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1. Masha Bell.  
Why phonics is phony 
Letter: Education section, Independent, Thursday 12 September, 2002.  
 
Conor Ryan (Education, 5 Sept.) is right about two things.  
 
Learning to read at primary school is extremely important, because without it no pupil can 
derive much from secondary education. Enabling the bottom 25% of the ability range to do 
so remains a huge challenge.  
 
These problems have bedevilled the whole English-speaking world for decades, despite 
umpteen changes in teaching methods. Now phonics is about to join the ranks of 
approaches that briefly raised expectations but failed to make much of a difference in the 
long run. This will be true of the synthetic as well as the analytic variety.  
 
Phonics was doomed to yield disappointing results, because half of all English words contain 
one or more non-phonic elements in them. Or as John Hart wrote in 1551, the problem 
stems from 'the vices and faultes of our writing, which cause it to be tedious, and long in 
learning; and learned hard, and evil to read'.  
 
What makes English 'evil to read' is using identical letters, or letter strings, to represent 
different sounds: 'the - he, go - do, friend - fiend, eight - height, treat - threat, are - care, 
move - over - oven, count - country - groups, cough - rough - through - although - bought, 
miners / minerals, later - lateral, menu - emu.  
 
Quite a few identically looking whole words have to be read differently in different contexts:  
read, lead, live, bass, minute, house, use, deliberate, graduate, second, etc.  
 
English spelling is even more 'tedious, and long in learning' because of the need to 
memorise hundreds of unpredictable spellings, particularly for vowels. English has no 
standard phonic method for spelling many of its vowel sounds. The medial EE-sound can be 
spelt as in 'steep, leap, people, period, piece' or 'police'. The short E as in 'bed, head, said, 
friend' or 'leopard'.  
 
The final OO-sound as in 'to - two - too - true - blew - through - flu. And so on and on.  
 
Because English has at least 3500 common words which contain some element of spelling 
unpredictability, even bright children need many years of intensive practice to become 
proficient spellers and slower learners become completely overwhelmed by the task.  
 
Poor reading standards first began to attract serious attention in the late 1940s. Since then, 
many studies and surveys have reported that approximately 25% of English speakers, right 
across the world, are 'functionally illiterate' on leaving school. Our spelling system 
guarantees this failure rate. It has so far defeated all attempts to reduce it, including the 
current Literacy Strategy.  



 
For a couple of years the Strategy made a difference. But research carried out by Professors 
Tymms and Fitz-Gibbon at the University of Durham, suggests that improvements as 
measured by government tests are indeed illusory. They have been administering a literacy 
test to 122 schools since 1997 — but one that schools do not specifically teach to or revise 
for. As measured by this test, there has been no real change in reading or vocabulary scores 
between 1997 and 2002.  
 
For as long as our writing system continues to apply phonic principles very loosely, learning 
to read and write English will remain 'long' and 'tedious' and around 20–25% of learners will 
continue to leave school with little to show for the time they spent there. Not even J.K. 
Rowling has made much difference to this.  
 
For the foreseeable future, our police and courts are likely to remain very busy, our prisons 
overcrowded and our insurance premiums high. We shall continue to pay heavily for our 
crazy spelling system.  
 
Masha Bell  
 

 
 
Let's spell it out: the literacy drive isn't working 
Times Educational Supplement 15 November 2002.  
'Friday' Opinion p7. Talkback: you speak, we listen 
 
The Government's literacy strategy is failing to reduce educational underachievement. 
English results in the national tests for 11-year-olds blossomed between 1998 and 1999, but 
have remained stuck for the past three years. When the current generation of Year 6 pupils 
are tested as adults, around 25 per cent of them will again be found to be functionally 
illiterate.  
 
English speakers worldwide share a determination not to address the irregularities of English 
spelling. But they haven't always avoided the problem. In the first half of the 20th century, 
there was greater understanding of what makes learning to read and write English difficult, 
and what should be done about it.  
 
In 1953, the House of Commons passed a Spelling Reform Act. In 1963-64, London 
University's Institute of Education and the National Foundation for Educational Research 
launched a survey to investigate whether English spelling impeded the acquisition of literacy, 
and what could be done about it.  
 
It found: a simpler spelling system allows children to learn to read and write far more quickly; 
those who cannot cope with traditional spelling can make good progress when using more 
phonemic spellings; a more regular system for spelling improves pupils' motivation, 
producing a more positive attitude to learning and greater enjoyment of it.  
 



The research project used the Initial Teaching Alphabet (ITA). Teachers who took part in the 
study were so amazed to see even their slowest pupils learning to read and write so much 
better that they wanted to carry on using it. They believed that once children had grasped 
the alphabetic principle with ITA, they would be able to switch to normal English spelling and 
continue improving. Thus ITA was adopted in Anglophone schools across the world.  
 
The brightest children switched from ITA to traditional spelling easily, but lower ability 
children could not cope, and after a decade the ITA strategy was regarded a failure. 
Unfortunately, its prolonged use obliterated the findings of the 1963–64 research and the 
clearly established need to simplify spelling.  
 
The literacy strategy is failing because it is also being defeated by the irregularities of 
English spelling, just as ITA was. The currently favoured phonics approach shields children 
from the harsher realities of English spelling for as long as possible. They meet only the 
absolute minimum of unpredictably spelt words for the first few years, so nearly all of them 
make good progress. For roughly a quarter of learners, progress slows down, comes to a 
standstill, or regresses, when they are confronted with increasing numbers of the 3,500 
common English words that are only partially phonic (for example, although) or completely 
unphonic (for example, quay). These children do not manage to progress beyond the 
reading level appropriate for nine-year-olds; in spelling, they don't even reach that.  
 
Why don't we finally take note of the results of the 1963–64 research and make English 
more learner-friendly? Children spend two to three years learning English phonics (for 
example, but, bed, sister) and then another 10 learning to disobey them (for example, 
country, said, system). That is why we have to spend millions of pounds and a lot of energy, 
year after year, on measures to improve literacy rates.  
 
Spelling simplification could make our children's lives less frustrating — and save money. It 
requires allowing children to continue using most of the phonic rules which are taught in their 
first three years at school.  
 
MASHA BELL 
Masha Bell is a retired secondary teacher of modern languages and English  
 

 
  



Educational failure has been written into the script 
Times Educational Supplement December 13 2002. Primary Forum p.17 
 
The headline "Absence of phonic irritation aids the playful Finns" (November 22) was spot 
on. "Phonic irritation" is the reason why English-speaking countries have the "long tail of 
underachievement".  
 
There is a clear correlation between inconsistent spelling systems and functional illiteracy. 
Finland is well known for its easy spelling code and exceptionally high rates of literacy.  
 
The link between spelling systems and literacy rates is also confirmed by a closer look at 
Denmark and Sweden.  
 
These children educate their children in very similar ways: allowing infants to learn mainly 
through play and delaying formal schooling until seven. Yet many Danish pupils leave school 
unable to read, while in Sweden this problem is far less common.  
 
Danish and Swedish are similar languages — but they have very different spelling systems. 
Danish spelling is highly unpredictable, like Swedish used to be before it was made more 
learner-friendly. This explains why nearly all Swedish pupils learn to read and write with little 
effort, while many Danish ones struggle.  
 
English spellings have changed a great deal over the past 500 years. But unfortunately, the 
chief purpose of the changes was to make English look more like Latin or to make English 
spellings conform to Latin spelling rules.  
 
Young children would find learning to read and write much easier if we still spelt many words 
as Shakespeare did, e.g. hee, mee, shee, wee.  
 
The English language survived centuries of Norman rule predominantly in the mouths of 
peasants. It continued to be despised by the higher orders and the educated élite long after 
it became the official language of Parliament and the courts from 1430 onwards. Scholars 
continued to debate and to write in Latin until the middle of the 17th-century.  
 
They felt that only by making this uncouth mongrel language of Shakespeare conform to 
Latin could it be made an acceptable for intellectual use. What fools learned folk sometimes 
be.  
 
Masha Bell 
Masha Bell is a prematurely retired teacher of the English and modern languages.  
 

  



Letter in The Independent, December 20 2002. 
 
Sir: The Education Secretary's plans for bringing foreign languages into primary schools 
seem laudable (report, 19 December). But what will have to make room for them on the 
curriculum? The literacy and numeracy hours have already squeezed creative subjects and 
sport down to the barest minimum.  
 
There is one major difference between us and the rest of Europe — very few other countries 
have a spelling system which is quite so child-unfriendly as ours. Italian pupils, for example, 
have to cope with no more than 350 un-phonically spelt words in all, while ours are 
confronted with a minimum of 3500 before the age of 16. This ensures that our children have 
to spend an inordinate amount of time on just learning to read and write their own language.  
 
If Charles Clarke finally complied with what the House of Commons voted for in 1953 and 
began to implement simplification of our most non-alphabetic spellings, there would be more 
time for foreign languages in our schools too.  
 
Scholars, with misplaced reverence for Latin, were most responsible for creating our present 
spelling chaos. The peasants in whose mouths and hands the English language was 
preserved during the three centuries when the upper classes spoke only French or Latin had 
more respect for alphabetic principles.  
 
Yours sincerely 
Masha Bell 
The writer is a retired teacher of English and modern languages 

 

The Learning Curve,  
BBC radio 4 on Tuesday 18 May 2004. 
 [Transcribed by Masha Bell.] 
 
Intro by Libby Purves: Now, welcome to the first Learning Curve of the summer term. Today 
we are looking at adult education, and give space to a revolutionary demand for spelling 
reform, to tidy up the mangy, beloved old mongrel that is the English language, because it 
does muddle children... 
 (You hear a child spelling out): F L E A S E 
 (Another child): F L A E C E 
Teacher: That's interesting A E instead of E A. 
 (Another child): F L E E C E 
Teacher: Hands up who thinks that Kate is right there... 
L Purves: She should have put a U in it somewhere .... All of that later.  

 
 (12 mins into programme.) 
L Purves: Now we are staying, sort of, with adult literacy, or an aspect of it, because we lie 
very close to the bottom of European league tables, and one voice at least is suggesting that 
this is not entirely our fault. You can blame the English language itself. Masha Bell — the 
daughter of a Lithuanian refugee born in Germany and educated between both countries — 
is the author of a book called Understanding English Spelling, which is a long and detailed 
tome about all its irregularities. Masha, we were counting before the programme, but lost 
count. It's about six languages you speak, including Russian. 
M: That's right. Yes. 
L Purves: And you learned English starting at 14. Is it really harder than most languages? 



M: It is far harder than most languages. It's harder to learn to read because so many words 
have identical letters that have to be pronounced in different ways. For example, you start 
with 'the', then come across 'he', 'go' - 'do', 'so' - 'who'. The same with .... 
L Purves: We keep breaking the rules. 
M: Yes. You can't learn a pattern. When my grandmother taught me to read Lithuanian 
because I started school two months after everybody else and I needed to catch up quickly, 
she taught me the alphabet in a couple of afternoons and by the end of the week she was 
showing me words in the newspaper... 
L Purves: The phonic teacher's dream! 
M: Exactly! 

 
L Purves: Stay with us a moment because we have an illustration of the treacheries of 
English spelling straight from the horse's mouth. Caroline Swinburne has been to Petersfield 
primary school in Orwell near Cambridge to see 9-year-olds and their teacher Nick Murphy... 
Teacher: Slipped. 
Helen: S L I P P E D 
Teacher: Why?... Will! 
Will: Because you have slip and because it's another word, you have to put another P in 
there. 
Teacher: The problem is related to exceptions to the rule. At the moment we are looking at 
the rule that a letter sound will always be short before a doubled consonant, but realising 
that there are going to be exceptions to the rule. ...Literal! 
Girl:  L I T T E R A L. 
Teacher: There is the short letter sound, so it must be double T, but unfortunately, the 
spelling is L I T E R A L — just one T. Oh dear .... 
Child: I find some words really difficult to spell. Things which have an EE-sound in them. 
Teacher: Leisure! 
Boy: L E I S U R E. 
Teacher: Hm.. 
Other child: I thought it was L E A S U R E... 
Teacher: Quite tricky? Is he right though? Hands up who is not sure! It is L E I S U R E. How 
did you learn to spell that? 
Boy: I always used to go to (inaudible) and ... 
Teacher: You see it and just remember it? — Last one. Tricky one: friend. Not tricky really, 
is it? You are gonna tell me what it is. 
Child: F R I E N D. 
Teacher: In 'friend' I E makes the sound of E like 'leisure', except the other way round. 
Another child speaking to reporter: There are lots of words you just have to remember. One 
that really surprises me is 'because'. 
Reporter: Why? How did you think it was spelt? 
Girl: I thought it was B E C U S. 
Rep: That's quite logical. 
Girl: Yes! 
Rep: When you were told, what did you think? 
Girl: I was quite surprised! 
Rep: How does a spelling lesson compare, let's say, with a maths lesson?  
Girl: Maths is quite easy, because once you know how to add, that's all you really have to 
know. 
Rep: So the rules work? 
Girl: Yes. In spelling they don't work. 



Teacher: Children are comfortable with maths because there is a rule, and that's the end of 
story. With spelling there is a rule, but right at the end of the lesson, always highlighting the 
exception to the rule brings out a sigh. Because, yet again, they have to learn the exception 
to the rule which makes life a little more complicated for them. 

