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Even the most casual observer of the language will 
notice that English has some peculiar quirks. The 
letter combination ti, for example, has the unusual 
sound of sh when it precedes the letters on in words 
such as nation and exclamation. The situation is 
even worse for gh, which sounds like / in laugh and p 
in hiccough, and is silent in through. These oddities 
of English orthography have fostered the spelling 
reform movement. 

The irregular nature of the English language 
becomes a greater problem when you consider the 
differences that exist among individuals. Some 
children, for example, have difficulty discriminating 
certain speech sounds, and as a result, their spelling 
ability may suffer. Among the factors that influence 
how well students can discriminate sounds are learn­
ing styles, hearing status, ability level, and linguistic 
background. 

Certain conclusions regarding these interindivid-
ual differences have been drawn from research 
studies conducted by the U.S. Office of Education 
and authorities in the field of spelling. The following 
discrimination problems appear to hinder spelling 
ability: 

• confusion of beginning and ending sounds by 
substituting d for th, th for /, s for th, and t for th 

• slurring or prolonging vowels, as in heeyar for here 
• distortion of r-controlled vowels by adding sounds, 

as in mothah 
• formation of an incorrect comparative degree, as in 

beautifuller 
• omission of the final s or z sound in plurals 
• omission of the final d sound in past tense forma­

tions, as in She play tennis yesterday. 
• omission of the final s in present tense, third 

person verbs, as in John walk to school every day. 

It seems, then, that both the nature of English and 
the characteristics of the people who speak it inter­
act to cause some significant language problems, 
especially in schools. The most frequently proposed 
remedy to the situation is to revise English ortho­
graphy. 

Arn Rupert, of Lunenburg, Canada, sums up the 
situation nicely. His data may be slightly off the 
mark, but the principal conclusion holds true. 

Put simply, English spelling should be made 
more phonetic so it will be easier to learn and 
use. Study the words listed below, which are in 
order the 50 found by Dr. Godfrey Dewey to be 
used most in average print. They are also the 
most likely to be known and spoken by a six year 
old starting primary school and hoping to learn 
how to read and write. I think we must now add 
she and her to the list, but at the end, uncounted. 

the 
of 
and 
to 
a 
in 
it 
that 
I 
is 
for 
be 
was 

you 
as 
with 
he 
have 
on 
by 
not 
at 
this 
are 
we 
his 

but 
they 
all 
will 
or 
which 
from 
had 
h a s 
one 
our 
an 
been 

my 
there 
no 
their 
were 
so 
him 
your 
can 
would 
if 
she 
her 

Those underlined, only 17, were picked by Sir 
James Pitman as at least reasonably alphabetic, 
in that each letter of these 17 indicates the usual 
sound. She and her can't be included either, so 
35 of the 52 must be confusing as a set of words 
to demonstrate the sound values of letters. And 
as the beginner struggles through some thou­
sand or so common English words, the ratio of 
sane to silly spellings improves a bit, but only 
slowly, to about 50/50. 

Continued on page 3 
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From the Editor 
Walter B. Barbe 

This issue of Spelling Progress Quarterly is a 
radical departure from past practices. The format 
has been changed dramatically, the content has been 
expanded, and even the title has been changed. For 
those readers who were familiar with the old Spelling 
Progress Bulletin, the current edition must come as 
quite a shock. We considered phasing in some of the 
changes gradually, so as not to raise the ire of our 
loyal readers, but decided to take the plunge all at 
once as a statement of our commitment to the 
journal. It is our intention to bring SPQ into the 
mainstream of educational publishing, and there is 
no faster way to do so than to plunge right in. 

Aside from the cosmetic changes that are evident 
in SPQ, we are expanding the content from its past 
focus on alternate orthographies. We certainly shall 
continue to feature the work of those who are 
searching for a more reasonable orthography for the 
English language, but we realize that there are other 
ways to promote spelling reform. We shall devote a 
section of each issue of SPQ to spelling reform, 
spelling and reading, spelling instruction, and 
spelling and computers. 

By broadening our scope, we hope to appeal to a 

larger audience, including many classroom teachers 
and school administrators. Spelling reform, or any 
educational reform for that matter, must be accepted 
at the school level if it is to succeed, and by appealing 
to teachers and administrators, we believe our 
message will be spread more rapidly. 

In the past, articles that made extensive use of 
alternative orthographies were routinely printed in 
SPB. We shall continue this practice, but request that 
all manuscripts using a non-standard orthography 
be accompanied by a standard version. We shall 
print the two versions side-by-side for the con­
venience of our readers. If only occasional use is 
made of a non-standard orthography, we shall try to 
include as much of it as we can. 

