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Orthography - What? 
North Cross Implementing Word Study Program 

 
ROANOKE, VA (February 15, 2013) — Conjure up the image of Sherlock Holmes, Hercule 

Poirot, and the investigative team on NCIS.  Immediately you are thinking of detectives searching for 

clues and patterns to solve the most puzzling crimes.  Now shift gears, and think about first learning 

to spell.  It was pretty confusing, wasn't it? You had questions.  Why does the “c” in “cat” sound like 

a “k”, yet the “c” in “cell” sound like an “s”.  Why is it a hard “c” when it is followed by the vowels 

“a”, “o”, and “u” (as in cat, cot and cut), yet soft when followed by “i”, “e”, and “y” (as in circus, 

celery, and cycle)?  But as a skilled word detective, you begin to see patterns that help you spell, and 

rather than learn word by word, you learn the clues to help you spell and speak many different words. 

 

It’s all “orthography”. Orthography is defined by Merriam-Webster for adults as: 

“a : the art of writing words with the proper letters according to standard usage; 

b : the representation of the sounds of a language by written or printed symbols”  For children, 

orthography is defined as: “1 : correct spelling; 2 : a way or style of spelling”. 

 

With the help of Dr. Anna Baynum,  a clinical Reading Specialist, and Professor of Education at 

Hollins University, North Cross School teachers are integrating a discipline of “Word Study” into the 

Language Arts Literacy curriculum, helping children to become word detectives.  The lower school 

faculty will be attending professional development seminars with Dr. Baynum throughout the 

year.  The Early Childhood Program began professional development last year and is currently using 

the program on a daily basis.  First through fifth grades will be implementing Word Study beginning 

in the fall of 2013. 

 

Baynum teaches the distinct stages of students’ spelling development and the most effective 

instruction methods along that continuum.  Students’ abilities are inventoried at the beginning of the 

Word Study program, and the diagnostic data helps determine literacy groups.  Once these groups are 

created, teachers implement differentiated instruction based on the developmental stage of each 

literacy group. 

 

Liz Holt, Assistant Headmaster and Director of the Lower School, is excited to have Baynum, whose 

children attend North Cross, and Word Study impacting her Lower School students.  Holt asserts “In 

conversation with my colleagues in independent schools across the county, they have indicated that 

they have had great success with this program. Our goal is to add another dimension to our already 

outstanding language arts program.”   

 

Dr. Baynum thinks integrating Word Study cultivates broad, conceptual, word knowledge 



development. The depth of understanding which occurs with this pedagogical approach enhances 

every aspect of literacy, including fluency, comprehension, vocabulary, and writing skills. Baynum 

says, “This method of instruction moves away from rote memorization and skill/drill activities, and 

instead promotes critical thinking and problem solving while also fostering students' abilities to 

justify and substantiate the reasoning behind their thinking.” 
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About North Cross School  

North Cross School is a college-preparatory day school grounded in a strong liberal arts and science curriculum 

combined with exceptional co-curricular programs. The academic program, from junior kindergarten through 

twelfth grade, prepares students to become responsible, successful citizens by encouraging them to explore their 

interests and develop their talents. The School is located at 4254 Colonial Avenue, Roanoke, VA, 24018. For more 

information, visit www.northcross.org. 