 
L Purves: Petersfield primary school and Caroline Swinburne's report more or less making 
Masha Bell's case for her with all these problems. But people like me say, "Look. It's a really 
fun mongrel language. You have Latin and Greek roots, Norman, Saxon, Celtic...All the 
history of the language is contained in the odd spelling of the words. 
Masha: No! Not in the spelling. Not in the spelling. The history of the language is beautiful, 
and it is a mongrel from different sources, but nevertheless, it's grammatically amazingly 
simple and quite easy to learn, and the spellings weren't always in the mess that they are 
now. They were introduced by people who couldn't speak English. That's something most .... 
L Purves: When?! 
Masha: It all happened when the printing press first came to England, in 1476. When Caxton 
came back from the Continent, where he had lived for 30 years and learned to print, he 
brought with him assistants who none of them spoke English. So they were type-setting 
English books and making a right hash of it. And it got far worse when the Bible was first 
translated into English, because bible-printing wasn't even allowed in England, so all the 
different editions of the New Testament of 1525, the 40 different editions, were all printed on 
the Continent, and that made it worse. That put the spelling in a mess. 
L Purves: Whenever there is a spelling reform movement, and there have been several, and 
you are a spelling reformer .... 
Masha: No! No! I will stop you there! I am not really. I want people to understand the 
problem. I want people to understand that what you were talking about at the beginning of 
the programme — about basic skills and the money that is needed to rectify this later — it all 
starts at primary level, and the government has not done anything to change it; because 
25% of 11-year-olds, for the past four years, started secondary school unable to read ... 
L Purves: Yes, yes! I can see the difficulty. For instance, the difficulty these children had just 
now with 'because'. They said that 'because' should be spelt 'becus'. But if you have 'be 
cause' it contains its own meaning. It is 'by the cause' that it happened... 
Masha: Which would you rather ... Which would you rather have: a more literate population, 
a better educated population.... 
L Purves: But... 
Masha: Because currently we have a functional illiteracy rate of 20% among adults. In other 
words, seven million adults cannot read to save their lives, basically. And spelling is far 
worse, because there are only 2000 words which are difficult to read, that you cannot predict 
like 'count - country - group', if you get my idea... 
L Purves: Yes. 
Masha: ...or 'fruit - build - fluid'. UI spelt [A mistake by me here under pressure - should be 
'pronounced'] differently, but when you come to spelling, it's far worse. You have to 
memorise nearly 4000 words. That's something people can't cope with. 
L Purves: We are going to get a mass of correspondence about this. I greatly look forward 
to this. Thank you very much Masha Bell. This one is going to run and run. Please get in 
touch with us. 

 
  



Spelling: It's a bit of a jumble out there. Is bad spelling to blame for 
poverty and crime, or do we just need to lighten up about 
language? 
TES (Times Educational Supplement) JULY 9 2004 p36. BOOKS 
 
Sue Palmer examines two approaches. 
 
Understanding English Spelling,  
By Masha Bell, Pegasus Elliott Mackenzie Publishers Ltd. £12.99. 
Manual for Testing and Teaching English Spelling,  
By Claire and Juliet Jamieson, Whurr Publishers. £25. 
 
The trouble with developing an interest in the English spelling system is that it can trap you 
in your left brain, leaving you endlessly preoccupied with small sequential processing tasks. 
 
As the author of numerous phonics and spelling courses, I have much personal experience 
of this particular obsession. Once, while writing some early reading resources, I'd been 
hunting for "oy" words and found disappointingly few: once you've done boy, coy, joy and 
toy, and a few odds and ends such as oyster and Rolls-Royce, they're thin on the ground. 
Then I spotted one: sloyd. "But what does it mean?" asked my co-author, a wellbalanced 
children's author. "I don't think you'll find it in the working vocabulary of many small children." 
 
"It's a Swedish system of health and fitness, based on woodwork," I cried, nose still in the 
dictionary. "They should know it." 
 
So how I sympathise with Masha Bell, a speaker of German, Lithuanian and Russian, who 
didn't start to learn English until she was 14, but then became hypnotised by the mysteries of 
its spelling system. 
 
Her new book, Understanding English Spelling, is a fascinating read, combining 
autobiographical obsession, linguistic explanation, historical anecdote and passionate 
rhetoric. Any teacher, struggling with the literacy strategy's litany of spelling objectives, and 
wondering how the hell we got ourselves into this fine mess, should find much of this book 
as enchanting and enlightening as I did.  
 
Once she's explained the inconsistencies of English spelling, Bell turns her attention to its 
effects and the arguments for spelling reform. After eight years trapped in her left brain 
writing the book, it's not surprising she sees spelling failure as the driving force behind 
everything from low self-esteem and poverty to rising crime rates. 
 
I suspect her argument that spelling reform could "save much swet, menny teers and vast 
sums of munny" while "rasing litteracy standards at a stroke" will make little impact, although 
it's interesting to learn that Sweden (consistently a top performer in international studies of 
achievement in literacy) reformed its spelling system in 1907. 
 
Bell goes on to categorise the spelling patterns of English in two appendices that take up the 
second half of her book. Unfortunately, because of her preoccupation with spelling reform, 



she chooses to provide these as catalogues of what John Hart, in 1551, called "the vices 
and faults of our writing, which cause it to be tedious and long in the learning; and learned 
hard and evil to read".  
 
There are word lists based on complexities of pronunciation for reading, and spelling lists of 
words with unpredictable spelling patterns. The overall effect is depressing and confusing, 
and leaves you wondering how anybody ever manages to read and write English at all. 
 
Much more cheering is the Manual for Testing and Teaching English Spelling, by Claire and 
Juliet Jamieson, which treats the great chaos of English orthographic convention as a 
challenge, rather than a problem. There's less entertainment here; it's a no-nonsense "how-
to" book rather than a personal monograph. As someone who once taught dyslexic students, 
I found it spell-binding. 
 
Sue Palmer is an independent literacy consultant and former teacher. 

 
 
MPs told to chaynj ilogical spelings. 
17 December 2004. Times Educational Supplement. 
 
Up to 80 English words should be changed to a phonetic spelling to make it easier for 
children to learn to read, a literacy expert has claimed. 
 
Masha Bell, [SSS member] a former teacher and author of books on spelling, said it was 
unfair to compare the achievements of English-speaking children with those of other 
countries because of irregularities in English spelling. 
 
"Pupils in this country start their school lives with a disadvantage, and that is the orthography 
of the English language," she said. 
 
"The spelling is unpredictable and illogical and it is time that we seriously considered 
reforming the way some words are spelt. We try to teach phonics but the truth is many words 
have to be learned by sight and memory because phonetic rules don't apply." 
 
Ms Bell, who has written a book called Understanding English spelling and speaks six 
languages fluently has submitted written evidence to the Commons education select 
committee, which is looking at the teaching of reading in primary schools.  
 
She has compiled a list of 80 words which she believes are impossible for young children to 
decode phonetically because they are not written as they are said.  
 
They include words such as book, should and push which have the same sound but are 
spelt differently. She is also concerned about "silent" letters in words such as write and 
believe, and words such as brother and another where the "o" sounds like a "u". 
 
Overall, however, Ms Bell believes there are more than 2,000 common words which pose 
problems for young readers, and foreigners learning English. 



 
She said: "In virtually all other European languages identical letters spell that it is 
inappropriate to look to other countries for guidance on the teaching of reading in the UK." 
 
She added that the irregular spelling was the reason why "poor literacy standards are 
common to all English-speaking countries". 
 
Barry Sheerman, chairman of the select committee, said: "Ms Bell may well have a point, but 
the committee won't be jumping to any fast conclusions. This area is fraught with ideological 
problems, which we did not dream of when we began the inquiry." 
 
Dorothy Lepkowska. 
 
New spellings suggested by Masha Bell: 
 
are-ar; give-giv; have-hav; live-liv; gone-gon; were-wer; head-hed; learn-lern; read-red; 
friend-frend; believe-beleve; four-for; you-u; your-yor; oh-o; write-rite; wrong-rong; beautiful-
butiful; suddenly-sudnly; mountains-mountins or mountans.  
 

 
'Spelling should be easier'. 
19 Aug 2005. Bournemouth Echo online, by Paula Tegerdine 
 
SPELLING should be made easier. That is the view of a Wareham 
literacy expert who thinks the English-speaking world should follow 
Germany by trying to make its language easier to learn. 
 
Masha Bell was invited to join in a discussion on Newsnight 
recently about whether there is a case for the English language 
undergoing a similar spelling reform to Germany's. 
 
Ms Bell is author of Understanding English Spelling, and has 
experienced first-hand the difficulty of getting to grips with English. 
 
She said: "They keep trying different teaching methods and spend masses of money on 
remedial work but it is because the English spelling system is so hard. There are so many 
exceptions from basic rules." 
 
She points to the current debate about whether to make more use of the phonics of the 
language as a way of teaching. 
 
"There are so many tricky words that kids have to learn by sight and so many kids don't cope 
because there are so many words that don't follow the rules.  
 
"Most people think the way we spell now is really right. They have very little idea where it 
comes from, they just assume this is the way it has to be."  

 

 



Workshop: 'Hurdles on the road to literacy'. 
20 Oct 2005. 'Death of dyslexia conference', London. www.cemcentre.org [Excerpts.] 
 
What I hope to achieve today is 
 
a) Help you understand what makes learning to read and write English so difficult, 
irrespective of whether a pupil has been diagnosed as dyslexic or not, and 
 
b) Briefly explain two quite different methods of helping learners cope better. 
 
In conclusion, the inconsistencies of English spelling make learning to read more difficult 
than need be, and much more difficult than most European languages. We could make at 
least the foundation stage of literacy acquisition much easier than it is now by making just 
two simple amendments (cutting surplus letters and consistent spelling of the short U-sound) 
to no more than 100 high frequency words. Using simpler respellings alongside partially 
undecodable words may also help raise standards a little. What we all need to appreciate is 
that our children's literacy problems stem predominantly from the way we spell.  

 
 
Spelling reform could be easy as shedding A, B or C. 
21 Oct 2005. Times Educational Supplement. Talkback: you speak, we listen.  
 
The Issue on spelling (Friday magazine, October 7) gave little serious consideration to 
reform when minor amendments to a few dozen key words would make an enormous 
difference to children's reading. 
 
The biggest obstacles to the reading progress of pupils in key stage 1 are a mere 230 words 
which contain graphemes that have several possible pronunciations, as in "read" and "lead". 
If we amended even just 100 of those, we could turn far more children into successful and 
enthusiastic readers and writers. 
 
At least 70 of the tricky spellings that obstruct literacy progress and hamper the teaching of 
basic phonics can be improved by shearing them of their surplus letters, such as "friend, 
believe, beautiful". In the 17th century this was done to thousands of words such as "inne", 
"itte", "hadde", "olde", "shoppe". 
 
The main arguments of opponents concentrate on the importance of preserving historical 
roots and etymological links. Anyone with a smidgen of linguistic ability can see that the 
words "beef" and "mutton" are related to the French "boeuf" and "mouton". They are just 
easier to spell and a better guide to English pronunciation, for native children as well as 
learners of English as a second language. 
 
If "sign" were to lose the "g" that Professor Vivian Cook seems so attached to, it would be no 
more difficult to see that "sine" is related to "signature" than it is to appreciate the connection 
between "slept" and "sleep" or "flew" and "fly". If etymological uniformity were really 
important, we would not be putting up with "speak" and "speech". 
 

http://www.cemcentre.org/


If the past tense of "read" lost its superfluous "a", anti-reformers would point out that this 
would conflate the past tense "read" with the colour "red". So it would, but this is not a good 
reason for opposing reform. We have roughly 2,000 words that have two or more meanings 
for one spelling. 
 
If we were brave enough to get rid of all the 522 heterographs (letters that represent different 
sounds in different words, eg "g" in "get" and "gin") for the 253 words which have them, even 
the most extreme traditionalists would not miss them for long and we would reduce spelling 
hassle exponentially. 
 
English speakers tend to think that the Germans and the French are daft to divide nouns into 
three or two genders, with more than one word for "the" and "a". Still having a formal and 
informal "you" (Du/Sie, to/vous) seems superfluous. Having different spellings for identical 
sounding words (homophones) is just as silly. The introduction of heterographs, like that of 
the apostrophe, and incorporating "ea" into the Chaucerian spellings of "erly", "lern", "hed", 
"neer" was nothing but a complication to ensure that oiks could not learn to read and write as 
easily as their masters. 
 
Sadly, this is now detrimental to the educational progress of more privileged learners too. No 
one can, for example, memorise, without spending a great deal of time, which longer words 
are spelt with a doubled consonant, as in "arrow" or "dilemma" and which apparently similar 
ones, such as "baron" and "lemon", are not. Children are taught that when a short word 
gains a suffix, its final consonant must be — doubled ("tinny", "hatter") to keep the preceding 
vowel short, and because this helps to distinguish them from the likes of "tiny" and "hater".  
 
Unfortunately, in longer words this rule applies to just 400 out of 800 words; and 200 others 
have doubled consonants for no apparent reason, as in "apparent" and "accommodation", 
both of which get by without doubling in more Latin-based Spanish. Unpredictable doublings 
are the most common reason for English spelling mistakes. Fixing this would be easy; simply 
decide that regular, rule-governed consonant doubling is acceptable. 
 
We have been collectively brainwashed into thinking that the way English has been spelt for 
the past 250 years is somehow right, but we are obeying the spelling choices of one 
arrogant individual with an overblown reverence for Greek and Latin. Before Samuel 
Johnson arbitrated on English spelling, it had changed constantly, particularly between 1400 
and 1700. Unfortunately, few of the changes were systematic or aimed at making English 
spelling more learner-friendly. We should at least consider undoing some of the damage. 
 
