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Spelling and Vocabulary 
Development 
Joseph • )'Kourke 

Words are the basic units of language. We think 
with words. We also speak, listen, read, and write 
wi th words . Cogn i t ive g rowth is e n h a n c e d by 
vocabulary growth. Experiences generate words, but 
words tiNu generate experiences. 

Yoeahulary development is concept development. 
We find it hard to internalize an object or process 
unless \\ e can name it. Our words describe our 
experiences. We express our ideas with words. We are 
our words 

Word Study and Spe l l ing 

Spell ing is word formation. It is an in tegra l , 
constructive part of vocabulary study. Vocabulary 
acquisition precedes reading skill. Students must 
know words to read (decode written symbols). How­
ever, if they are to progress beyond decoding to 
encoding they must acquire skill in letter discrimina­
tion and placement. In short, s tudents must be ableto 
spell i pi.-ice the graphemes of a word in conventional 
order t i form words) before they can write, or encode, 
with skii; and fluency. 

Whole t he decoder recognizes the word descend, the 
encode) has to he able to reproduce the grapheme 
relationships tha t make up the word descend. There­
fore the skillful encoder is in a better position to 
recoaii ' '• liescend in reading and, in addition, is 
likelv to iearn more easily the related words descend­
ing. .A-S'-endant. ascend, and ascendant. Pearson 
• I ()s"i> sneaks of not only knowing a word but owning 
i t - -an important concept. But we don't really take 
full possession of a word until we can spell it. 

Given the importance of spelling skill, therefore, 
we neeo in look tit spelling instruction in the broader 
context • a language development. When spelling is 
taught :t isolation, for instance, as lists of words to 
he learned by Friday, s tudents often see spelling as a 
discrete act. a separate task, unrelated to other 
language experiences. As early as possible, s tudents 

need to learn tha t spelling is not merely memorizing 
where the letters go. They should be encouraged to 
discover t ha t spelling is word construction, tha t 
spelling is the discr iminat ing placement of letters to 
form concepts and ideas represented by words. 

We know tha t spelling ability ranges widely. There 
is, of course, a difference in the inna te ability of 
s tudents to visualize the a r rangement of letters and 
word parts (Zutell, 1980). But most s tudents can 
sharply improve their spelling skills by 1) developing 
a spelling conscience, 2) being aware tha t certain 
words are commonly misspelled and need to be 
double-checked until they are well known, and 3) 
noticing and learning meaningful word structures. 

D e v e l o p i n g a Spe l l ing C o n s c i e n c e 

An impor tant part of being a good speller is 
developing a spelling conscience—wanting to spell 
correctly, realizing tha t correct spelling is a courtesy 
to the reader. How can we help s tudents develop this 
concern for correct spelling? The best way to develop 
a spelling conscience in s tudents is to make them 
word conscious. As teachers we must get s tudents to 
notice words, arouse their curiosity about words, and 
help them see the significance of words in their lives. 

Students who notice words, who are curious about 
word c o n s t r u c t i o n , a r e u s u a l l y good spe l l e r s 
(Chomsky, 1968). Students who see the importance of 
words, who are on friendly terms with words, who 
have fun with words, and who respect words are 
likely to spell them correctly. We don't misspell our 
friends' names . We have more respect. Our spelling 
conscience won't allow it. 

Of course, we want students to write good sen­
tences. Thus we need to give adequate at tention to 
syntax . But as teachers, many of us spend too much 
time on word order and not enough time on words. 
Emphas iz ing word study enhances spelling skill. 
Ac tua l ly , it is h a r d to s e p a r a t e spe l l ing from 
v o c a b u l a r y s t u d y . O n e r e i n f o r c e s t h e o t h e r 
(Templeton, 1980). A combination of vocabulary 
study and spelling activities leads to the develop­
ment of a spelling conscience. Spelling and vocab­
ulary should go hand in hand. Word development is 
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E D P R E S S 

From the Editor 
Walter B. Barbe 

The subjects discussed in this issue of the Spelling 
Progress Quarterly cover a broad range, from histor­
ical discussion of spelling reform to classroom 
application of specific teaching techniques to 
spelling theory and its implementation. 

"Spelling and Vocabulary Development" by 
Joseph O'Rourke is a comprehensive article whose 
basic premise is that existentially "we are our words." 
The implications of such a fundamental influence 
are thoroughly investigated, both in terms of specific 
teaching techniques and, more broadly, integration 
of word awareness into the curriculum. Joseph 
O'Rourke urges teachers to develop students' word 
consciousness so they can apply their knowledge to 
new words out of the classroom as well as in it, and so 
they will enjoy the language their whole lives without 
relying on a school lesson. The article outlines 
various techniques that can be utilized to develop 
this awareness. 

"When Noah Missed the Boat" is a historical 
reprimand and a cry of distress for the lost op­
portunity, 200 years ago, to establish and institute a 
more logical spelling system. Direct quotations from 
Noah Webster and Benjamin F'ranklin remind us 
that the issue of spelling reform is not new. Harvie 
Barnard ends his article on a positive note by 
encouraging readers to adopt the alternatives that do 
exist. 

Judy Bassham investigates the learning process of 
beginning spellers in "The Role of Invented 
Spelling." She discusses the productivity of invented 
spelling as part of the process and goes on to examine 
the crucial importance of teachers' reactions to such 
attempts. The most far-reaching conclusion of her 

article is that the development of a sense of author­
ship in students will naturally lead to a desire to write 
and spell correctly; however, that initial sense of 
ownership can only develop if early spelling attempts 
are not only tolerated, but also encouraged. 

