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Learning to Spell is a 
Developmental Process-
Not Rote Memorization 
of Words 
Richard E. Hodges 

Spelling as a school subject has a long, time-
honored tradition, its origins traceable to the 
beginnings of Western civilization. For the most part 
throughout the centuries, students learning to spell 
have been taught that rote memorization of words 
was the route to spelling mastery, not only because of 
the commonly held view that memorization promoted 
mental discipline, but also because of the belief that 
the vagaries of English spelling demanded this 
method of learning. It is hardly surprising that, even 
today, memorizing words for spelling purposes 
continues to be a common instructional practice; for 
this traditional approach to spelling study is firmly 
rooted in our educational history. 

In recent years, however, scholars of language and 
of child learning have provided fresh insights into 
the nature of learning to spell. Their findings 
demonstrate that the proper study of spelling 
necessitates placing children in much more active 
roles in learning to spell, and, in turn, challenges 
traditional views that passive rote memorization is 
the base of spelling instruction. Let's briefly review 
some important research findings and their impli­
cations for the teaching of spelling. 

What Spelling Is 

Spelling is a process in which language is repre­
sented in visual form by means of graphic symbols. 
Most of the world's languages use graphic symbols 
(or graphemes) to stand for speech sounds (or 
phonemes) of spoken language and a writing system 
of this type is termed an alphabetic writing system, 
or orthography. Ideally, such an orthography would 

assign a separate, distinct grapheme for each speech 
sound; it would be said to be in one-to-one corre­
spondence between speech sounds and graphic 
symbols. 

Although English orthography is based on this 
principle, at first glance it seems hopelessly erratic in 
the manner in which the alphabet letters reflect the 
spoken language. Teachers and students alike are 
only too aware that many words of the language 
don't appear to "spell as they sound," and it is 
because of this seeming disparity between letters and 
sounds that spelling instruction has historically 
relied on memorization as the principal method to 
secure spelling accuracy. 

Numerous studies carried out in recent years by 
linguists and others interested in the nature of 
English spelling reveal, however, a quite different 
picture of our writing system. These investigations 
show that relationships between the sounds and 
letters of our language are affected by other elements, 
elements such as the manner in which prefixes and 
suffixes are used in forming words. In fact, contrary 
to historic belief, English spelling is reasonably 
systematic, but in ways more complex than are 
revealed by a superficial glance. 

Learning to Spell 

A system or structure, such as that which governs 
English spelling, is an organization of some pattern 
of events into an understandable framework. Lan­
guage itself must, of course, be systematic or else it 
could not be learned in the absence of direct teaching 
so readily by most young children in a few brief years 
after birth. Learning to talk results from the young 
child's development over time of an understanding of 
the structure of language, a process that is governed 
by the constraints of a biological timetable and 
experience. 

The many studies of oral language development 
reveal children's remarkable propensities to try to 
make sense of the world around them by using 
available information. In like fashion, recent investi­
gations of children's written language development 
disclose similar procedures at work. These studies 
demonstrate that, like learning to speak, learning to 
write is a developmental process. 
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E D P R E S S 

From the Editor 
Walter B. Barbe 

This issue of Spelling Progress Quarterly opens 
with an article by Richard E. Hodges, a well-known 
researcher in spelling and spelling instruction, 
enti t led " L e a r n i n g to Spell Is a Developmental 
Process—Not Rote Memorization of Words." Dr. 
Hodges says that students tradit ionally have been 
taught to spell by memorizing lists of words, because 
at first glance English or thography "seems hope­
lessly erratic." Recent studies, however, show tha t 
English spelling is systematic, and that , in fact, if 
s tudents are given the chance "to explore the pat terns 
or 'rules' tha t form English spelling and to apply 
their developing knowledge in functional writing," 
they can learn to speli. Spelling study, therefore, 
should engage "the interests of students in the nature 
and uses of words, not simply their spellings in study 
lists " 

Elisabeth McPherson 's article, entitled "Spelling, 
Revisited," is a message from a SLATE (Support for 
the I .earni ng and Teachi ng of English) Starter Sheet, 
published by the National Council of Teachers of 
English in J a n u a r y 1984. She says tha t "the most 
impor tan t th ing about spelling is tha t it 's something 
that writers use. Until writers use it. spelling has no 
value. !n the process of writing, punctuation, syntax, 
usage, and especially spelling are part of editing 
rather than composing. "Worrying about correct 
spelling as they write can prevent writers from 
producing any th ing worthwhile." 

In "Graphic Images and Successful Spelling," 
Azaiia, Francis discusses the effect the visual images 

of words have on learning to spell. She s ta tes t h a t the 
quality of the graphic symbols representing words 
significantly influences "a person's ability to acquire, 
retain, and reproduce the image of a word." Word 
models, therefore, should be consistent and properly 
positioned in the writing space, and of the same size 
and shape as the words students are expected, to 
produce in their writing. Elisabeth McPherson also 
comments on the importance of the graphic image in 
her article. She says tha t learners with s t rong visual 
memories "can 'see' the way the word ought to look 
and automatically reproduce it"; but the rest of us 
with "less accurate visual memories" must rely on a 
dictionary to help us spell. According to Dr. Francis , 
visual impact would enhance visual memory. Her 
article is especially for those readers who have 
thought , "Tha i word just does not look r ight ." 