Masha Bell is the author of Understanding English Spelling, Pegasus Elliott Mackenzie 
Publishers, £12.99 (reviewed in The TES on July 9, 2004)  
 

 
  



Phonic hell. So that's why we can't spell. 
13/01/2006 Times Educational Supplement. [Extracts.] 
 
One woman is campaigning for English to switch to a more logical simplified spelling system, 
which correlates to phonemes, to make it easier for children to learn to read. Demeter 
Lowrison reports. 
 
If you are reading this, then the system worked for you. But what should be done to make 
reading easier for the three-out-of-ten seven-year-olds who fail the national curriculum 
reading test and the one-in-five who have still not mastered it by the age of eleven? 
 
Masha Bell believes that the biggest obstacles to the reading progress of pupils in key stage 
1 are a mere 230 words that contain graphemes with several possible pronunciations, such 
as in 'read, learn' and 'wear'. Mrs Bell first learned English at 14 when she left the Soviet 
Union to live in Germany. She was already fluent in Lithuanian, Russian and German. 
 
She went on to become a secondary teacher in Dorset, teaching English and modern foreign 
languages. But she noticed that few of even her brightest pupils could write fluently at the 
age of 11. Her children, who later studied at Cambridge university, took longer to become 
literate than she had done in Lithuanian, German or Russian.  
 
After leaving teaching, Mrs Bell went to work for the Simplified Spelling Society. This 
enabled her to discuss the way our words are written with English speakers throughout the 
world. Her own experiences and research forced her to conclude that inconsistency of 
spelling is the main reason English is so difficult to master. She undertook a four-year 
comprehensive analysis of the spelling system and its vagaries. The result is her 
book, Understanding English Spelling. 
 
"Pupils in this country start their school lives with a disadvantage, and that is the orthography 
of the English language," she says. "The spelling is unpredictable and illogical and it is time 
we seriously considered reforming the way some words are spelt. We try to teach phonics, 
but the truth is many words have to be learned by sight and memory because phonetic rules 
don't apply." 
 
However, educationists have mixed views on her theory. Dr Ros Fisher, senior lecturer in 
education at Exeter university, says: "It has to be said that spelling does not change at the 
same rate as the spoken word. But it is not the whole story. 
 
"Countries such as Finland, Greece and Spain do better at the initial stages, where there is a 
straight correlation between letters and phonemes, but when children get beyond the 
decoding stage, things even out. In English, we have 26 letters and 44 phonemes, of 
course." 
 
Sandra Potestà, of the Regional Language Network for Yorkshire and the Humber, which 
works with schools and communities to promote language learning, has some sympathy with 
Mrs Bell's beliefs. She says: "It is quite obvious that simplification of spelling would help 



enormously with reading. It certainly worked in Germany. Germany, Austria, Switzerland and 
other countries with German speaking inhabitants officially adopted spelling reform in 1998. 
 
"As a linguist, I know that English is a difficult language to teach and to learn. This type of 
modification would make it much simpler, particularly for people learning English as a 
second language." 
 
She argues that simplification would be particularly useful because it would help learners get 
off to a good start with the language. "It is nonsense to say it would be too difficult to 
organise this — Germany, Austria and Switzerland managed it," she says. 
 
25 WORDS THAT CONFUSE THE YOUNG. 
 
Masha Bell has chosen a list of 25 words that she believes are particularly unhelpful in the 
teaching of basic phonics. 
 
If they were amended, she argues, we could turn far more children into successful and 
enthusiastic readers and writers. 
 
She says that if anyone points out that respelling "read" as "red" and "great" as "grate' 
conflates the heterographs" read/red" and "great/grate', they should remember that all 
heterographs are "an artificially created, totally unnecessary difficulty". 
 
(You can visit bars, eat many bars of chocolate, bar one, be called to the bar, be put behind 
bars.). 
 
On the other hand, the 101 words in English such as read, lead, row, bass and minute cause 
much reading trouble and, in Mrs Bell's view, we should be clamouring for them to be got rid 
of if we want children to learn better.  

beautiful 
head 
learn 
read 
great 
there 
were 
where 
friend 
believe 
pretty 
said 

butiful 
hed 
lern 
reed/red 
grate 
thair 
wer 
whair 
frend 
beleev 
pritty 
sed 

any 
many 
are 
gone 
give 
have 
live 
you 
your 
rough 
tough 
bought 
thouht 

enny 
menny 
ar 
gon 
giv 
hav 
liv 
u/yoo 
yor 
ruf 
tuf 
bawt 
thawt 

 
 

  



Spelling changes sought. 
By Mike Crean 
20 January 2005. www.stuff.co.nz New Zealand. 
 
Learning to reed is eesy for peeple who hav English-speeking parents but a big problem for 
uthers. 
 
Masha Bell [SSS member] wants to make it easy for all. 
 
The author of Understanding English Spelling is on a crusade to demonstrate the "idiocy" of 
how the language is spelt. 
 
Bell does not want wholesale change. She says minor alterations, usually involving one 
letter in some of the 2000 most commonly used words, would make the task of learning to 
read far easier. 
 
Often the change would be to a vowel - for example, "treet" for "treat" and "hav" for "have". 
 
"I do not want to change the language, just the spelling," she said.  
 
Everyone knows English spelling is "stupid", Bell says. But when children fail at reading, 
everyone blames the teachers, which is unfair. 
 
She says English derived its spelling from the whims of illiterate and non-English-speaking 
printers in the 15th century who inserted letters randomly in early books and Bible 
translations. These became the standard. 
 
Bell says English-speaking peasants who could not read or write had the most profound 
impact on the development of the language. The spelling system was imposed from above. 
Today their equivalents are modifying that system, at last, through the texting revolution. 
 
Bell loves English and its history. This love brought her from Germany to England to study 
the language in 1964. 
 
Raised in Lithuania, she spoke Russian and German fluently as second languages.  
 
Reaching England, she found English difficult to read because of its inconsistent spelling. 
 
Later, teaching English at high schools in England, she noticed others had the same 
problems. Bell and her husband are holidaying in New Zealand, hosted by members of the 
Simplified Spelling Society. 
 

  



2. Jack Bovill 
 
You and Yours. Spelling.  
BBC Radio Four. 12noon–1pm. Wednesday 15 September 2004.  
 
There was a discussion of the German spelling and grammar reform situation for Germany, 
Austria and part of Switzerland. Publishers object to the work caused by a 1 or 2% text 
changes. A reform committee member said that schools are using it and are happy with it. 
However, parents complain that they can no longer help their children. A teacher of foreign 
students said it was easier to teach the new rules, but that she did not see any need for 
reform. She thinks it is an excuse to make people buy new publications. A foreign student, 
who started with the old rules, finds the new ones confusing. The reforms include a reduction 
of the length of compound words and a reduction of rules for commas from 23 to 7. 
 
Speakers 
Vivian Cook, incoming Professor of Applied Linguistics at the University of Newcastle and 

author of Accomodating Broccolli in the Cemetary. 
Jack Bovill, chairman of the Simplified Spelling Society.  
Jill Hunter, Primary Schools Manager on Manchester Council. 
 
Q. So Jack Bovill, that is Germany then. Is it time for a reform over here? 
 
JB. It is time to introduce new guidelines, yes. 
 
Q. And how would that work in practical terms, through legislation or one of these academies 
that they have in France, you know, which act as a sort of watch-dog? 
 
JB. I think the universities could provide leadership in accepting that the spellings that they 
occasionally come across amongst their students are acceptable if they are phonetic.  
 
Q. How root and branch would be your reform? 
 
JB. I would not advocate anything other then a general guideline and leadership from the 
universities for example. 
 
Vivian Cook said that writing systems either link letters and sounds or have entire wholes of 
meanings like the pound sign and Chinese. English has become a mixture of the two 
systems as pronunciation has changed. She did not favor anything which says we should go 
more towards pronunciation, as that varies within England, let alone among the billion 
people currently learning and using English. 
 
Jill Hunter said that spelling is difficult but the important thing in literacy is communication. 
She wants children to be given writing opportunity. She does not want children to 
concentrate so much on spelling that they do not use complex words. They can use 
spellcheckers later. 
 



The interviewer mentioned the spelling contests in USA, featured in the film, SpellBound, 
which has inspired BBC1 to put on a spelling quiz program, HardSpell, this autumn. The 
producer said the participating children aged 11–14 found it addictive. Hardspell is raising 
awareness about spelling and about enjoying it. 
 
The interviewer asked Jack if he would be tuning in. 
JB. If u want to dumb people down, why don't u ask them to remember pi to 28 decimal 
points?  Asking a child to spell a word 'onomatopoeia' which I would have difficulty with, 
without knowing its meaning, and how it can be used, is a complete waste of their time.  
 
JB. I would encourage good spelling but of a more sensible variety. Think of people who 
cannot fill in means test forms, the 20% who are not competent in reading and writing. 
 
The interviewer agreed that there is a stigma to bad spelling, e.g. on job application forms.  
He asked Jack what profound effect simpler spelling would have.  
 
Jack said that illiteracy levels in prisons are high. People, who cannot read and write in a 
society that requires it, have no alternative but to turn to crime. 
 
Before the end of the program, e-mails were already coming in. 
 
A teacher said that the amount of time that has to be spent on spellings in schools is 
absurd. It causes heartache to dyslexic students. 
 
A dyslexic student wrote, "I constantly struggle with English spelling. It should be made 
more simple". 

 
 

3. Anthony (Tony) Burns. 
 
Why Anthony is spellbound by language 
by Euan McCall. Banbury Guardian September 25 2003 
 
AN ENTHUSIASTIC Banbury man has been so spellbound by the alphabet that he decided 
to create his own and has been using it for 43 years. 
 
Retired teacher Anthony Burns, 62, of Sussex Drive, Banbury, created the alphabet in 1960 
after becoming frustrated with our own, by using elements from the Greek. Russian and 
Icelandic languages. 
 
He said: "The Roman alphabet was never designed for use with the English language, 
indeed it pre-dates our language by more than 1,000 years. 
 
"English has between 33 to 40 distinct different sounds, but only 26 letters.  
 
"Until we are able to provide the missing letters we will never have a sensible orthography 
for our language. It is little more than half an alphabet." His version has 39 letters to account 



for the amount of phonemes or sounds in the English language, which are not included in 
our current alphabet. Anthony, who ended his career by teaching physics at North 
Oxfordshire College, is also a member of the Simplified Spelling Society, which seeks to 
modernise British spelling. 
 
"It is elegant, accurate, easier to learn and helps with the flow of ideas. I first though about it 
when I was learning the alphabet at school. 
 
"I wondered why there was no letter for the ch in church, so I decided to do something about 
it. 
 
"I have long used it for my personal notes and it works brilliantly. If people see it there's 
always a chance they might start using it." he added.  
 
He has previously appeared on Radio Four to discuss his ideas and suggested publishing 
this week's Banbury Guardian in his alphabet, though as of yet the offer has not been 
accepted. 
 
'Alphabet for the Millenium' by Anthony Burns 
 
EASIER TO LEARN: Retired teacher Anthony Burns with the alphabet he created himself. 
His version has 39 letters to account for the number of sounds in the English language. 
 

 
 
SPELL AS YOU SPEAK: This is how Anthony would write the first line of the Fine Lady 
nursery rhyme. 

 
 



4. Allan Campbell 
Article for the National Union of Journalists newsletter, 2000  
SSS chair, Chris Jolly addressed members of the NUJ Books section. 
 
For most people, learning to read proficiently in English is not easy. About 10 years of 
schooling and home support are required for the average to good school pupil to be able to 
read, say, the Financial Times. 
 
Once they've learned, they have to nurture the habit or lose it. Researchers say literacy 
decreases with lack of use or increases with activity. Adults in occupations that put a 
premium on literacy have better skills than those with similar education who are in 
workplaces where literacy is less important. Information technology is increasing the 
proportion of occupations needing high literacy. 
 
English-speaking nations lag in literacy rates. Teaching methods and the adequacy of 
resources among them vary, but the language is common. It would seem the language is 
part of the problem. 
 
We need to look at what and how we learn to read and write, and then how we nurture these 
skills. Publishers and editors have a part to play in the latter; the Simplified Spelling Society 
is among those addressing the first and, indirectly, also the second. 
 
A child who experiences learning to read as pleasurable is more likely to master the art 
quickly, enjoy it, practise it, retain it, and broaden it. 
 
However, many children, already handicapped by below-average ability, social 
circumstance, and/or lack of reading at home, find decoding (reading) and encoding (writing) 
the unpredictable English spelling too difficult, and give up. 
 
Repeatedly trying to overcome snares — such as say, day, but they; though, dough, but 
through, rough; revelling, but rebelling — does not encourage a lasting relationship with 
reading. 
 
Regularize spelling, make it predictable, make logic and common sense rather than memory 
the appropriate skills in literacy learning, and it is likely a higher percentage of schoolchildren 
— and adults — will succeed. 
 
Less time, money, and other resources will need to be diverted into remedial measures. 
Time saved can be used for other subjects. 
 
The Simplified Spelling Society aims to persuade decision-makers — mainly politicians and 
educationists — about the need to start a planned, gradual change of English orthography. 
Other languages review their spellings at intervals (German the most recent) to keep their 
alphabetical tool honed. English has not tried this since Dr Samuel Johnson published his 
dictionary 250 years ago. A few, very few, changes have occurred since then: phantasy, to-
day, shew are forms we don't often see now. In the United States, Noah Webster and others 
have upgraded a few — humor, to match humorous, center to match enter — but they are 
peripheral. 
 
Our society has submissions before two parliaments — in London and New Zealand — 
asking that the obstacles spelling places in front of children learning to read English be 
recognized, and that a start be made to remove them. 
 