Patricia Anderson re-examines the past, present, 
and future use of a common teaching technique in 
"Spelling Dictation: Used, Abused, and Refused." 
After summarizing the available research and 
hypothesizing why dictation has been used and 
continues to be used, often inappropriately, she 
includes a useful list of effective applications of the 
technique. 

Once again, we find our contributors, by and large, 
emphasizing the spelling process. The comprehen­
sion and assimilation of a process or pattern places 
at the learner's disposal the entire language, not just 
the fraction which is explicitly taught in school. 
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concept development and concept development 
involves noting similarities and differences. There­
fore, it is also important that teachers provide the 
opportunity for students to notice the clear similar­
ities or slight differences in the pronunciation and 
structure of words (Read, 1973). Word study provides 
that opportunity. 

Checking Commonly Misspelled Words 

Teachers can and should combine spelling and 
vocabulary instruction. F'or example, in referring to 
words wdth a silent k or other spelling anomalies, 
they might remind students that while pronuncia­
tions of many English words changed slowly but 
constantly, their spellings became static centuries 
ago. For example, when Chaucer wrote "The Knight's 
Tale," the word knight was pronounced k-nicht (the 
ch having the Greek chi sound). It is now pronounced 
nite. hut still retains the original spelling, knight. 
The word night has gone through the same process: 
the pronunciation changed but the spelling froze. 
Another example is the variation in the pronuncia­
tion of gh. which is silent or stands for the same 
sound as /: 

light, bright, plough 
rough, enough, tough 

Aside from the few phonemically irregular words, 
perhaps one of the chief causes of poor spelling is 
careless pronunciation. Government is often mis­
pronounced and therefore spelled goverment, 
quantity becomes quanity, vanilla becomes vanella, 
and arctic becomes artic. (Actually, the latter pronuncia­
tion of arctic is now acceptable, though the spelling is 
not.) 

Some spelling errors occur when words sound the 
same: principle-principal, stake-steak, flew-flu. Some 
students mistake affect for effect because they don't 
distinguish the e from the a. Students should be 
encouraged to take note of mispronunciations they 
hear and discuss them in class. Common mispro­
nunciations that cause spelling errors include 
chimley for chimney, athalete for athlete, ast for 
asked, and excape for escape. 

Predicting and Avoiding Spelling Difficulties 

Students need to be reminded that certain words 
are often misspelled and that we all need to check 
these words after spelling them. Sometimes we can 
use memory devices, but they do not always work. We 
can improve our spelling by learning certain princi­
ples and patterns. WTe can use memory devices such 
as noting roots and affixes, but we will still make 
some spelling mistakes unless we are able to predict, 
double-check, and work on the words which we might 
misspell. Incidentally, we should keep in mind the 
fact that the number of words commonly misspelled 
is relatively small. In analyzing 17,000 words for 
sound-letter relationships, Hanna (1971) found that 
only 3 per cent of the core vocabulary could be termed 

"spelling demons." Indeed, students who are alerted 
to their personal "demons" often show rapid 
improvement in the spelling of these troublesome 
words. 

What can teachers do to pinpoint and alleviate 
difficult spelling problems? Through the years 
several scholars have suggested focusing on partic­
ular graphemes or patterns that cause problems. 
Included below is a short list of words often mis­
spelled. This list was chosen from Spelling 
Difficulties in 3,876 Words, a key study by Arthur I. 
Gates (1937). A list such as Gates's enables the 
teacher to alert students to the most probable source 
of misspellings. It shows, for example, that the most 
common misspelling of absolutely is absolutly, or 
that the most common misspelling of bulletin is 
bullitin. The teacher might also consult other lists of 
this kind. For example, Nolen and McCartin (1984) 
present and discuss lists of patterned regularities in 
children's spelling errors. Additional error patterns 
are presented and analyzed by Ganschow (1984). 
Students might use such lists, or perhaps one 
prepared by the teacher, who has noted the trouble 
spots in particular words. Students can check 
themselves against such a master list to see which 
words and letters give them trouble. Thus they can 
discover and make a list of their personal "spelling 
demons." The list can be modified from time to time. 

Correct Spelling 

absolutely 
bulletin 
descend 
F'ebruary 
interrupt 

Most Common Misspelling 

absolutly 
bullitin 
decend 
F^ebuary 
interupt 

Noticing Word Patterns and Structures 

Hanna , Hodges, and others have noted the 
regularity in English sounds and their corresponding 
symbols. Since over 80 per cent of English words are 
phonemically regular, teachers may be neglecting 
unwittingly a ready-made method for learning and 
spelling words, that is, decoding and encoding word 
patterns. 

The language code, which we must decode to read 
and encode to write, has order: otherwise we could 
make no generalizations about the language. This 
order is quite clear. For example, the ou sound is 
peculiar to such words as house, couch, louse, grouch, 
and slouch. From such words the students can 
generalize about the ou pattern and the sound it 
represents. Exceptions to this generalization are 
easily learned. 

In addition to making generalizations about 
regular patterns of graphemes that make up sounds, 
syllables, and words, students need practice making 
discriminations. They should note that variations in 
word meanings are often distinguishable by the 
addition or omission of a letter: rat, rate; hat, hate; 
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