for spelling q‘?
words; the spellings of such words are predictable for the learner.

'The seconq class (“unp}edictable and rare spellinqs”) covers words that
must be memorized by sight. THis class includes categories 4 and 8 aﬁbve, o
where Erévious instruction cannot or does .not provide the basis for speliing, N
'words; the spellings of such words are quredictablé_and rar; for the |

learner. The ;hird class ("unpredictable but common épelfings") covers
yprds‘in which the sounds helé students knqw how the words hay‘be Spell;d, . v
but students must learn the wor&; by memory or must check ir a,dictionary

in order to determine the exact spelling. Thls class includes categories.

Z and 6 above, where previous instruction can provide some, but not a

\

s

" *This catggorizatibn was suggested by Pomna Schwab, who ﬁroposed
the, labels "listen words," '"look words,'" and "listen and look words,"
with visual cues of an ear, an eye, and an ear and an eye, respectively.
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complete, basis for spelling new words; the Spellingg of such words are

unpredictable, but freqﬁent or not unusual fof -the |earner.

These three classes, encompassing the eight categories related. to

learping to spel], are useful. {n the desigr and development of spelling

instruction. In addition, they provide a framework for instructional

1

purposes, to guide teachers and students. Such a system accounts for
. Co
the regularity of English spelling, based on ‘linguistic and pedagogical

considerations, and indicates the expected outcome of instrustion. e -
. . ~ * o \
(
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