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THE BACKGROUND 



How did you learn to spell words?  
Maybe you… 
 

•  Were assigned a list of words based on what you did not 
know 

 
•  Had the same list of words as everyone else in your class 

•  Participated in skill and drill activities, such as copying 
these words several times during the week 

 
•  Memorized the list for a weekly spelling test 
 

Sound familiar? 



The Shift from Traditional Approaches to 
Spelling  
•  Historically, spelling was a separate piece of language arts 

dependent on rote memorization 

•  1950s: Movement toward a generalization position and 
integrated literacy instruction 

•  1975: Charles Read and invented spelling 

•  1990: Edmund Henderson: Model of developmental spelling 

•  1996: Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton and Johnston:  Words Their 
Way 



Memorization Perspective 
• English spelling is full of irregularities and exceptions to 

rules. 

• Spelling can only be mastered through rote memorization: 
letter by letter, word by word. 

•  The most useful words to study are the most frequent 
ones 

 



But IS spelling hopelessly irregular? 

•  Large scale computer analyses determine that of 17,000 
words, 85% of them can be considered “regular” 

• Can you read these words?  If I had called them 
out to you would you have been able to spell 
them? 

Moy (sounds like boy) 
Flug (sounds like slug) 
Flidge (sounds like fridge) 
Fage, phage, feige (sounds like page) 



Generalization Perspective 

• Based on the belief that most words do follow spelling 
rules or generalizations. 

 
• Words chosen to study share similar spelling features to 

help students learn a generalization as well as a group of 
words. 



What makes Word Study different? 
•  It drops back to prior knowledge. 

•  It uses assessment to provide an 
appropriate level of instruction 

•  It promotes growth and transfer 
of orthographic knowledge into 
authentic writing. 

•  It is more than spelling, 
increasing fluency, increasing 
comprehension, thus increasing 
learning. 



The Literacy Braid 



Reading and Spelling Connection 
• Spelling and reading build and rely on the same mental 

representation of a word. 

• Knowing the spelling of a word makes the representation 
of it sturdy and accessible for fluent reading. 

  
•  The ability to read words automatically rests on the ability 

to map letters and letter combinations to sounds.  
   
     Ehri and Snowling  

 



Writing and Spelling Connection 
• Even more than reading, writing is a mental juggling act 

that depends on automatic deployment of basic skills  

• Poor spellers may restrict what they write to words they 
can spell, with inevitable loss of verbal power, or they may 
lose track of their thoughts when they get stuck trying to 
spell a word.  

• Clearly, the research base for claiming that spelling is 
important for children is solid: Learning to spell enhances 
children’s reading and writing. 

      Louise Moats (2006) 



Spelling vs. Orthographic Knowledge 
 
 
“Those who set out to remember every letter of every word 
will never make it.  Those who try to spell by sound alone 
will be defeated.  Those who learn how to ‘walk through’ 
words with sensible expectations, noting sound, pattern, 
and meaning relationships, will know what to remember, 
and they will learn to spell English.” 

    -Edmund Henderson 



A Model of Developmental Spelling 

•  Zone of Proximal 
Development 

 
•  Developmental continuum for 

word knowledge 



Stages of Spelling Development 
• Emergent 

•  Letter Name 

• Within Word Pattern 

• Syllable Juncture 

• Derivational Relations 



Emergent 
• Writing attempts of children who are not yet reading 

• May include letter-like symbols, scribbles, wave-like lines 
and random letters 



Letter Name 
• Recently started to read 
• Can use names of letters to 

represent sounds 
•  Examples:  

•  You= u 
•  When= yn 

• Work with beginning and final 
consonants, short vowels and 
nasals before final consonants 

•  Pet= pat 
•  Sad= cad 
•  Bump= bup 



Within Word Pattern 

•  Work in the context of sound 
and pattern 

•  Address long vowel patterns 
and ambiguous vowels 

•  Explore homophones 



Syllable Juncture 
•  Can spell words with one 

syllable 
 
•  Move into polysyllabic word 

patterns 

•  Work with doublings, open and 
closed syllables 

•  Begin exploring prefixes and 
suffixes 



Derivational Constancy 
• Meaning focused 

• Explore Greek and Latin word roots 

• Spelling-meaning connection inspires vocabulary growth 



ASSESSMENT 
How are students placed on a developmental 
continuum? 



Assessments for Diagnosis 
• Screening Inventories 

• Feature Tests 

• Authentic Writing Samples 



Sample Feature Test  
 
Growl 
 
Peach 
 
Dawn 
 
Tight 
 
Catch 
 
Mound 
 



Sample Feature Test 



Frequent Assessments 
• Ongoing 
 
• Not always formal 
 
•  Tells the teacher where to go next 
 
• Allows students to receive individualized instruction  



IMPLEMENTATION 
What does this look like in the classroom? 



Ten Principles of Word Study   
1.  Look for what students use but confuse. 
2.  A step back is a step forward. 
3.  Use words students can read. 
4.  Compare words “that do” with words “that don’t” 
5.  Sort by sight and sound. 
6.  Begin with obvious contrasts first. 
7.  Don’t hide exceptions. 
8.  Avoid rules. 
9.  Work for automaticity. 
10. Return to meaningful text. 
 



Sorting 
• Compare and Contrasting Words 

• Can take many different forms 

• Builds on prior knowledge 

• Does not hide exceptions 



Lower School Sample Daily 
Schedule 
• Monday: Guided Sorting with teacher guiding, 

questioning, and directing 

•  Tuesday:  Buddy Sort 

• Wednesday: Word Hunt 

•  Thursday: Speed Sort 

•  Friday:  Weekly Spell Check Writing Sort 



A Model Lesson 



WANT TO KNOW MORE? 



Upcoming Workshops 
1.  Assessment for Word Study  

  Thursday, Nov. 20 
   5:30PM 
  Multipurpose Room 

2.  Word Study: Supporting Your Student at Home 
  Thursday, Dec. 4 
  5:30 PM 
  Multipurpose Room 


