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Meeting the needs of students who are below grade level
in spelling ability continues to be a nagging problem for

2lementary school teachers. The problem is exacerbated by a

m

tendency in our schools to use grade-level spellinz materials

g

for all students in a class regardless of differences in th
students' spelling ability. The present avrticle will provide

instruction in the

a rationale for differentiating spelling
classroom according to ability level. Diagnosis of children's

spelling will be discussed, and a classroom instructional plan

will be offered. Before approaching these topics, however, let
us look briefly at recent developmental research in spelling ~
that helps to explain how very young children (kiﬁdéfgaftéﬁ

to second grade) progress in learning to spell English words.

uch has been learned over the past 15 years regarding
the development of spelling ability in youmg children.
Beginning with Read's pioneering studies (1971, 1975), one
can cite the important cgntributianszéf Beers & Henderson .
(1977), Chomsky (1971, 1979), Gentry (1978), Henderson (1981,

1985), and Zutell (1979). Figure 1 presents in an abbreviated

format:- what these researchers have discovered.



Once children know how to write some letters of the

alphabet, their early semi-phonetic spellings include the

beginning consonant and sometimes the consonant boundaries

the children's spelling In this stage, the children

E
"sound their way through” the word to be spelled, making one-
to-one, sound-letter matches as they write. Long vowels are
represented with the corresponding letter-name (mail - MAL:

feet - FET). Short vowels are also represented with letter-

names, but curiously with those letter-names that bear a

phonetic similarity to the specific short vowel sound (i.e.,
4 -A; e - A; £ -E; 6~ 1I; @ - 0). Thus, dress might be

elled DRAS; stick, STEK, and mud, MOD. Note; see Gentry

P
(1978) or Morris (1981) for a more complete explanation of

With extended gppcrtunities to read and write, many first

al spelling stage near the end
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of the school year. Now.the children begin to represent short
vowels "correctly" (stick - STIC) ~d4 to mark long vowels

(feet - FEAT), even though the vowel markers are often mis=~

[y
=
\u :

placed. Transitional spellings indicate that the children are

beginning to abandon their concept of spelling as a fixed,

(1]

one—-to-one, sound-letter code. Instead these young spellers

are Séaréhing actively for the legitimate patterns of letters

(cvC, mat; CVVC, tail, CVCe, lake) that actually map the

sounds of the spoken language to the English spelling system.
O
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The developmental spell dAng sequ=rcc - :c ibe~ above has
gained more and more credibi 1ity ov.. t° _ la: . _aven Years as
the stage principles have be en val.. 1 ei xn- again by
researchers and classroom te achers .~ross t -e country. In fact,
armed with evidence that ear 1y spe  ing .. %o . a "right/wrong"

but rather a developmental p henomea>r, : ..y kindergartem, first

and second grade teachers ha—=re beg=" - euphasize more writin

o

in the classroom, while de-emmphasizing tir= need for standard
spelling. The idea is that —=roung children can use "invented
spelling" to express themselwres freely in writing, and the
teacher can then use these wm=iting products to monitor the
children's development in spglliﬁg; For example, note the two

writing samples below:

my had git bas (busted)
on the stap—
I fel oof my bE Lk
bet I ded n=t kiy.
- (Albert -
- Phonetie Stage Speller -

irst Grade)

|

Late

(2) A week a go my fothr

bot a peeingpon g tabole

but I nevr beet my

b

bit bruthr, Me and my big

&
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sistr pracdis the=n my
big bruthr beet meme 25-23
and I whus happe becus
that megﬁs; that =soon I will
beet him.

(L_.eon -

IT”"ransitional Stage Speller -

le.ate-Fir Grade)
Allrt is clearly a phonet=-ic stage speller. He fails to

mark loy vowels (BIK, STOL) an_d he often represents short
vowel sunds with a letter-name= substitution (HAD for head,
DED fordid). On the other han d, Leon, Albert's classmate,
has move into the transitional stage of spelling. He is

representing short vowels corre- c¢tly (NXEV., SISTR), and he is

o

eginnin to mark long vowels (Z“BEET, MEENS). The important
point isthat Albert's and Leon 's teacher can look at the

writing smples and judge where these children are coneceptually

in theirspelling development. With more reading and phonies

instructim, along with plenty =of opportunities to write,

these twfirst graders will mowsr e forward in spelling. That

i

is, Albet will begin to shov s—igns of transitional stage
spelling and Leon will begin te= spell more and more words

correctly

Devlopmental spelling thecory has provided important

diagnostic/instructional guidanc—e for those entrusted with

teachingwiting and spelling im= the primary grades (K-2).