If the process doesn't start, it doesn't happen. 

 
  



5. John Gledhill  
Educashunal lunacie or wizdom? From ITA to txt msgs. 
3 September 2001. BBC On-Line news. Excerpt. 
 
John Gledhill, of the Simplified Spelling Society, says ITA was hailed as pioneering in its 
day. 
"It fully demonstrated that if you make it easier to read and spell, children will learn faster. 
But it wasn't a long-term solution because the system was a bit messy." 
 
Texting has taken off in the past two years. 
 
Although society members may raise a glass in memory of ITA, few now champion its use, 
Mr Gledhill says. 
"Instead, they are keen to see consistency, with double letters dropped, and a cull of the 
many and varied spellings for "e" sounds." 
 
Although e-mail and text messages have filtered shortcuts into the language, these are not 
necessarily the same from person to person, Mr Gledhill says. 
"People make up shortcuts as they go along, but these may not be understood outside their 
circle of friends." 
 
But the enthusiasm for texting has made it clear that English speakers are frustrated with 
conventional spelling. 

 
 
I.T.A. Anniversary: An interview with Dr. John Gledhill. 
5 September, 2001, 10:30 pm BBC Radio. 
 
Alex Trelinski's (BBC) interview of Dr. John Gledhill took place on the 40th anniversary of the 
i.t.a. or Initial Teaching Alphabet experiment which was introduced into the primary school 
curriculum in the United Kingdom in the Fall of 1961. 
 
Although Dr Gledhill was chosen for the interview on the basis of his being a member of the 
Simplified Spelling Society, the views expressed below are his own and not necessarily 
those of the Society. Any errors or oversimplifications in the content are entirely his own. 
 
The transcript below has been edited only for presentational hiatuses such as the removal of 
hesitations. Potentially confusing syntactical features arising from the conversational context 
are adjusted in square brackets. 
 
Alex Trelinski (AT): The Society has been going for over 80 years, it doesn't seem to have 
made much progress does it? 
 
John Gledhill (JG): It's gone in fits and starts. We were very active in the 60s, about the time 
ITA came out. That was following a national campaign that got as far as a parliamentary 
debate, and it was very active at that time. Since then various governmental changes have 
taken the emphasis away from English literary standards. It's becoming very active recently 



because the debate's [been] raised again about literacy standards in school; so the 
society has become much more active again recently. 
 
AT: What's the problem with English? 
 
JG: English as a language — no problem at all. English as a language is no harder to learn 
than any other language. The main problem is how to read it when you're confronted with 
text in front of you, and, as you've just said, the rules for actually deciphering what the 
combinations of letters on the page mean and what they transfer into [as] sounds are much 
less predictable than nearly every other language in the world. 
 
AT: Yet the many foreign students who learn to speak English, learn to write it, learn to read 
it, don't seem to have a problem. 
 
JG: They learn to speak it; they have problems writing it down correctly in the [same] way 
that many English native speakers do. They learn to speak it quite well, it's when they try to 
learn it from written language that they find the same problems as our children do in schools. 
 
AT: This probably explains some of the eccentric writing you see abroad in non-English 
speaking countries, and some of the road signs, some of the menus; that probably explains 
a fair bit of it. 
 
JG: It does indeed, because like English native speakers do when they're trying to learn the 
language, they have to come to terms with things like [that] there are letters that don't do 
anything — the "silent letters" — and like English children they know that there are silent 
letters dotted around here doing nothing, so they stick them in ad lib on the assumption that 
it makes it look right, and they make the same mistakes as our children do when they are 
learning. 
 
AT: So the answer is, in your view, to introduce a different written form of English? 
 
JG: Not really, not radically. There could be lots of ways of changing it radically, but that's 
not what we're trying to do. We're trying to get uniformity, get rid of some of the things that 
confuse people like the silent letters in "doubt" and "receipt", and things like that that don't 
actually do anything, and confuse no end of children, and for that matter adults as well, and 
get some regularity into it. So what we're left with is still by and large familiar to those who 
use English actively, but [it] gets rid of some of the things that are needless impediments to 
using it fluently and comfortably. 
 
AT: But who can take such a decision? It's got to be done at the highest level, it's a 
government decision isn't it? Language evolved, whatever people say, language evolves in a 
particular direction over the years. You can lay down as many suggestions, ideas, edicts, 
proclamations [as you want] — language is whatever people want to make it. 
 
JG: Indeed it is. If you're going to have an official national, recognised, authoritative spelling, 
like some countries do — like in France — then you have to have a government edict which 
changes it. We don't have that: our spelling has just developed haphazardly, as you imply 
yourself. There are changes [which] creep in: you'll be aware that things like "program" have 
lost the '-me' on the end in a computer context — you know, "computer program" doesn't 
have a double on the end whereas "radio programme" still often does.  



 
AT: That's Americanisation isn't it? 
 
JG: No, it existed without "-me" on the end long before computers came in, and before it 
went to America. It's just one of the differences there are. Take for example "telegram": it 
used to be spelt with a double "-mme" within my lifetime, so going back 30 or 40 years. But 
you don't see that now. Or "kilogram". These have just changed because people felt it was 
unnecessarily cumbersome and they've simplified it to simple "-am" at the end. So things do 
change sporadically: it doesn't need a government to say "Tomorrow you don't spell '-mme' 
at the end of 'kilogram': stop doing it". Take, for example, weights and measures [with] 
metric 'tonnes'. The government tried to persuade people to use '-nne' to show it was 1000 
kilograms rather than the old-fashioned imperial measure. 
 
AT: ... and it bombed. 
 
JG: It bombed, people just said "no, we're going to stick with 'ton', it's virtually the same 
weight, we'll carry on spelling it the way we're used to; if you like the 'ton' why have a '-nne' 
on the end that does nothing?"  
 
AT: Let's have a bit of nostalgia here, let's talk about the ITA. As I said earlier on, it's not the 
Independent Television Authority, as it was in the 50s and 60s; we're talking about the Initial 
Teaching Alphabet. Tell us what the concept was here. This is just taking it a stage or two 
further from what you were talking about. 
 
JG: It is. It was to try and get over the initial hurdle that children have when they're trying to 
read, because when our children are learning to read they have two hurdles: learning to read 
as a concept, and learning how to turn the letters into words and sounds. The idea of ITA 
was to give them the nice simple one-to-one correspondence between the letters that they 
see on the page and sounds that they hear when they're speaking. They had a very easy 
way: learn the alphabet, the extended alphabet that ITA had, learn that and then you can 
very easily see what the words mean on the page, which under traditional orthography you 
can't; you can make a good stab at it, but very often be wrong. So the idea of ITA was to get 
early learners' and young children's enthusiasm captured into learning how to read. Then, 
when they've mastered that but have still got their enthusiasm for reading, then wean them 
off that onto traditional orthography when they were old enough to understand that it was 
fairly haphazard in many areas. So get them to learn while they are still young and 
enthusiastic, because most young children are very keen to learn to read, but are put off by 
unfathomable rules and exceptions — and exceptions to exceptions. Get rid of that, make it 
easy and enjoyable, get them interested in reading and then once they're hooked on that, 
then you can get them back to traditional orthography if you like. That was the idea of the 
ITA, it was a teaching alphabet, not designed to replace English normal orthography. 
 
AT: But if it was so good, it didn't really take off, did it? 
 
JG: Because it was aimed at teaching. It was never designed to take over the official 
spelling. People were taken off it once they had got the enthusiasm. And it wasn't followed 
through to say "well, let's see if we can keep some of that enthusiasm by making adult books 
easily readable". If you like, it was seen purely as a means of elementary teaching, not as a 
solution. It proved its original thesis, which was "make it simple to learn and people / children 
will learn enthusiastically"; but it didn't follow that through logically to "keep it simple and 



adults will keep their learning skills later on and keep their reading enthusiastic". A lot of 
people lose interest, even as adults, when they find difficulties in spellings and words that 
just don't make sense. 
 
AT: I understand that. I was looking at the "BBC Online" website, where they've been 
covering this story and where you've been quoted in it as well. Also they invited people to 
send in their comments on it — I have to say, a lot of very strong anti-comments with regard 
to ITA. Just to read a few: 
 
"I suffered ITA for my first few years at school, with the consequence that at the age of 7 I 
could barely read or write". 
 
Somebody else said [he] was taught ITA in the 60s, said many of his friends blamed their 
poor spelling on being taught the system in their first year of school.  
 
Somebody from Scotland said a big problem with ITA was that the spelling didn't account for 
regional accents. 
 
Somebody said "I'm dyslexic and learned ITA at school. I was already able to read and write 
simple words when I arrived at school, but it crippled me", etc.  
 
JG: I'm surprised at the last one, because there is a lot of research over all the world that 
shows that dyslexia is a particularly English-speaking phenomenon. Most other countries 
that have regular spelling haven't [much] dyslexia. There was some research last year that 
showed that Italian people have about 1/5th — or something like that — the rates of dyslexia 
that English-speaking nations do. Not just England: it's not that our pupils are particularly 
difficult to teach, or that our teachers are less efficient than anywhere else. It's the same in 
America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand — the whole English-speaking world has a 
massive dyslexia problem that doesn't exist in other countries. There has to be correlation 
there somewhere.' 
 
AT: Just back to the ITA. One or two very interesting comments, not so "anti":  
 
"In my second year of teaching in Luton in 1968," says a lady called Patricia Collet, "ITA 
seemed a brilliant way of pushing the children on, and they learned to read much earlier than 
usual, but — and the "but" is enormous — some could not make the transition. I don't think 
they'll ever unlearn ITA spelling". 
 
JG: I think that's part of the problem with it being seen as a teaching method, a transition 
and a bridge to traditional orthography rather than a long-term solution to making it simple, 
which is where we are now. ITA was a valuable experiment to prove the point that learning 
to read isn't difficult. What we would like to do now is build on that experience and say "Let's 
get rid of some of those rather useless silent letters and strange rules, and make it fun for 
everybody to keep on reading now". That's what was missing in the ITA experiment — it 
didn't follow it through. 
 
AT: Now back to my first question almost, and the comparisons with people abroad learning 
English — and anybody learning English at any stage. Another quote from "BBC Online". 
Somebody called "Doug" sent in this point, again with "ITA": "ITA is a classic case of missing 
the point; if you're taught English, inconsistencies and all, from an early age, you develop an 



intuition for how words should look." Shouldn't we just grin and bear what we have, and it's 
down to good quality teaching, and that really is the way to crack it? 
 
JG: Well, yes, you can learn every word by the word shape. There was quite a tendency at 
one stage to learn [with] whole-word teaching, where the pupil, the student, whatever, looks 
at the word shape and says "Ah, that says 'plough', and that says 'circuit'", or something; if 
you do that and say "we're divorcing the ability to read from the ability to decode it from the 
letters", then you're basically in the same realm as road signs or pictograms and Chinese. 
You're saying the letters mean nothing, or they'll give you at best a very general hint; you're 
saying "Let's make up some very nice-looking words that show all the etymologies and so 
on" but they don't actually help you learn how to read; and I don't think that helps. I think 
that, for most people learning to read, they want to be able to look at a word and be able to 
work out what it means, and what it says if it is one they haven't come across before. If you 
present them with a word they haven't come across before, English is one of the few world 
languages where you can look at a word you don't know and not know how to pronounce it. 
 
AT: John, good speaking to you tonight. Just a quick "and finally" — in 30 seconds or so how 
do you see things developing? Do you see the Simplified Spelling Society still around and 
kicking in about 20 years time? 
 
JG: I hope so, we're very active, we have a good website if you want to look on there. We're 
always welcome to comments, contributions, even the critical ones, because we pick up lots 
of good ideas that way. 
 
AT: All right. It's been a good talking point. Thank you, goodnight to you John.  

 
 
[JG] Of course, the correct answer to the final question would have been "No, in 20 years I 
hope we will have completed our task and no longer be necessary". 
 
Transcript by Kathleen and John Gledhill. 

 
 
Times Educational Supplement, April 17 2003. Letters p22. 
 
"The gap between the highest and lowest attaining children tended to be wider in English-
speaking countries such as England and New Zealand, than in other nations. Researchers 
said one factor might be the irregular nature of English" (TES April 11). 
 
They need to reflect on the difference between language and spelling. The English language 
is no more irregular than any other language; it is the "spelling" which is more irregular than 
almost any other language. So why not make it easier? 
 
Dr John M Gledhill, University secretary, Coventry University. 

 
  



6. Theo Halliday. 
 
Fonetik speling sene az kee to literasee. 
 
By Rudy Haugeneder, Victoria News 
The statistics don't lie. North Americans aren't 
as educated as most people assume. 
 
Nearly one-quarter of Canadian adults and 
more than 40 per cent in the U.S. are 
functionally illiterate — unable to read a 
bedtime story to their children.  
 
The reason is simple, says artist and retired 
teacher Theo Halladay. 
 
It's the weird way the English language is 
spelled. 
 
And that also makes English hard to 
understand, said Halladay, a member of the 
international Simplified Spelling Society, 
formed in 1908 to reform English spelling. 
 
English is the only language that resists spelling change, says Halladay, 77, who was born in 
Victoria but lived most of her life in the U.S. where she taught school. 
 
Despite a century of compulsory education "we have a higher rate of illiteracy now than we 
did 100 years ago," she complains. All other languages, from German to Italian, routinely 
modernize their spelling. 
 
"The problem started with the Norman conquest of the British Isles in 1066," said Halladay 
from her View Royal home. 
 
"Norman French became the official language of England and nobody, apart from a few 
monks, continued to write English. 
 
