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Spelling and Vocabulary
Development

Joseph 0 Rourke

Waords are the basic units of language. We think
with words, We also speak. listen, read, and write
with waords. Cognitive growth is enhanced by
vocuabulary growth, Experiences generate words, but
worils (= generate experiences‘

Viocalmlary development is concept development.
We lind it hard to internalize an object or process
unless we can name it. Qur words deseribe our
expericnoes, We expressourideas with words, We are
our Wi

Word Study and Spelling

spebling 15 word formation. It 1s an integral,
coms=trective part of vocabulary study. Vocabulary
deaquisitien precedes reading skill, Students must
ko werds to read tdecode written s¥ymbols). How-
ever. 1 they are to progress bevond decoding to
encodine they must acquire skill in letter diserimina-
tiem and placement. hnshorvt, students must be able to
spelicplee the graphemes of a word in conventional
order t tomm wardsiybefore they can write, or encode,
with <icioand fluencey.

While tie decoder recognizes the word descend., the
eecder Bas o be able to reproduce the grapheme
retatienship= that make up the word deseend. There-
tare the <skitiful encoder 15 in o better position to
vecaztioa desecnd in reading and, in addition, is
ket totearn more easilv the related words descond-
rn. cheseendant. ascend, and aseendant. Pearson
s arenk=of not only knowing a word but owning
io-an mmportani concept. Bur we don’t really take
fuit no<=ession of 4 word until we can spell it.

tviven the importance of spelling skill, therefore,
worstes to ook at spelling instruetion in the broader
contest -t language development. When spelling is
taught yasolation, for istance, as lists of words to
hedearecd by Friday, students often seespelling as a
discrete et n separate task, unrelated to other
Innwige experiences. As early as possible, students
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need to learn that spelling is not merely memorizing
where the letters go. They should be encouraged to
discover that spelling is word construction, that
spelling is the discriminating placement of letters to
form concepts and ideas represented by words.
Weknow that spelling ability ranges widely. There
15. of course, a difference in the innate abilitv of
students to visualize the arrangement of letters and
word parts ¢(Zutell, 19803, But most students can
sharply improve their spelling skills by 11 developing
a spelling conscience, 2) being aware that certain
words are commonly misspelled and need to be
double-checked until they are well known, and 3)
noticing and learning meaningful word structures.

Developing a Spelling Conscience

An important part of being a good speller is
developing a spelling conscience—wanting to spell
correctly. realizing that correct spelling is a courtesy
to the reader. How can we help students develop this
concern for correct spelling? The best way to develop
a spelling conscience in students is to make them
word conscious. As teachers we must get students 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 construction, are usuallv good spellers
(Chomsky, 1968 Btudents who see the importance of
words, who are on triendly terms with words, who
have fun with words, and whe respect words are
likely to spell them correctly. We don’t misspell our
triends’ names. We have more respect. Our spelling
conscience won't atlow it.

Of course, we want students to write good sen-
tences. Thus we need to give adequate attention to
syntax. But as teachers, many of us spend too much
time on word order and not enough time on words.
Emphasizing word study enhances speiling skill.
Actually, 1t 15 hard to separate spelling from
vocabulary study. One reinforces the other
(Templeton, 1980), A combination of vocabulary
study and spelling activities leads to the develop-
ment of a spelling conscience. Spelling and vocab-
uiary should go hand in hand. Word development is

Continued on page 3
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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
bhasic premise is that existentially “we are our words,”
The 1mplications of such a fundamental influence
arethoroughly investigated, both in terms of specific
teaching techniques and, more broadly, integration
of word awareness into the curriculum. Joseph
('Rourke urges teachers to develop students’ word
consciousness so they can apply their knowledge to
new words out of the classroom as well asinit, and so
they will enjoy the language their whole lives without
relving 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 ery of distress for the lost op-
portunity, 200 vears ago, to establish and institute a
more togical spelling system. [irect quotations from
Noah Webster and Benjamin Franklin 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,

Judv 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 ta such
attempts. The most far-reaching conclusion of her
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article is that the development of a sense of author-
shipin students will naturally lead to a desire to write
and spell correctly; however, that initial sense of
ownership can only developif 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
coniinues 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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