Ironically, the same theory Thas probably raised more questions
than it has answered for te=achers in grades three through six.

For example:

ame develoment—al stage characteristiecs apply

1
=
o -

the s
to the spelling of nult=isyllabic fourth and fifth

grade words?

- Should a fourth grade = eacher adopt the same position

as a first grade teacheex toward misspellings in children's

writing assignments?

- If spelling is a develo pmental process integrally
related to childre's g rowth in reading and writing,
should spelling relly be a separate subject in the

urriculum to be taght directly via the weekly memori-

1]

L]

ation of graded wird 1 dsts?

- Given a developmentsl pe=rspective, how are individual

differences in spelling ability to be handled by the

classroom teacher?
- Etec.

In a recent book, Henderson & 1985) has thoughtfully addressed

these questions and othas. Teaching Spelling, spanning
instruction in grades one th—=ough eight, attempts to meld a
developmental perspective wit—h what Henderson considers to
be sound, traditional practice in classroom spelling

instruction. The book i3 higmhly recommended.

8




One interesting link between spelling in the early
elementary grades (K-2) and in the later grades (3-6) is
suggested by the term "developmental." We know that first

graders advance through the develcpm ntal

[y
ol

elling sequence at

different rates, creating a spread of spelling ability among

children at the end of first grade. Therefore, we should not
be surprised to find even greater differences in children's

spelling ability two or three years later--e.g., in a third or
fourth grade classroom. The specific dévelopmental patterns
may not be as clear in these later grades, but certainly
children will continue to pragréss at different learning rates.

This presents a major problem to classroom teachers responsible
for teaching spelling in grades three through six; that is,
how does one provide adequate instruction for those students
who are performing below grade level in spelling? 1In the

remainder of this article, we will explore this questien from

the perspective of a hypothetical fourth grade teacher.

Claszragm Dlagﬂa sis: Fourth Grade Spelling

Each September during the first week of school, Mrs.
Jones, a fourth grade teacher, administers a spelling test to
her class. Over the years, she has found her students
performance on the informal test (25 words randomly selected
from the fourth grade spelling book) to be a good predictor of
their ultimate success in the fourth grade spelling curriculum,.
Table 1 shows the performance of Mrs. Jones' students on

this year's.beginning-of-year spelling test,




Bésad on her past experience with the test, Mrs. Jones quickly
looks at the children's power scores (% correct) and predicts,
with some self-confidence, how well individual students will
do in the fourth grade spelling program. For example, she
prediets thatliﬁpmas (84%) and Bernice (64%Z) will do well, but

that Frederick (32%) will experience difficulty.

Iy

Granting for a moment the accuracy of Mrs. Jones'

prediction, the interesting question becomes: What aspects

=

of the children's perform

ance on the September spelling test
allow one to forecast their future spelling achievement?

Is it that children scoring high on the spelling pretest

(Thomas and Bernice), as opposed to those scoring low (Frederick),

simply know how to spell more fourth grade words to start with,
and therefore have fewer words to master during the school
year? Undoubtedly thereAig some commonsense truth in this
explanation. However, a less obvious but equally plausible

Y

explanation of the spellirg test's predictive power can he

Notice in Table 2 that there are differences in the

Tt

10



guality of spelling errors made by Thomas and Bernice versus
those made by Frederick. The errors made by the first two

children are "readable," there is a vowel in each syllable, and

for the most pari only one feature is inappropriate in each
misspelling (e.g., NAngURE - nature; POPED - popped; CABBEGE

- cabb age) Frederick's misspellings tell a différent story.
That i hig errors are difficult to read (CRLU, SCRUE): he
sometimes omits vowels in multi-syllable words (CBAGE, PREPRING);

and oftentimes he misspells more than one feature in a word

(NATCHER - nature; TRAFICK - traffic).

o
n
1]
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between the misspellings of Frederick and
on the September spelling test, how might this affect the
during the school year? To answer this question we must
consider how spelling is usually taught in the elementary -
grades. For example, each week there is a Monday pfetési on
20' to 25 new spelling words. The children generally self-
correct the pretest with the teacher's hel;,_thefeby deter-
mining which words they missed and need to study carefully
that week. On Tuesday, Wedﬁeséay, and Thursday, the children

in

practice the spelling words by copying them, using the
written sentences, or by completing fill-in-the=blank exercises

n selected spelling workbook pages. ,1 ally, omn Fridéy,

[

there is the weekly spelling test, and a record of each child's

11




Now, letus speculate that during a giwzren week in
December, Frderick misspells 10 c)f- 20 words= on the Monday
pretest, andlernice mis’slﬁeils 5 of 20 (not an unlikely
occurrence glen their September spelling tesst resﬁlts),—
Furthermore,note below how each child missoells four of t—he

pretest words:

spelliy word Bernice Fredl erick
baggye BAGGEGE BaG=E1IJ
Euture FUTCHURE FUGC=HER
nature NATCHURE : NACZ= HER
lugge LUGGIGE LOG=ICH