"By the time English again became the official language, around 1400, the people in charge 
of re-inventing the English writing system had only written in French or Latin, and used the 
spelling rules of those languages.  
 
The results were crazy and continue to plague the language today," she said, pointing out 
that English often spells identical sounds in several different ways. 
 
"The worst part of the mess is that most children who struggle with reading blame 
themselves." 
 

 

Theo Halladay, like George Bernard 
Shaw, is an ardent advocate for 
simplifying English spelling. 
jessica kerr/victoria news 



Teachers and pupils struggle with it at every level, and many never 
master it at all. 
- Theo Halladay. 
 

 
The battle to reform English spelling is not new," she said. 
 
"Charles Darwin, Theodore Roosevelt, Benjamin Franklin, Mark Twain, Andrew Carnegie, 
George Bernard Shaw and Noah Webster — founder of the Webster's dictionary — were 
advocates of spelling reform. Modern voices include the British Royal family spearheaded by 
Prince Philip. 
 
"Spelling should reflect the way words are spoken," says Halladay. "Pronunciation should 
determine spelling." 
 
"But over time, as pronunciation changes and new words entered the language, this match 
between letters and sounds broke down," she says. "That makes learning to read and write 
harder — and all education suffers. 
 
"The statistics are the proof," she says. "Even after 11 years at school, barely half of all 
English speakers become confident spellers, compared to Italy, where children learn to spell 
Italian accurately after just two years of school. 
 
"The 40-odd sounds of English can be spelled hundreds of ways and one spelling can 
represent many sounds," says Halladay. "Since there is no consistency, it's difficult to 
become fully literate." 
 
"Teachers and pupils struggle with it at every level, and many never master it at all," she 
said, adding "even the most literate people misread unfamiliar words and hesitate over 
spelling — is it 'seize' or 'sieze', 'concensus' or 'consensus'. And who has never misspelled 
the words 'receive' or 'accommodate', or confused 'their/there'? 
 
"The problem with English spelling is that the letters do not correspond predictably to speech 
sounds," says Halladay, who favours a moderate approach to correcting the problem. 
 
However, because English spelling lacks agreed standards and has no machinery for 
planning or introducing improvements, she admits finding an internationally acceptable way 
to clean up the system is as big a challenge as getting people to publicly accept the 
language is imperfect. 
 
More information can be found at www.spellingsociety.org 
Issued by: www.vicnews.com/ 
 

 
  

http://www.spellingsociety.org/
http://www.vicnews.com/


7. Christopher Jolly. 
 
Raising standards. The opportunities and difficulties. 
Keynote speech by Christopher Jolly, Managing Director of Jolly Learning Ltd. 
British Council conference, Brunei, Thursday 9th October 2003. 
 
Abstract: 
Raising standards is what everyone wants, is it not? In practice it is not so simple. Experts 
have different views about what 'raising standards' means. Creativity and expression may be 
thought to conflict with learning skills and facts. There is a need to balance the limitations of 
time, and more especially of money. We need to ask who should drive the raising of 
standards? Should it be government through a specified curriculum, or to what extent should 
teachers be informed and given the decision making — and then be evaluated on their 
results? What role for private education and the market place? Chris Jolly will explore these 
conflicting issues in raising standards. He will also look at it in more depth in his own field of 
publishing, the use of phonics to teach reading and writing, where differences of view have 
long been played out. 
 
What I want to discuss today is how raising standards is an opportunity, a challenge, but 
how there are difficulties at the same time. I want to show the different points of view 
because it is only through understanding that can we make progress. 
 
Firstly, what are higher standards? 
I suggest to you that they come in two forms, both of which are valid. There are those that 
are quantitative and can be readily measured. These tend to involve instruction, best of all in 
small stages, with skills that are acquired and can be tested. An ability to spell would be an 
example. The second, the qualitative, is more subjective and harder to measure. It develops 
thinking ability and allows for personal differences. An example might be the ability to write a 
good essay. There was a somewhat chauvinistic claim that the Second World War was won 
on the playing fields of Eton, a posh private school in England. What was actually being 
claimed was that the English education system gave better problem solving ability, with 
which to challenge the Germans well known but perhaps rigid skills. On a lighter note there 
is the proverb that "all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy". Again a reflection that 
education needs these two sides. By extension, teaching needs a balance of both of these. 
It needs the quantitative and the qualitative elements. 
 
Now to some people, raising standards in education is simply a matter of resources. The 
more money we have the more teachers we can train, the smaller the class sizes, the more 
we can do for special needs, and so on. I have to tell you that the effect of more resources is 
not a strong one. Many a benefactor in the US has given vast sums to school districts only to 
find, after the money has been spent, that it has had little or no effect on standards. 
Resources alone cannot double the achievement of children in the way other changes can. 
In the UK and the US, both wealthy countries, still around a fifth to a quarter of adults are 
functionally illiterate. In a recent study in the UK this applied to 22% of adults, and was 
defined as being unable to find a plumber in the yellow pages. In 1992 in New Zealand, at 
the height of the whole language movement, 26% of children were going through Reading 
Recovery, a remedial programme. 



 
Let me turn now to the role of the state, of government. To what extent should government 
intervene to raise standards, or are standards likely to improve best if responsibility is 
delegated to teachers and parents? 
 
Let's look first at school ownership. In most countries there is a large sector of state 
education, and a smaller private one. Private schools will select their pupils, based on exam 
results and their parents' ability to pay the fees. In practice, state schools select too, usually 
by a tightly defined catchment area around the school. The complaint is that private schools 
favour the middle class who can pay. It is claimed they take away the better pupils and leave 
the state schools worse off as a result. If this were true it would be the only case I am aware 
of where greater competition leads to lowers standards. The evidence shows the reverse. 
Where there are more private schools in an area the results for pupils in the state schools 
are higher. To try and introduce the same disciplines to state schools there is a growing 
interest in vouchers. These are already in use in certain parts of the US, such as Cleveland, 
Milwaukee and Florida. The vouchers are typically given to poorer parents, and can be used 
to pay for education at any school, private or out of area, whatever the parent chooses. The 
aim is to give parents more power over their child's education and encourage schools to 
improve their standards as a result of more open competition. 
 
A superficial comparison of costs shows private school fees to be higher on average than 
the on-site costs of state schools. However when the costs of district offices are included for 
state schools, the costs are much closer. Private schools have long suffered from being 
seen as elitist in the UK, or for exploiting teachers in the US, and the number of private 
schools has not expanded in line with demand. This may well have allowed private school 
fees to run ahead of costs, and explain the large building programmes some of them have. 
The net effect is that the costs of state and private schooling are very similar, and do not 
explain the difference in achievement. 
 
Over the years of primary schooling, the average result achieved by private school pupils is 
more than 12 months ahead of state schools, even allowing for the different intakes. It 
suggests that school ownership and funding are a promising area for raising standards. 
 
Let us now look at the role of the state in setting the curriculum and the structure of 
examinations. Government is ideally placed to provide a well structured framework and to 
set a standard for all schools. However, even here, we can question whether this enables 
the highest standards to be achieved. 
 
While having an established curriculum seems a good idea, problems come when there are 
several of them. A curriculum can be radically rewritten, as with the UK National Curriculum 
in 1994, when there had been major criticisms of the previous one. Any such revision still 
needs evaluating for its effectiveness. 
 
Worse still is when government suffers from curriculumitis and publishes new curricula when 
the old one is still in operation so that several conflicting ones are in operation at the same 
time! This may seem a very odd situation but it is the one that applies in England and Wales 
at the moment. Children in their first year at school, in Reception, are subject to the National 



Curriculum, the National Literacy Strategy which is similar but different, and the Curriculum 
guidance for the foundation years, which is quite different: it is a muddle in other words.  
 
More serious for raising standards is whether the expectations of the state can match those 
of parents. We know that expectations can have a strong influence on achievement. In a 
study some years ago, researchers asked teachers in various schools to administer some 
standardised tests to their pupils. When they got the test results back the researchers totally 
ignored them. Instead they selected children's names at random. Then they went back into 
the classes and told the teachers that this child, this one, this, that and that child there, are 
what we call "specially talented", and they will do really well. Much later on, they came back 
to test the children, and lo and behold, these 'specially talented' children, chosen at random, 
had done better than average! 
 
The concern with government setting the curriculum is that their expectations are lower than 
the expectations of parents. To give an example, three and a half year olds at a private 
nursery school in the UK are expected to be taught to read. In state schools, for children a 
year later at aged four and a half, according to the curriculum guidance for the foundation 
years, the teaching of reading is not a high priority. This suggests that any national curricula 
should be advisory at best. 
 
A related issue is that of dumbing down of exams. Secondary school exams in the UK have 
been made easier over the years. The accusation is that this has been done so that pupils 
achieve higher grades to make it appear that standards are rising. As a result there has 
been a growing interest in exams with international status, free from government 
interference, such as the International Baccalaureate, and the same could apply to the 
Cambridge Overseas exams. 
 
What now of the role of the teacher. Is the teacher there to give instruction, or are they just a 
facilitator, letting children discover for themselves? Time and again we find that direct 
instruction produces much higher results, yet it is surprising how often government and 
academics seek to diminish this role. Again, how much decision making should be delegated 
to teachers? In the US it is surprising how much authority is taken from teachers. The 
selection of a new programme, for maths say, or literacy, is entrusted to the assistant 
superintendent of the district, sometimes of the state. If it doesn't work it is not the teacher's 
fault. The assistant superintendent chose the wrong programme. Publishers respond by 
making their programmes prescriptive, and have described them by the awful term of 
'teacher proof'. The results do not suggest this is a way to raise standards. In my experience, 
with our published material, the more that the teacher personalises the way they use our 
material the better the results they get. Delegation to teachers really does raise standards. 
 
As a further insight, let me show you this list of factors which might tell you how well a child 
will learn to read: 

• Phoneme segmentation ability (e.g.. What sound is at the beginning of "smile"?) 
• Letter names 
• Kindergarten teacher's prediction of reading success 
• Peabody Picture Vocabulary (a measure of oral vocabulary) 
• Father's occupational status (as a measure of social class) 



• Library membership (ie. Whether the child already has a library card) 
• Number of books the child owns 
• Amount that parents read to their child 
• Child's gender 
• Amount that parents read in their spare time 
• Whether or not the child attended pre-school 
• Hours of TV the child watches 

 
Could you select the two factors that you think would best predict a child's future ability to 
learn to read when they start school? Let me tell you that this was a study done on 500 
Australian children. Common choices when I ask people have been the father's occupation 
and the amount that parents read to their child. 
 
Would it surprise you to know that the answer is that these factors are in rank order? Not 
only that, but the first two were much the best predictors. Knowing the letters and their use in 
words is the best start to learning to read. And these are factors that are taught at school. It 
is one example to show that what children learn at school matters much more than the 
background from which they come.  
 
I am the publisher of a programme for teaching young children to read, called Jolly Phonics. 
So I am biased in favour of phonics! Having said that, let me give you a comparison of 
phonics and whole language. 
 
Phonics teaches all the letter sounds of English, of which there are about 44. These are the 
alphabet and some sounds like sh and ee that need two letters to be written, and so are 
called digraphs. To read a word the child sounds out the letter sounds and then blends them 
to say the word. So the letters s-a-t are blended to make 'sat'. For spelling it is the reverse. 
The word 'sat' is broken into 'sss' and 'a' and 't', and each of these letters is then written 
down. Since English has so many irregular words you also need a strategy for dealing with 
them too. This teaching is also called synthetic phonics to distinguish it from watered down 
versions. Synthesis means to build from parts, and in this case reading the word is made by 
building it from each of its letter sounds. 
 
Whole language on the other hand believes that learning to read is a natural process, just 
like learning to speak. It comes from exposure. In practice of course it does not! If you went 
into the middle of Borneo you would find that everyone could speak but few could read. 
Whole language, they say, introduces children to the delight and variety of storybooks. If 
children are motivated and given lots of exposure to books they will pick it up. Effectively 
whole language children are being asked to memorise the dictionary! 
 
To help understand the differences in approach look at how each method sees itself. 
Phonics advocates rightly point to higher achievements and see whole language advocates 
as totally misguided. Whole language advocates on the other hand see phonics as dull and 
boring, to be done as little as possible. Admittedly some phonics programmes are on the dry 
side. Phonics they say misses the point that children should be reading for meaning, not just 
shouting out words they do not understand. 
 



In practice there is a dramatic difference in achievement. Phonics taught children have a 
reading age that is typically a year ahead of their actual age after one year. They have done 
two years learning in one year. Every bit as important is that fewer children fail. The 
proportion of children reading significantly below their age is less than 5%. In fact it is 
common to have no children in such a class needing remedial help. Interestingly the groups 
of children who have historically underachieved no longer do so. Boys do as well as girls and 
children on free school meals or some form of welfare, as a measure of social class, do as 
well as the others. Children with English as a second language also do much the same as 
the others. This evidence for the effect of phonics comes from studies done on a number of 
different phonics programmes, though it is true that most of them have been on Jolly 
Phonics. 
 
Whole language children do very much worse and the love of reading that is claimed is not 
seen in practice. It is a characteristic of such teaching that a quarter of the children are left 
unable to read effectively. The only help for such children is an expensive remedial 
programme which is usually not given the funding to tackle more than a small part of the 
problem. 
 
This conflict in the teaching of reading has only come into the open in the last 30 years or so. 
Up to around 1970 reading was mainly taught by teaching the alphabet alongside graded 
readers with stories of "the cat sat on the mat" variety. Spelling was mainly taught by 
memorisation from spelling lists. 
 