In addition to our four main sections, we have 
included a Readers' Forum. In this Forum, we shall 
give our readers a chance to express themselves and 
to interact with one another. As you will see on page 
8, the exchanges can be lengthy, and at times, 
heated. We shall allow controversy to rage, so long as 
common courtesy is observed. 

We shall also try to include in each issue a reprint 
of an article that appeared in the past. There is a 
wealth of information in the past issues of SPB, and 
we want to share it with new readers. This month's 
reprint is by Dr. Emmett Betts, a distinguished 
educator. 

The new Spelling Progress Quarterly will undoubt­
edly continue to change in response to the needs of 
our readers. We look forward to growing with you, 
and hope that our efforts will contribute to the way in 
which our language is used and our children edu­
cated. Both are very special to us. 



Continued from page 1 

Making English more phonetic is the obvious 
solution, but this is no mean feat. There are several 
dozen alternate orthographies in use today, all of 
which seem satisfactory to those of us who are on the 
outside. Among the inner circle of spelling reformers, 
however, there is constant debate over which alter­
native is most effective. 

In addition to the lack of consensus concerning the 
best orthography with which to replace English, 
there is considerable opposition to the notion of 
revising English at all. There is no institution more 
resistant to overt change than language. Add to this 
resistance the large and diverse populations that 
speak English, and you come up with an almost 
insurmountable problem. 

The need for spelling reform is clear, and it is 
equally clear that a phonetically based alternate 
orthography is the solution. But what can we as 
educators do about it? 

We can not forsake standard English overnight, so 
our path must be one of moderation. Most obviously, 
we must remain aware of how our language is 
changing, both overtly and subtly. We should be 
familiar with at least one alternate orthography and 
perhaps even try it in our classroom as a language 

arts activity or an instructional tool to be used with a 
selected group of students who might need it. En­
courage students to begin a New Word File, a collec­
tion of alternate spellings they encounter in their 
everyday activities. Words like thru, nite, and aline 
are all around us and demonstrate that our language 
is constantly evolving. 

Next, we should keep abreast of the literature that 
deals with children's writing, particularly that which 
focuses on invented spellings. As we learn more 
about how children think and how they perceive our 
language, we become better able to judge the value of 
alternate orthographies. 

Finally, we must consider the bold step of actually 
teaching alternate spellings. This is not to suggest 
that a new orthography should be used exclusively in 
the classroom. Instead, we should select a number of 
common words that have widely used alternate 
spellings and introduce them to our students. Accept 
such spellings on compositions and other written 
assignments, and even on the weekly spelling test. 
Some teachers have already taken this step and have 
discovered tha t both they and their s tudents 
approach spelling with a new level of enthusiasm. 
That benefit alone is worth the effort. H 

# - Spelling Instruction 
Adult Spelling 
and Personality 
John R. Beech and Christine Black 

Abstrac t 

Cox (1978) reported an apparent relationship 
between personality and spelling ability. This study 
is a continuing investigation of the same relation­
ship. From a pool of 118 students, good and poor 
spellers were selected and tested on repression-
sensitization and other measures. A nonsignificant 
correlation was found between repression-sensitiza­
tion and spelling ability, and there were no signifi­
cant associations between spelling ability and 
intelligence, vocabulary, or gender of subject. But on 
a test involving the learning of new spellings of 
familiar words, the poor spellers took significantly 
more trials than the good spellers, suggesting that 
the problem of learning to spell is still manifest in 
adulthood. 

Spelling disability is a problem that persists into 
adulthood. Because this problem exists among adults 
with varying degrees of formal education, it does not 

seem likely that there is a clear relationship between 
intelligence and spelling ability. Researchers have 
had to look elsewhere for possible causes of spelling 
disability, and have begun investigating the possible 
connection between spelling ability and personality 
traits. 

Cox (1978), for one, found an association between 
repression-sensitization and spelling performance. 
In his study, adult subjects were divided into 
repressers and sensitizers; the sensitizers proved to 
be significantly better at spelling than the repressers. 

The main purpose of the present study is to see 
whether or not the relationship found by Cox (1978) 
could be demonstrated in the reverse direction. That 
is, if subjects are divided into good and poor spellers, 
do they differ on the repression-sensitization dimen­
sion in the direction predicted by Cox's work? 

The repression-sensitization personality dimen­
sion is a continuum representing the response to 
threatening stimuli. At one extreme are individuals 
who avoid threat by denying or repressing the threat-
arousing situation. At the other extreme are sensi­
tizers who approach threatening situations and 
attempt to intellectualize the events. Repressers are 
less likely to recognize anxiety-arousing material, 
whereas sensitizers are more sensitive in their 


