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The Curriculum in
Spelling
Edgar Dale

The purpose of this article is to sketch
briefly some of the critical problems faced
by those who are revising their spelling
curriculum. These problems lie in major
areas, and each problem can be stated as a
question.

Setting Goals

The first question is: Whatis the objective
of spelling instruction, and what social
institution is best fitted to bear the major
responsibility for the teaching of spelling?

Curriculum makers must avoid the
mistake of emphasizing as the goal of
spelling instruction the correct arrangement
of letters in some set number of words.
Instead, correct spelling must be seen as an
aid in the attainment of the crucial objective
that all language arts share, namely, the
skillful communication of significant expe-
rience. A high degree of technical skill in
saying nothing will usually result when
technical correctness is emphasized as an
end initself, and the quality of the experience
to be communicated is underemphasized or
even wholly neglected. We must avoid
developing superior means for achieving
inferior ends.

What standards of perfection should be
demanded in the various types of written
communications that individuals are likely
to make? Perfection in all writing is a
psychological impossibility and is not
demanded by society. Further, many of the
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social penalties for misspelling conjured up
by teachers and parents are figments. For
example, the word consensus is misspelled
in the introduction to the Morrison Speller,
Book III. An article by F. S. Breed in the
Chicago Schools Journal is entitled “The
Limitations of the Social Principal in
Curriculum Making.” It is hard to believe
that any dire penalties have been visited on
the author of the speller or the proofreader
for their errors. I am not maintaining that
no penalties attach to poor spelling. On the
contrary, penalties for poor spelling are
sometimes unusually severe. Itis important,
therefore, that students be honestly informed
about the nature of the penalties that society
inflicts on poor spellers.

Curriculum makers must, therefore, secure
all the possible evidence regarding desirable
standards of accuracy and then make a
decision. They should set up different
standards of accuracy for various types of
writing; for example, a study made in
Milwaukee shows that the average high
school English theme had three mistakes in
every thousand running words, or a stan-
dard of 99.7 per cent correct. Letters of
application doubtless demand a higher
standard than this; personal letters might
conceivably be lower. Since those in control
of spelling instruction are verbally minded,
usually possess a large vocabulary, and
read a great deal, there is danger that they

Continued on page 3

This article originally appeared in the
Educational Research Bulletin of The QOhio
State University in issue No. 6, Vol. XII,
dated May 10, 1933.
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From the Editor
Walter B. Barbe

All five articles in this issue present practical,
usable ideas for dealing with problems in spelling
and making spelling instruction more effective. In
the lead article, which first appeared in print in 1933,
Edgar Dale described the problems, stated as
questions, that he thought confronted teachers who
wished to revise their spelling curriculums, and he
suggested ways to resolve the problems. As you are
reading this article, ask yourself whether there are
similar problems in teaching spelling today and
whether Dr. Dale's methods of dealing with them
would still be applicabie.

Much has been written over the years about the
test-study method in gpelling instruction. Jan Mickler
takes a look at this approach and provides steps for
students to use in personalizing both the tests and
the study of words to suit their spelling styles.

Marv Rogers calls our attention to the need for a
close, realistic connection between spelling and
reading vocabulary and between spelling and writing
activities to close the gap and improve communica-
tion skills.

Escaping the “spelling blahs” at the middle school
level is the subject of Gayle Westover's article. She
has discovered some techniques to get away from the
dull, boring routine of phonics drill and to make
spelling meaning and challenging.

According to Elizabeth Hagner, if the spelling of a
particular scund is not one of the most usual, many
students do not know what to do next. She details a
method of conditioning students to search for possible
spellings of sounds in our language so that they will
be equipped to handle variant spellings of sounds.
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