Then people started saying that you do not need to do all that. Reading is natural and can 
be learned just by reading. Phonics was rejected and teachers were given the freedom to 
select any children's books they fancied. It was some while before the tragedy of this 
became apparent. The people to blow the whistle, in very different ways, were Martin Turner 
in the UK, and Marilyn Jager Adams in the US. Martin Turner was then an educational 
psychologist working for a local education authority in the UK. He could see the problem at 
first hand. He also knew how explosive it was. He met with educational psychologists from 
12 other areas and compared data. What they saw was that reading standards in the UK 
had fallen over the course of the 1980's. Their data indicated that this was directly due to the 
whole language method of teaching reading. Martin Turner published this as a booklet called 
Sponsored Reading Failure. Sponsored, because he and his colleagues felt the failure had 
been sponsored by the state in championing whole language. It caused a huge uproar in the 
press. Martin himself was surprised that even though there was the first Iraq war in progress 
at the time the reading debate never seemed to be off the front page. It led to a 
parliamentary inquiry and ultimately to the revision of the National Curriculum. Needless to 
say he also lost his job pretty quickly. 
 
Marilyn Jaeger Adams wrote a definitive book on the research into reading. Despite coming 
to it with an open mind she found the evidence in favour of phonics was overwhelming. The 
brief from the publishing university was to be impartial and when they saw her script two 
professors demanded the right to add an Afterword to her book. We often see books with a 
complimentary forward, but this is the only example I know one with a critical afterword. 
They didn't question her scholarship, they said, only her conclusions. This is a reflection of 
the deep divisions that have existed in the reading debate. 
 



In England the National Curriculum was rewritten in 1994 and I will show you a brief 
comparison to illustrate the difference. The teaching of reading was a major part of the UK 
general election in 1997. It led to the National Literacy Strategy being published the following 
year. It was led until recently by our previous speaker, John Stannard. Teachers appreciate 
this Literacy Strategy and they like the structure it provides. More recently, in 2000, we have 
had the Curriculum Guidance for the Foundation Year, which has been a reaction against 
structured teaching. It shows that you can go backwards as well as forwards in this debate. 
As I explained earlier, all three of these curricula are in operation in England and Wales at 
the moment, for children in their first year at school. 
 
As a final example there is the legislation passed by George Bush in the US entitled No 
Child Left Behind. Although I am not in favour of legislation in teaching methodology, the 
advice given, in my view, is good, and I will mention it again shortly. 
 
Let me demonstrate the kind of advice given in these documents. In the earlier, 1990 order 
of the National Curriculum was the requirement that: 
"Pupils should be able to show signs of a developing interest in reading". Well, that is not 
very demanding! Any teacher could pass that hurdle, and parents would be looking for much 
more from their child at the end of the first year. In 1994 this was revised to the much more 
positive: 
 
"Opportunities should be given for identifying and using a comprehensive range of letters, 
blends and digraphs, and paying specific attention to their use in the formation of words." 
 
You can see the difference. This second statement does express what is needed to achieve 
good results in the early teaching of reading. Moreover, if you trace the results of 5 year old 
children in the years up to 1994 you can see a major improvement in their reading scores at 
age 11. The National Literacy Strategy is similar to the National Curriculum, but the 
Curriculum guidance for the foundation years is very different. This is from its training 
manual: 
 
"You can help children to learn numbers and rhymes or to recite the alphabet by heart. This 
rote learning can be helpful to children but it should be recognised as a lower level of 
learning. The most important learning involves children having an idea and testing it out." 
So here we are back at the child as discoverer with direct instruction being played down. 
You will notice the slightly underhand use of language. Instead of learning letter sounds in a 
lively way, which commonly done, it is described as 'to recite the alphabet by heart', which is 
described as 'rote learning' and a 'lower level of learning'. Who dreamed that up? A lower 
level of learning! There is no evidence for such a statement. It has to be said that since this 
guidance came out in the year 2000 reading scores have stagnated in England and Wales 
with 25% of 11 year olds failing to read effectively. This curriculum advice does not apply at 
that age, but my view is that the advice given sets the tone as the government's most recent 
advice on the teaching of reading. As I mentioned before, if there is a reading war, it is never 
won. You have to keep fighting the advice that would let standards fall. 
 
I mentioned the legislation in the US. This simply requires schools to adopt 'scientifically 
based' ways to teach reading. This is mature. It puts the requirement on teachers and 



schools. It does not spoon feed them, but tells them to use methods which are known to 
work. It has been taken as a victory for phonics and it should significantly raise standards. 
 
Now you will remember that I made a case to you for the quantitative and qualitative sides of 
teaching, the skills and the creative. But you will have seen that phonics is very skills based. 
So where does the creative come in? Let me give you this model which guides my company. 
We see phonics as the foundation, and yes it is the development of skills. We then see 
literacy as having two strands, a skills one which is about phonics and grammar and 
spelling, and a creative one, which is about storybooks. Let me give you a Confucian 
proverb, if I may. It is this. If a person have two pennies with one let him buy bread and with 
the other a flower. The bread to give life and the flower a reason for living. Phonics and 
grammar are like bread; they give the ability. Storybooks are like the flower; they give the 
reason for learning to read. The conclusion I offer you is that we need both the quantitative 
and the qualitative elements in education, and some understanding of how best to integrate 
them to get the best results. 
 
To finish, let me ask you a question? Can standards keep on rising, or are we in a static 
situation, just trying to keep them as high as we can? Economic productivity keeps on rising. 
Can it do the same in education? If educational productivity is to keep on rising, as I believe 
it can and must, then change needs to take place. Let me give you an example of such a 
change that I believe can and should come. Not today, not tomorrow, but probably this 
century. 
 
Here is a list of English words which are spelt with more letters than they need. Indeed the 
extra letter in them is just confusing for young children learning to read. 

friend: frend as in trend 
guard: gard as in hard 
were: wer as in her 
wrong: rong as in long 
lamb: lam as in ham 
guest: gest as in best 
guide: gide as in ride 
height: hight as in light 
court: cort as in fort 
are: ar as in car 
gone: gon as in on 
shone: shon as in on 

knock: nock as in sock 
doubt: dout as in out 
drought: drout as in trout 
juice: juce as in spruce 
switch: swich as in rich 
thumb: thum as in sum 
thread: thred as in red 
head: hed as in red 
meant: ment as in tent 
earth: erth as in berth 
more: mor as in for 
board: bord as in cord 

 
Normally the 'ie' spelling in the word 'friend' would be sounded /ie/ as in 'lie and 'tie'. But the 
word is not 'frie-nd'. To spell it that way confuses children and means they have to learn it 
specially. There are huge numbers of such words which just make the teaching slower, as 
well as making words longer, unnecessarily, for adults. 
 
If spelling were reformed, and it should go much further than these examples, then learning 
to read would be much swifter. So the conclusion I offer you, from this example, is that 
standards could indeed continue to rise, but it may involve society as a whole, to enable the 
teacher to achieve more. 

 



 
Help children learn to read, by making spelling easier, says 
publisher 
PRESS RELEASE 
 
Educational publisher Chris Jolly is calling on grown-ups to accept spellings that will make it 
easier for children to learn to read.  Much of the problem, he says, is unnecessary extra 
letters.  An example is a word like ‘have’.  With the ‘e’ at the end it looks like it rhymes with 
‘gave’ making it harder to read.  If it was just written as ‘hav’ a child could work it out from the 
sounds.  With the extra ‘tricky e’ it has to be remembered specially. 
 
There are lots of words with a ‘tricky letters’ that should be taken out, he says.  He gives 
these examples — along with the proposed spelling without the tricky letter: 
 

friend   frend (as in trend) 
catch   cach (as in such) 
guest   gest (as in vest) 
lamb   lam (as in ham) 
were   wer (as in her) 
your   yor (as in for) 
shone      shon (as in don) 
wrist   rist (as in list) 
knife    nife  (as in life) 
young   yung (as in sung) 
tread   tred (as in red) 

 
“With a quarter of 11 year olds unable to read properly it is time adults helped by making 
spelling easier,” he said.   
 
English spelling can be a minefield to a young child.  This way we take out some of the 
mines. 
 
Chris Jolly publishes the Jolly Phonics programme which is now used in 54% of primary 
schools to teach reading.  In the Jolly Readers that come with this programme these tricky 
letters are made lighter, to show the child they should not be sounded when reading a word. 
 
   Enclosure:  a Jolly Reader with a few letters in feint type 
Teachers agree with him.  Sheila Johnson says “ Children find the words written in this way 
much easier to read.”  However Chris Jolly is not suggesting that children should learn to 
spell without the tricky letters.  Instead he suggests grown-ups should try it — and give 
themselves shorter words to write, as well as helping future generations with their reading. 
 
But are these spellings part of our history that show where words come from?  Professor 
Don Scragg of Manchester University says: 
“These spellings represent our linguistic history only sporadically and erratically, e.g. 'catch' 
and 'guest' replaced medieval spellings 'cach' and 'gest'.” 
 



And is spelling something that is part of the structure of language, that should not be 
changed?  Professor John Wells, professor of phonetics and linguistics at University College 
London says: 
 
“English remains English even if written in shorthand, transcribed into phonetic symbols, or 
transmitted electronically. Tidying up some of the confusing aspects of traditional spelling 
would not harm the language in any way. On the contrary, it would work to the advantage of 
all users of English.” 
 
No one knows better how difficult it is to change English spelling than Jack Bovill, Chairman 
of the Simplified Spelling Society.  “We have been encouraging change for a long time but 
adult English speakers are very resistant, unlike children.  Change has been effected in 
other languages and it should be possible in the English language.  Now there is a better 
understanding of how this hampers our children, it is much more likely we can see change 
slowly take place by design rather than by default, as when shew changed to show and 
musick changed to music.” 
 
For further information: 
Christopher Jolly. Managing Director, Jolly Learning Ltd.   

 
 
BBC Radio 4, Saturday 13 Mar 2004 8:50 am. John Humphreys. 
 
"Thou whoreson zed! Thou unnecessary letter!" So said King Lear. Was Shakespeare right? 
Do our words have too many letters? "Yes they do", says the educational book publisher 
Chris Jolly. He wants us to change spellings to make them easier. He's with me; Tony Fox of 
Leeds University is in our York studio. Really, Mr Jolly? 
 
CJ. Yes, it isn't so much we've got too many letters. It is that we use them so irregularly in 
our words. And the result is that we make teaching reading very much more difficult than it 
needs to be.  
 
JH. For instance? What letters? Give us some words where you would lose letters. 
 
CJ. I would recommend that we remove some of the letters that turn words into being tricky 
words. An example would be the 'i' in 'friend' or the 'u' in 'guess', so that these words then 
become easier for children to learn. 
 
JH. But they will learn. I mean, as you know, you produce books that teach them. 
 
CJ. They will learn, but they take much longer and more of them fail.  About a quarter of all 
children have difficulty in learning to read. 
 
JH. Isn't that partly our problem then that we don't teach them well enough?  
 
CJ. You can improve it a lot with good teaching, but we still have a basic problem that makes 
it more difficult. And it leads to a lot of adults being illiterate.  
 
JH. Ah, well that is a terribly serious point, Dr Fox, isn't it? 
 



TF. Yes, in a way, yes. Obviously the case has some merit for simplifying or improving 
English spellings. But I have some reservations, some technical reservations about the 
whole thing. There is a false assumption underlying most attempts at spelling reform. And 
that is, that the role of spelling and writing is to indicate the way you pronounce the words. 
And that isn't really true. The point about writing is that it should identify words for us. We 
know how to pronounce the words; we don't need to be told that.  
 
JH. We could still identify 'friend' if it was spelt 'f-r-e-n-d'  and if 'guest' was spelt 'g-e-s-t', that 
would be fine, wouldn't it?  
 
TF.  Yes, but let me give you an example of what I mean. Let's take the word 'right'. You say 
'which word 'right'? 
 
JH. Yes, 'r-i-g-h-t, w-r-i-t-e, r-i-t-e, w-r-i-g-h-t.' 
 
YF. If you were to remove all the so-called unnecessary letters from that, they would all look 
the same wouldn't they; they would all be spelt in the same way. And it might be difficult then 
to distinguish them. 
 
JH. Chris Jolly, good point?  
 
CJ. I think that's fair. There is a case for keeping words like that separate in their spelling. 
The case for going back to a structure and relying on that has a problem in that it is 
inconsistent. Dr Fox would probably say that we should have a 'p' in a word like 'receipt' 
because it is in 'reception'. The difficulty with that is that a word like 'deceit' doesn't have a 'p' 
as in 'deception'. So we choose one or t'other, and I say we should have it follow more 
closely how we say it.  
 
TF. Well that's true enough, but let me give you some more examples of this sort of thing. 
Take the word 'damn', 'd-a-m-n'. Obviously, I have to spell it out in letters, to tell you which 
word I mean. That word 'damn' makes a difficulty with the 'n', because it is unnecessary; it is 
not pronounced. But then we have related words; the words fit into a family, so we have 
'damnation' and 'damnable' in which the 'n' is pronounced. If you take the 'n' from 'damn', 
you destroy the link between 'damn', 'damnation' and 'damnable . 
 
JH. Not as easy as it seems, Chris Jolly? 
 
CJ. I think the link will always be there. And linguists like Dr Fox will always be able to 
remind us and keep us aware of it and keep the historical records. I think for a child learning 
to read, though, that's the very point, that they can read a word like 'damnation', but then, 
when it comes to the word 'damn' we make it extra difficult for them. We should remove that 
'n', because otherwise they will be trying to say it 'dam-n'.  
 