Within this me-week context, the question o-f learning ox
achievement wnes into clearer focus. Which . ¢cHild has the
more difficuli task of mastering the weekly list of 20 speli ling

ords? Fredulekx, of course., Not only does he enter Ehe tw=rreck

ﬂ\

knowing how t spell correctly fewer of -t,hei ~<words on the 18 st
(10 to Berniw's 15), but also Frederick's s-pelling errors

on the list wrds are more primitive or less sophisticated
than are Bé}:ni:za's errors. During the week, when Fredericlk=
attempts to mmorize the correct spellings o—Ff certain words=
(e.g., Esgﬁgaggiaﬂd luggage), he will have to concentrate omm 1
number o0f spidling features: the doubled med=—izl consonant
(gg), the 52-“3 vowel in the second syllable (a), and the
"soft g" endiy (-ge). Bernice, on the othe=r hand, vill ne=el
to attend onlyjto how the second syliable scEnwa vowel is

represented i1these words. Thus, not only e=rill Frederick

12
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have to learn more spelling words during the week, but also
he will need te learn a good deal more about individual

spellings (e.g., bag] e) than will his classmate.

Naturally, we would expect Bernice to achieve a higher

score than Frederick on the F21day, end-of-week spelling test.

And even if Frederick, through concentrated memorization effort

ore on the Friday test, we might question
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hew good his retention of these spelling words will be two to

project the one-week scenaric above across a school
year's worth of spelling instruction (35 weeks), it becomes

apparent why Frederick will experience more difficulty and

learn less in the fourth grade spelling curriculum than will

t seems that Mrs. Jo original prediction

[
1.'1
m

Bernice.

's potential growth as fourth grade

"
W

regarding the two childre

nl

If Frederick and the five other children who scored 32%

1) are

b
»

or less on the September spelling test (see Tabl
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conceptually "over their heads" in a fourth

o]
w
w
o
Hi

program, what can Mrs. Jomes do? One defensible course

" action is presented below.

rd

M

can administer a th

w
(1]

(1) 1In September, Mrs. Jone
grade spelling list of 25 words (see Appendix) to her lowest

6 spellers to see if these children can function successfully

13
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pelling level. Table 3 below shows how the

P
children's third and fourth grade accuracy scores might compare,

batter = BATER chasing - CHASEING
Screan - SCREEM thirsty - THRISTY
knock = KNOK baseball - BASBALL
careful - CAREFULL handle - HANDEL
stepping - STEPING sudden — SUNDEN

If we compare Fféderigk‘s third grade spelling errors above

we find a significant difference. Frederick is more "in
control"” of the spelling process on the third grade list; his
misspellings on this list might be termed "readable near-
word that he needs to attend to in order to master the correet

spelling. - Clearly third grade seems to be a more appropriate

level for providing Frederick-~-—
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(2) The next step is for Mrs. Jomnes, a fourth

.
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from the third grade teachers in the school, or the books can

be purchased from the publisher.

With the spelling books secured, Mrs. Jones can begin her
weekly teaching routine. On Monday, two different spelling
pretests can be administered simultaneously; one to the high
group (fourth grade words), and one to the low group (third
grade words). For example, with the two spelling lists before

her, Mrs. Jones might say:

, here is your first word: "bundle."
Blue Group, here is your first werd: "street.”

Eause to let the children write.?
Red Group, word #2 is "badga. B

Blue Group, #2: "bread." Eauae

Red GrDuE #3 ... And so on thfnugh the 20-word lists.