The article on computerized spelling checkers 
("Word Processing and Spelling" by Michael Milone) 
might make our readers wonder, "If computers are 
going to check our spelling, why bother with spelling 
instruction or spelling reform at al l?" First, if word 
processors became as commonplace as telephones, 
we would still have to write, and what we write would 
still have to be understood by ourselves and others. 
Second, even if computers became the most common 
medium for communicat ing ideas, text would still 
have to be entered into the computer somehow, and 
the text would have to conform to some widely 
accepted s t andard in order to be interpreted by the 
computer. All of us need to develop our ability to 
communicate with each other, and since spelling is 
an aid to communicat ion, it is an impor tan t skill to 
know. The electronic revolution may dramatical ly 
change some aspects of our lives, but it will not 
eliminate the need for spel l ing.O 
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The process begins with a child's initial global 
awareness of writing as another means of expressing 
language, in which spelling plays a fundamental 
role. Many children may first use a single alphabet 
letter to "spell" a word (e.g., c for cat), next using the 
names of letters to guide them in spelling words (e.g., 
LAD for lady). As with oral language, the rate of 
development among children may vary in learning 
to spell; but there is little variation in the growth 
sequence. Learning to spell then is most assuredly a 
developmental process. 

In learning to spell, the child must gain an 
understanding of a graphic communications system 
and how that system relates to oral language, a 
process that is more complex than can be explained 
by the use of rote memory to learn the spellings of 
words. Accomplished spellers, as well as accom­
plished readers, utilize cues from all levels of 
language structure—sounds, words, and meaning— 
as part of their spelling knowledge, a knowledge that 
can only be gained from extensive experiences with 
written language over time. 

Spelling is also a multisensory process. The study 
of written language adds a graphic dimension to 
language development, bringing into play visual and 
haptic (kinesthetic and tactile), as well as auditory, 
factors as children learn to see, write, and hear 
language. 

This description of learning to spell is, of course, 
considerably removed from the traditional view in 
which habits rather than knowledge formed the base 
of a spelling curriculum. We now are more clearly 
aware of the active role that children play in 
developing spelling skills and that spelling study is 
more properly the study of words themselves and 
their uses in writing. 

Spelling Study 

In a very real sense, one learns to spell through 
ongoing interactions with written language, and 
spelling study should not be kept independent of the 
uses of written language in daily life. An effective 
environment for spelling study is one in which 
students are provided opportunities to explore the 
patterns or "rules" that form English spelling and to 
apply their developing knowledge in functional 
writing. 

While youngsters who are just beginning formal 
spelling study need to develop a thorough under­
standing of the phonetic base of spelling, instruction 
should not attend only to sound-letter relationships, 
out should present spelling as an integrated part of 
written language. Spelling experiences should pro­
ceed from simple and progress toward complex 
relationships in ways that are appropriate to levels of 
child development, with provision for review and 
planned application of acquired knowledge. 

Words, not merely sound-letter patterns, should 
comprise the source of spelling study, and they can be 

studied in many ways: in terms of the sounds and 
graphemes from which they are formed, their 
structural features (e.g., roots, suffixes, prefixes), 
their historical background, and, above all, their 
meanings. Spelling instruction ought to capitalize on 
children's natural and active inquisitiveness about 
language by providing activities that allow them to 
try out their knowledge in new situations in which 
their growing spelling skills are applied and rein­
forced. Every interaction with written language, 
whether in formal spelling study or informally in 
daily writing and reading, affords rich opportunities 
to gain more understanding about the structure and 
uses of spelling as a part of writing. Simply put, 
spelling study involves more than the study of words 
in lists. 

Spelling and Individual Learning Styles 

There are, of course, differences between a child's 
knowledge of spoken and written language when he 
or she first enters school. For most children, school 
offers the first sustained encounter with writing and 
the truism that instruction should start where the 
learner is has special relevance in spelling instruc­
tion. But there are also differences among children 
with respect to their modes of learning. For some, 
greater use is made of the visual features of words 
than of their oral-aural features, while the reverse is 
true for others. For some, the kinesthetic and tactile 
features involved in writing are important aspects of 
learning to spell. It is therefore important that 
spelling instruction should provide for individual 
learning styles and rates through the use of a variety 
of instructional media and activities. 

Analyzing Spelling Errors 

Another truism is that we learn from making 
mistakes and correcting them, and this observation 
is especially pertinent in spelling. Simply correcting 
one's spelling mistakes is not sufficient, however. 
Analyzing the errors one makes to determine their 
causes provides knowledge that has a potential to be 
applied to other words. Hence, being able to dis­
tinguish correct spellings from incorrect ones and to 
correct both the mistakes and their causes should be 
important goals of spelling instruction. For this 
reason, a fundamental part of spelling study should 
involve students in the uses of dictionaries and other 
resources that can contribute to spelling accuracy. 

Handwriting and Spelling 

Handwriting, of course, has special importance in 
spelling because illegible and misformed letters result 
in written words that appear to be misspelled or 
misunderstood. In addition, poor handwriting and 
poor spelling cause readers to make critical judg­
ments about the writer. Spelling and writing are 
inseparable activities, and handwriting has an 
important role m any spelling study. 
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