JH. A very quick thought on that Dr Fox? 
 
TF. Well, should we really be making our spelling system depend on the abilities of five-year-
old children to learn? 
 
JH. Well, there we are, we are going to leave that one hanging in the air, I'm afraid. We 
didn't have very much time, but fascinating. We'll get lots of response, I dare say. Thanks to 
you, very much indeed, Chris Jolly and Tony Fox. 

 



BBC Radio 4. Today. 8.20am. 29 November 2004.  
The interviewer, Sarah Montague, mentioned Hard Spell on BBC 1, the first-ever national 
spelling competition which is for 11 to 14-year-olds. The idea is to find the best young speller 
in the country. [Clip of one child getting upset and tearful; another child spelling words 
successfully and being applauded.] Five winners will be coming to London. 
 
Sarah introduced Michael Gove the deputy editor of The Times, and a Tory candidate, a 
champion speller and Chris Jolly SSS committee member, trustee and ex-chair. 
 
SM. Michael Gove, why does spelling matter? 
 
MG. I think it's a great skill for anyone to have. And I think that spelling actually is the key 
that unlocks the rest of the English language. In a way it's a bit like reading musical notation. 
We can enjoy music. Indeed some of us, not me, are clever enough to play by ear. But if you 
understand musical notation, a whole wonderful world is opened up to you. Spelling is 
understanding how the whole English language is put together, how each of the building 
blocks move together in order to create words. That gives the English language a sense of 
glory and romance because it is through spelling that we understand the different roots, the 
etymology of the words, that we have a full understanding of everything the language can do 
for us.  
 
SM. Chris Jolly, you don't appreciate the English language in that way do you, because you 
have got all sorts of plans for it? 
 
CJ. I certainly appreciate the English language, but I think the representation of it in spelling 
is made remarkably difficult for young children to acquire the language. 
 
SM. What do you want? 
 
CJ. I'd like to see the spelling simplified, in other words, the words more closely resemble 
how they are said. Then it would be easier to spell them. 
 
SM. So, examples? Words like 'have' spelt 'h-a-v'? 
 
CJ. Yes. A word like 'shone', spelt 's-h-o-n', a word like 'friend', 'f-r-e-n-d'.  
 
SM. Michael Gove, what do you think of that? 
 
MG. Well in a way, we are already seeing this happen, of course, through the proliferation of 
text messaging. And there is already in that sense, a collapse of traditional spelling. I don't 
mind informal spelling in all sorts of contexts, like texts and so on, but I think the important 
thing is that traditional spelling, the way we have understood the English language, actually 
helps us understand and learn the English language. The simplification that Mr Jolly is 
arguing for robs us of the historical roots and the etymology of particular words. That means 
that when we look where words come from, it has been rubbed out in a desire to 
homogenise them. And I think one of the terrible things that is happening in our world and in 
Britain at the moment is a trend towards modernisation. We lose any sense of where things 
have come from, at what the traditions are, what the roots are, and we end up, instead of 
having a wonderful variety in forming and enriching our language, we tend to have a 
homogenised Dairy Lea style language. 
 
SM. The Chris Jolly do you accept that?  
 



CJ. Not at all. The way a word is spelt is a poor guide to its etymology and its history. 
Historical records of words are well-known and well-documented. For example, it has been 
thought the word 'delight' is rather like the word 'light' which comes from the German word, 
'licht', and that's why it's spelt the way it is. But this is not so. In fact it comes from a French 
root, from the same root as 'delectare'. So the way words are spelt are often gives us the 
wrong and....  
 
SM. Chris, you must think the idea of this program is horrific. 
 
CJ. On the contrary, I think that having children know how to spell words is right. My point is 
that the spelling they are obliged to learn, should change, it should be made more simple. 
We lose nothing by doing so, but we make the language easier to learn. 
 
SM. We heard a child in that clip weeping. Michael Gove, judging by the competition you 
said you were in recently, you would have sympathy with her. 
 
MG. I went along to take part in the adult version. I have enormous sympathy with the 
teenagers going through this. It takes a lot of courage to go up on the stage and spell these 
words. But I think that stretching yourself, these sorts of contests, are tremendously good. 
We all know that children love competitions. If you are fit and able, then of course 
competitive sport is fantastic. If you are someone like me who was more of a spod or a flob 
than a jock at school, then this sort of competition provides an opportunity to test yourself or 
stretch yourself.  
 
Then followed a spelling test for Michael Gove, in which he did not do very well!!!  

 
 
BBC News 24. Breakfast. 8:50am. Sunday 5 Dec 2004. 
 
Vivian Cook, Professor of Applied Linguistics, author of 'Accomodating brocolli in a 
cemetary', and Chris Jolly from the Simplified Spelling Society. 

What do you think of the Hard Spell program? 

VC. It's very nice to have spelling on primetime television, and it's nice that they've got the 
right kinds of words (on the American ones, they had the wrong kinds of words!). I'm not 
convinced that it is really a test of spelling, because what they're doing is saying words aloud 
letter by letter. Spelling to me is reading and writing and what you can test is how well they 
can read things and how well they can write things. Just saying words aloud, letter by letter, 
is not really using written language, it is using spoken language. 

Chris Jolly, correct spelling is not the be all and end all in your book so to speak? 

CJ. Oh yes, correct spelling is right. My concern is that we have so many words that are 
irregularly spelt and therefore it makes it more difficult for children to learn to read. It takes 
them longer, and is more likely to lead to failure in learning to read. 

So what do you think should be done? 

CJ. I would like to see some of the words in our language simplified, made easier to learn. 
Particularly I'd like to see letters removed from words where they only serve to confuse. 

You'd like to change the system, wouldn't you? 

CJ. I'd like to change some of the spellings. 



Can you give us some examples? 

CJ. Yes, a word like 'friend', which should be spelt like 'trend' or 'send' or 'bend'. 

So f-r-e-n-d, instead of f-r-i-e-n-d? 

CJ. Correct. 

And would you like that to change in the method of teaching or would you actually like 'friend' 
to be re-spelt for everybody? 

CJ. Re-spelt for everyone. I would say that it should start with adults, that as adults we 
should be prepared to accept the word 'frend' spelt that way. And then that could filter 
through to the teaching. 

Vivian Cook, what do you think about that? 

VC. I've never been convinced about spelling reform, to be honest. One of the snags is that 
it would then have to correspond to a particular accent of English, rather than the variety of 
accents we have been seeing on the program. People do link sounds to their own accent. 

Do they pronounce 'friend' any differently in North Wales than they do in Devon?  

VC. No, but if you took the word 'bath', for instance, in Essex, children would spell it b-a-f 
'barf', because that is the natural pronunciation. 

What does spelling matter? Your book is 'Accomodating brocolli in the cemetary' but if you 
spelt 'broccoli' wrongly, what does it actually matter to the person who is spelling it as long 
as he knows what it means? 

VC. That is quite true. The first stage is thinking about getting the meaning across, in 
spelling that people can understand. The second stage, with spelling, is a bit like manners, a 
social thing; getting things wrong can be a social offence, and show certain things, that 
people are supposed to be less educated and so forth.  

Chris Jolly, do you think we've been barking up the wrong tree, having programs like Hard 
Spell? 

CJ. No it's fine, we all enjoy competitions, and I think the children will enjoy it as well. Correct 
spelling matters, and we're not going to change that. My point is that we could make the 
whole process simpler. 

 

Hed for hights? 
 
7 January 2005. Times Educational Supplement. Letters. 
 
Masha Bell [SSS member] is right that words with irregular spelling make learning to read 
harder (TES, December 17). The mechanism for such a change is likely to follow the pattern 
that changed words like shew and grey to show and gray: that both forms are accepted and 
coexist, with the more regular one slowly becoming the norm.  
 
As adults we need to be willing to accept as alternative forms such spellings as friend/frend, 
they/thay, height/hight, believe/beleve, and head/hed. 
 
Christopher Jolly, Managing director, Jolly Learning Ltd. [SSS member] 

  



8. Ian Martin. 
 
Axel Wijk remembered: The problem of spelling. 
 
The 24th Annual Thailand TESOL International Conference Khon Kaen, Thailand. 
29-31 January, 2004. AUA Thonburi Language Center. 
 
Axel Wijk (1902–1979) was a Swedish linguist who proposed a reform of English 
spelling: Regularized English (1959). His work remains of continuing relevance and 
usefulness especially the light of recent studies such as those on reading by Seymour 
(2001) and spelling by Spencer(2000). Both reveal the learning difficulties children 
experience because of English spelling.  
 
Wijk gave courses on English pronunciation at the University of Stockholm. In these courses 
he paid a great deal of attention to the intricate question of the relationship between spelling 
and pronunciation. His doctoral dissertation was on Henry Machyn, the 16th century London 
diarist. Thanks to a very detailed statistical investigations of Machyn's curious spellings he 
was able to prove that the Diary was not written in the speech of London, Cockney, at all but 
instead in a more or less pure South-East Yorkshire dialect. It was the methods used in 
investigations of this kind that enabled him to devise his spelling reform proposal. 
 
Wijk's interest in spelling reform was sparked by the difficulties that his 6 year old son and 
the son's classmates had in learning to read English. His son attended a public school in 
New York in 1950 at the time Wijk was a lecturer in Swedish at Columbia University. His son 
was taught only 58 different words by the whole word method, without any reference to the 
connection between individual letters and sounds. The rate of progress contrasted with his 7 
year old daughter who, three years later in her first year in Sweden learned 1,900 different 
Swedish words by the phonic method. Wijk's observations of the difficulties children 
experience when learning to read English are borne out by Seymour's conclusions. 
 
Wijk began to investigate spelling reform and the many proposals. He came to reject the 
idea that spelling should be purely phonetic i.e. one symbol for one sound. In his analysis of 
the present written form of English, however, he states the language is far too difficult to 
learn for the great majority of foreigners. For foreign students who generally learn the 
language from books and not so much from hearing it, pronunciation can constitute a major 
difficulty since the confused, irregular spelling offers such poor guidance to its pronunciation. 
There is hardly a letter or a combination of two or three letters in the alphabet that cannot be 
pronounced in two or three different ways, and a good many of them actually have from half 
a dozen to a dozen different pronunciations. Moreover we often find a great many different 
spellings for one and the same sound especially in the case of vowel sounds. Wijk states 
there are 46 different speech sounds (phonemes), 21 vowels and diphthongs and 25 
consonants in British Standard English. He identified 60 symbols that are normally used to 
represent the 21 vowels and diphthong sounds in the written language. The 25 consonant 
sounds are normally represented by 44 symbols. Many of these occur double. All consonant 
symbols can occur as silent letters in some words. If we add up the vowel and consonant 



symbols, we find that apart from the double consonants, the 46 sounds of the spoken 
language are normally represented by 102 symbols in the written language (60 plus 44 
minus 2, since u and y stand for both vowel and consonants sounds, as in: cup, persuade, 
pity, yes.) 
 
Wijk noted that having many varying spellings for one and the same sound is not necessarily 
a defect. It enables the spelling of the large number of homophones which is a feature of 
English. However within this category of irregularity is a large number of anomalous 
spellings. These can be divided into exceptional irregularities, deviations from general rules 
that are only found in one or a few words and certain larger or smaller groups of words which 
all display the same type of deviation with regard to spelling and pronunciation. 
 
The general impression of excessive irregularity in English spelling is very largely due to the 
fact that so many of the irregular words are among the commonest in the language. This 
irregularity obviously makes it difficult to learn to read and write.  
 
Wijk proposed a reformed spelling based on the systematic preservation of all the 
various sound symbols of the present orthography in their regular, i.e. in their most 
frequent usage. 
 
In dealing with the so-called long sounds of the five simple vowels, the greatest problem of 
any would be spelling reformer, Wijk considered with stressed syllables, the present spelling 
offers sufficient guidance as to the pronunciation when supplemented by certain not very 
complicated rules. For pure vowels and diphthongs he restricted each particular symbols to 
denote one sound only and to change the spellings of those words which show deviation 
from this pronunciation into one of the regular spellings for the sound in question. 
 
The various consonantal sounds being a stable element in the English sound system are 
nearly always preserved in Regularized English. 
 
Wijk hoped his reform could be implemented through being taught in the schools. He 
devised a method of teaching it. He also hoped it could be used experimentally in the 
teaching of reading. 
 
Wijk's reform proposal was generally well received but it has shared the fate of all spelling 
reform proposals, lack of interest and the broad change in perception about the non-
phonemic spellings of English: "English orthography, despite its often cited inconsistencies, 
comes remarkably close to being an optimal orthographic system for English" (Noam 
Chomsky and Morris Halle 1968). 
 
In conclusion, mention should be made of the criticism leveled at Wijk by Taylor (1981). The 
main reason for reform, as Wijk argues, is that traditional English spelling makes it difficult , 
for natives and non-natives alike, to learn to read and write, so that English-speaking 
children take 'from one to two years longer' to learn to read and write their language. Taylor 
says there does not appear to be any evidence to support such a proposition. The research 
of Seymour and Spencer tells us otherwise. Both produce evidence of the difficulties of the 



English orthography. Taylor calls for a reform of the teaching of spelling. The use of spelling 
reforms proposals as initial teaching alphabets and dictionary pronunciation guides may well 
be part of such a reform! 
 
References. 
Chomsky, N. and Halle, M., The Sound Pattern of English. 1968. 
Seymour P. How do children learn to read? Is English more difficult than other 

languages? BA Festival of Science Glasgow, 2001. [See Media, Bulletins.] 
Spencer, K. Is English a Dyslexic Language. Dyslexia 2000; Vol. 6, No. 2. 