Regarding the Tuesday-through-Thursday spelling practice

activities, the third grade-level spellers and fourth grade-
level spellers can simply work in their respective workbooks.
Finally, the Friday posttests for the two groups can be

Whenever a teacher commit to w

\lw
\D\

rking w;th a group of
ehildren in below grade-level materials (whatever the subject
area), she may begin to question in her own mind whether she
is actually doing the children a service or disservice. For
example, she may ask herself: Are these students learning
enough? Should they really be working at grade level? Are

mates as the weeks

rt
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go by?
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Fortunately, the Monday spelling pretest - Friday spelling

postest format serves as a sensitive monitoring device that

allows the classroom teaching to address the questions above

i
P

on a weekly basis. 1In Mrs. Jones' third grade-level spelling

group, for example, if Frederick and his eclassmates are, for
the most part,scoring between 50% and 80% accuracy on the
Monday pretest, and above 907 on the Friday posttest, Mrs.
Jones can rest assured that she has placed these students
appropriately in third grade spéiiiﬁg materials. This is not
to say that Frederick's group must remain in the third grade
spelling book for the entire school year. Mrs. Jones may
decide to move her low spelling group into the fourth grade
spelling boek at mid-year or later. Nﬁﬁétheléss; whatever the

grade-level o

!
m
I

difficulty-level of the spelling lists, the

Monday pretest - Friday posttest scores will provide ongoing

evidence of the children's spelling progress.

(3) A third step Mrs. Jones can take to meet the needs

of her low functioning spellers is to establish a vigorous

writing program in the classroom. Writing is a communication
medium that allows children to create, explore and reason with
ideas; it is also the medium in whieh spelling is best

practiced. A fourth grader, writing a 150-word story or

report at the cutting edge of his/her language competence,

is practicing spelling in the context in which it should be
practiced. That is, the child 1is attempting to spell words

that are personally meaningful to him/her. Also, in affording

o

sheer quantity of spelling practice, writing (across all

16
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subjecﬁ areas during the school day) clearly outstrips what

nute spelling workbook

e

little practice can be offered in a 15 m

exercise.

Although a writing program provides children with extended

opportunities to explore new spelling forms and to practice old

attention to certain misspelled words in the sample.

The moon crechers were

the mauton...

In the writing exerpt above, Frederick, our poor-spelling

fourth grader, misspelled six words. However, the teacher

I

s errors, two of which (chasing and

e
m

circled only thrze of h

grabbed) happened to illustrate a spelling principle

hat had recently been covered in the

rt

(consonant doubling)
third grade spelling book. The circle drawn around the word
by the teacher signals Frederick to try spelling it a different
way and to be ready to defend, verbally, his second spelling

attempt. Such an editing procedure has several advantages:

a) The teacher controls how many spelling words individual
children are asked to edit. For some children, eight to ten

words can be circled for editing; for others, gaséessiug less

17
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woxrd __attempt

nd lower frustration tolerances, three to

i

spelling ability

o

four circled words will suffice.

b) The teacher holds children responsible for editing only

th ngs that are within their knowledge tange.

b

mi ell

T
m

2=

=]
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In our present example, the misspelled patterns in grabbed

:

and chasing had been previously taught, and Frederick's

rly a careless error. On the stherx

misspelling of off was cle

]

£ sspellings of creatures and decided, unless

self-editing his m

He
wm

the teacher's aim was to encourage the child to use the

dictionary.

¢) The child, not the teacher, is responsible for editing
the misspelled words. Instead of the teacher writing in
correct spellings on the student's paper, the responsibility

for actually changing misspellings is given to the student.

Even incorrect second attempts on the child's part can be

instructive. For example:

child's first cehild's seco
ttempt ) jr;gmeng;

1 el

sheet SHET SHEAT aware of long vowel
pattern

closed CLOSD CLOSSED unsure about
carefull CARFULL CAR

An editing procedure similar to the one deseribed above

involves the teacher placing a check (¥ ) in the margin
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ind the misspelled word in the

The c¢hild's editing task is t
line, circle it, and then try to spell it correctly (see

Schwartz, 1977).

It should go without saying that procedures for editing

spelling should always follow, not precede the teacher's

[y

initial response to the meaning of what the student has written.

Furthermore, editing of spelling errors need not be dome for

fobn
\W‘

every piece of writing children complete. Nonetheless, over
the course of a school year, a thoughtful teacher can diagnose
and teach a good deal about English spelling via the informal

editing of children's writing.

Concluding Remarks - -

This article has taken a developmental perspective
regarding the teaching of spelling in the elementary grades.
Focusing on meeting the needs of below grade level spellers,
the article put forth a straightforward instructional plan.
First, teachers, particularly in grades three through six,

need to diagnose where their students are operating along a

e

continuum of spelling knowledge. Once a "spelling instruectional

level™ (third grade, fourth grade, etc.}) is determined for
groups of children within a elassroom and é@prépfiate
spelling materials located for each group, thé traditional
practice of having children study, memorize, and take weekly
tests on graded lists of words should be instituted. Finall
the key to an effective spelling program is the establishment

of a strong classrcom writing program. Students should writs

19
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That is, the poor or low accuracy s

-17-

frequently on a variety of topics, and the teacher should both
monitor and comment on the children's spelling through an

editing phase of the writing process.

To this author's knowledge there is 1

oo

ttle controlled,
experimental research to support the idea of within-class
ability grouping for spelling instruction. On the other hand,
language arts educators, over the years, have often argued

that individual differences in spelling ability should be

considered by the classroom teacher (Greeme & Petty, 1971;
Hillerich, 1982; Stauffer, 1975). Furthermore, several recent

studies have found that children's spelling accuracy on a

grade level list of words (i.e., fourth graders spelling

fourth grade words) is related to the quality of their

misspellings on the same list (Manolakes, 1975} Morris, Nelson,

& Perney, 1986; Schlagal, 1982, 1986). This finding certainly
provides indirect support for grouping children for spelling
instruction according to ability or instructional level.

=eller seems to lack

mw .

P
reasonable spelling strategies (orthographic knowledge) at

grade level (remember Frederick), and therefore will be at

a disadvantage if placed in a whole class, grade-level

uction?
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For a teacher whose intellectual curiosity has been aroused
by the arguments put forth in this article, a first step

would be to administer a grade level spelling list (see

“
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]
H

e
w
m
"
f=ad
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Appendix) to his/her class, and then quickly

20
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Figure 1. Developmental Spelling Stages




Students"’

of 25 Fourth Grade Spelling Words.

Table 1. Fourth Grade
Student # correct
1 25

2 24

3 22

4 (Thomas) 21

5 | 20

6 20

7 19

8 19

9 18

10 18

11 17

60%

20
21

22

. Student

(Frederick)

Acruracy Scores on a List



Thomas Bernice Frederick
Spelling Word (84% correct) (64%Z correct) (32% correct)
force v v . FORSE
nature v NATCHURE NATCHER
curl v ¥ CRLU
preparing v v PREPRING
pebble v PEBLE PEPLE
popped POPED POPED POPED
doctor v v DROCER
badge v BAGE BAGE
cabbage v CABBEGE CBAGE
stared STAIRED STAIRED STARDE
gravel v v GRAVLE
traffiec v v TRAFTCK
SCUFEY v SCURY SCRUE
camel CAMLE CAMMEL CAMLE
silent v v SILINT
checked v v CHEKED
slammed SLAMED SLAMED SLAND
26
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Student (%Z correct) (% correct)

3. Low Fourth

5y

List of 25 Thi

H

d Grade Spelling Words.

Fourth Grade List Third Grade Lis

rade Spellers' Accuracy Scores om a

t

32% : 68%

(Frederick) 32% 607%
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APPENDIX
Graded Spelling Lists from the'Quaiitative Inventory of Word Knowledge (Schlagal,1982)

LEVEL I LEVEL II LEVEL III LEVEL IV

LEVEL V LEVEL VI

girl
want
plane
drop
when
trap
wish
cut
bike
trip

- flat
ship
drive
fill
sister
bump
plate
mud
GhDP i
bed

traded

cool
beaches
center
short
trapped
thick
plant
dress
carry
stuff
try.
crop
year
chore
angry
chase
queen
wise
drove
cloud
grabbed
train
shopping
float

send
gift
rule
trust
s0ap
batter
knee
mind
screan
sight
chain
count
knock

" caught
noisa
careful
stepping
chasing
straw
nerve
thirsty
baseball
circus
handle
‘Sudden

force
nature
slammed
curl
preparing
pebble
cellar
market
popped
harvest
doctor
gtocked
gunner
badge
cattle
gazed
cabbage
plastio
~ maple
stared
gravel
traffic
honey
cable
sCurry
camel
gilent
cozy
graceful
checked

lunar
population
bushel
joint
compare
explosion
delivered
normal
justice
dismiss
decide
suffering
stunned
lately
peace
anusing
reduction
preserve
settlement
measure
protective
reqular
offered
division
needle
expression
complete
honorable
baggage
television

satisfied
abundance
mental
violence
impolite
musician
hostility
illustrate
acknovledge
prosperity
accuston
patriotic
impossible
correspond
admission
Wreckage
commotion
sensible
dredge
concelve
profitable
replying
admitted
introduction
operating
decision
combination
declaration
connect
patient

29
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