[See Journal, Newsletter, Media.] 
Taylor, D. English Spelling: A Help Rather Than A Hindrance. English Language Teaching 

35, 3:316–21 (April 1981). 
Wijk, Axel. Regularized English. 1959 and 1977. [See Bulletins.] 
Wijk, Axel. Rules of pronunciation for the English Language. Oxford University Press, 1966. 
 

 
 
The work of Daniel Jones: phonetics, spelling reform and the 
classroom. 
 
Presentation given at the 21st Thailand TESOL International Conference. 
Bangkok 18–20th January 2001. AUA Thonburi. 
 
Daniel Jones was the leading British phonetician in the first half of the twentieth century. He 
developed the concept of Cardinal Vowels, "reference" vowels for phonetic description and 
transcription. 
 
Much of his work still influences phonetics and language teaching today. The term 
'phoneme' is at the heart of phonetics. It was Jones who did much to describe its nature and 
use. Its definition and the question of what is a phoneme has been a source of perhaps the 
biggest disputes in the field of linguistics. However, the value of this notion as claimed by 
Jones works 'well in practical language study'. Indeed his main preoccupations were with 
practical language teaching and the elaboration of transcriptions and orthographies. 
 
This is evident in his book The Pronunciation of English (Jones 1956) and his 
famous English Pronouncing Dictionary (Jones 1967), both aimed at the language learner. 
The dictionary provided a description of Received Pronunciation, the standard British accent, 
which was also useful for those interested in an analysis of the English language. The 
notation used in the dictionary was a modified form of the International Phonetic Alphabet. 
 
By referring to the dictionary the complexities and absurdities of English spelling come to 
light. The 40-odd sounds of English can be spelled in hundreds of ways, and one spelling 
can represent many sounds. Simple words like once, who defy all logic. 
 



The same ending has different spellings in burglar, teacher, actor, glamour, acre, murmur, 
injure, martyr. The same stem varies in high/height, speak/speech, precede/proceed, 
defence/defensive (U.S. defense is consistent). The endings -ant/-ent, -able/-ible switch 
bewilderingly. How can we tell which of afraid/affray, inoculate/innocuous, omit/commit, have 
double consonants? Letters are inserted for no good reason, eg. C in scythe, G in foreign, P 
in receipt, S in island. Foreign words are altered: -ance/-ence are reversed from French 
correspondance/connivence, and Spanish M, RR often become MM, R in 
English incommunicado, guerilla. Several forms compete in loanwords like borshch, lychee, 
popadum, yoghurt. 
 
Much greater mismatch between sound and spelling can be found in the spelling of names 
and place names, many examples of which can be found in the English Pronouncing 
Dictionary. Inconsistency is rife because English has no strategy for ensuring consistency. 
No other language tolerates such alphabetic chaos.  
 
The reform of English spelling was a lifelong interest for Daniel Jones, who was for many 
years actively concerned in the affairs or the Simplified Spelling Society. The society was 
formed in 1908. In 1911 Jones became a committee member. In 1946 he became President 
of the society. 
 
The society decided in 1937 to re-write the book Proposals for a Simplified Spelling of the 
English Language by Ripman and Archer. It was renamed New Spelling (Ripman & Archer 
1948) and was adopted by the society as a proposal for spelling reform. 
 
New Spelling is based on the principle of having one letter for each distinctive sound of 
English using the existing roman alphabet. In order to compensate for the absence of the 
extra letters of the complete 40 or so sounds, a system of digraphs (sequences of two letters 
denoting single sounds) is employed. 
 
An example of New Spelling is as follows: 
We instinktivly shrink from eny chaenj in whot iz familiar and whot kan be mor familyar dhan 
dhe form ov wurdz dhat we hav seen and riten mor tiemz dhan we kan posibly estimate? 
 
Jones considered New Spelling to be a remarkably good solution to the problems of English 
spelling considering the limitations the Simplified Spelling Society imposed upon itself. But 
since his time little progress has been made in implementing spelling reform. 

 
  



9. Isobel Raven 
The Future of Fonics: Spelling and Literacy 
Review. 30 Oct 2005. Trafford Publishing. 
In a pleasantly informal style, The Future of Fonics examines the search for "easy reading" 
in the 20th century and the potential of spelling reform to bring about literacy for all. 
 
About the Book. 
Twice in the last hundred years, reading education in Ontario took radical shifts in method. 
Both shifts were purported to be backed by science. Both methods held out the promise of 
"easy reading". The drudgery of previous methods was to be abandoned, and learning to 
read was to become a simple and enjoyable procedure.  
 
In an engagingly informal style, the writer of The Future of Fonics examines the course of 
reading instruction throughout the century. She zeroes in on Ontario, but schools in the USA, 
New Zealand, Australia, and Great Britain share a similar history in reading education. She 
pays particular attention to the uses of phonics instruction as different philosophies of 
reading education held sway. Isobel Raven comes to the conclusion that in reading and 
writing English, phonics has been weighed and found wanting. All methods have left behind 
a group of students she calls "the struggling average." These students have average ability, 
and are not candidates for special education. They work as hard as their "happy average" 
classmates, but plod miserably in their efforts to acquire literacy. Such children are in great 
danger of becoming part of that 20% of the adult population whose literacy skills are 
inadequate for success in a knowledge based society. 
 
The author purposes that a reform of English spelling will bring literacy into the reach of the 
struggling average. It will also benefit the thousands of people learning English as a foreign 
language. 
 
The Future of Fonics is daring, insightful, and thought-provoking. It is also short. Give it a read. 
 
About the Author. 
A crucial experience tutoring Valdet, an eight-year-old Kosovo refugee, transformed this 
placid retiree into a crusader for spelling reform. Valdet's battles with reading clicked with 
Isobel Raven's long experience as a first-grade teacher. There she had identified a group of 
learners she called "the struggling average." These children of average ability, while not 
candidates for special education, plodded desperately in their efforts to learn to read, unlike 
their "happy average" classmates. 
 
Five years of university study in philosophy and psychology prepared Ms Raven for the 
rigors of researching and writing The Future of Fonics. In later years she taught basic 
literacy skills to adult students. This brought her up against the obstacles English spelling 
throws in the way of mature learners. Her life as a wife and mother kept her in touch with the 
concerns of parents for the education of their children. 
 
Isobel Raven now lives in Toronto, Canada, devoting herself to writing, reading, family and 
friends, and her cat, not necessarily in that order.  

 



10. Zé do Rock wins another prize. 
20 Oct 2005. 
 
the secretary of culture of the citty of munich just calld me to say that i wun the ernst 
hoferichter prize, for travvel litrature. it meens 5000 euro in my acount.  
 
it is my 5th prize — for my 3 books, all ritten in simplifyed spelling. simplifyed spelling isnt as 
bad as so menny members think it is. 
 
my ferst book was calld "fom winde ferfeelt" ("missd by the wind", a pun with "gon with the 
wind"). at gustav kiepenheuer verlag, leipzig. ferst edition bi edition diá, berlin, 1995. 
páperbak piper verlag (something lík 11th edition), münchen. transláted into "brazilish" in 
1998, at LPM, Porto Alegre, with the títel "zé do rock — o erói sem nem um h" — "zé do 
rock — the héro without eny h". 
 
this néds mábe an explanátion: thair was a classical of the brazilian litrature (in the 20s of 
the 20th century) calld "macunaima — o herói sem nenhum caráter" (macunaima — the 
héro without eny caracter), written in a very realistic "brazilian" — not in the speling, but in 
the sintax and vocâbulary. since in brazil the h in "herái" is silent, i took the h off. 
 
thair is an english version too. written in RITE and bits of it in IPI. but now i'm rewríting a part 
of it in HS. the títel in english is EEZY RITER. for the english version thair isnt a publisher 
yet. 
 
the orijinal german version is writen in progresiv ultradoitsh, ie i start with normal german 
speling and befor evry chapter i introdùs a new speling chánj and wrít acordingly. it is an 
acount about mi hichhìking trip around the werld, that took me 13 yérs, thru 117 cuntries and 
gáv me a lot of trubel with robers, polése and wimen. 
 
the second book is cauld "UFO in der küche" (UFO in the kichen), at Gustav Kiepenheuer 
Verlag, Leipzig, 1998. páperbak at piper verlag, münchen. it is an autobiografical síense–
fiction, evrything hapens in the yér 2019 — it was a hard yér for me. 
 
the b¨k is an acount of a ríter hö is kidnapd bi a UFO, for an experiment, and wen he cums 
bak it is the yér 2019. not much chánjd really, exept that éven a líta nvés yérs of study to be 
úsed. evrything is teribly complicáted and nuthing werks. then the writa discovers that there 
is another one of him, who wasnt kidnaped and got 20 years older and famous becaus he 
kidnaped the famous literature critic marshall rauch-rampenliczky (a pun with a very famous 
TV literature critic who has a strong polish accent and makes a very severe impression, 
marcel reich-ranicki). this older version of him lives in prison in great luxury and has even a 
talk show from the prison. 
 
the system used was wunschdeutsch. i asked 20 000 people in my show-readings which 
spelling changes dey woul approve and which dey woul not. wunschdeutsch means super 
literarily "wish-german", ie "favorite german" or "democratic german". whail ultradoitsh is 
nearly fonetic, wunschdeutsch has a bit minus change dan HS. 
 
 
voices da press: 
zé do rock is radically comic, unresponsably silly, anarchically vital — süddeutsche zeitung 
 
dis book has a hell of a spid, but is veri senseless. after you red it, you dont get waisa, but at 
liest you had your fun — the animal watch 
 



an absurd satire dat dus not fir eniding — an aunt af the autor, who wanted to stei 
anonimous 
 
the trid book is called "deutsch gutt sonst geld zuruck" (someding laike "german gud, 
odawais moni bak"). it is an antologie de reale storis, invented storis and esseis. it is written 
in 2 linguas, siegfriedisch e kauderdeutsh. siegfriedisch is a purely germanic german, e den 
you discovre haw dificulte dis is e haw ungerman german is. so meni dings have to bi 
renamed, iven moste food. "zwiebel" (onion) pro example comes da latin "cipolla", so it has 
to bi renamed to "hawling vegetable" (heulgemüse). "tisch" (table) comes da latin "discus" 
(laik inglishe "dish"), so it is renamed "Essbrett" (iet–bord) or "Ritzbrett" (wrait-bord). 
"schreiben" da latino "scribere" bli (becomes) germanik agenn: ritzen. "Taxi" is "Zahlwagen" 
(pay-car)and "Bus" is Vieleleutewagen (Menipoplecar). Iven propa names ar germanized, 
President Clinton bli "Landeshäuptling Kleinzaun" (land-chiftein little-fence (german zaun 
and inglishe town ar relatives)) e Poland is caled "Räuberland" (robberland). your nam wu bi 
"Starke Jul" (Yule being olde germanico can stei as it is, or almost). 
 
hu is uset tu a desente lingua e tu politico corectitee shud no lecte mai buks. i not uni da 
worstis, ma mai stil is no la tipe de lingua dat a pastor wud use. 
 
el otre lingua da buk is kauderdeutsh, dat is exactli la contrar: a totali indeutshizet deutsh, un 
internasionalizet e simplifit deutsh. it a bit plu deutsh dan IPI, dat ik use nau, ma ha la same 
spirit: viva multiculti. 
 
pople ki ha lect it ha sei it was mai beste buk, ma no mucho pople ha lect it. solo lingua 
gagas cud comprend it. ik exagerad la dose. publishet bai kunstmann verlag, münchen, 
2002. 
 
et i scribed dozenas articles pro la mega deutshe jurnales. naturali alu in reformet spelu 
(aldou never IPI — i just scribed unu ma delivad it tu lat).  
 
 
la prizes: 
förderpreis der stadt münchen 1996 
stipendium schloss wiepersdorf 1996 
satirepreis "pfefferbeisser" — schlachthof münchen 2001 
stipendium des märkischen kreises 2002 
ernst hoferichter preis — stadt münchen — 2005 
 
la word "stipendium" translate normali as "scoliship", mas it actuali a pris. 

 
 

11. Lord Simon of Glaisdale. 
 
8 May 2006. The Guardian. Obituary: Lord Simon of Glaisdale, SSS Vice President.  
 
He surprised many in 1981 by his passion for an American-style simplification of the English 
language, replacing "though" with "tho" and replacing all "-ours" with "-ors". Although his 
simplification of language bill was defeated, the battle has recently been accidentally won for 
him with the advent of text messages. 

 

  



 

12. Ken Spencer  
 
Pupils struggle to decode English 
by Biddy Passmore. Times Educational Supplement. May 24 2002. Page 7. 
 
Children have more difficulty learning to read than their counterparts in other countries 
because English spelling is so inconsistent, a new study shows. In a test of the 150 most 
commonly used words in children's writing, only the words "in" and "is" were spelt correctly 
by every pupil. 
 
Just half of the 306 seven to 11-year-olds spelt "their" correctly while one in three got 
"course" right. Many struggled with words like "could", "might" and "too". 
 
The reason for the poor performance according to Ken Spencer of Hull University's Institute 
for Learning, lies with the inconsistent way English is spelt. 
 
He says English pupils are at a disadvantage compared with German and Italian children 
whose languages are spelt more consistently. 
 
German and Italian children can look at a text and work out the words, but English-speaking 
children need help to "decode" it. 
 
On the basis of Dr Spencer's tests, held in an average Hull primary school, he put words into 
three groups. About a third of them, including "and", "the" and "good", were spelt correctly by 
between 90 and 100 per cent of pupils and rated easy. A further third, including "how", "now" 
and "said", were spelt correctly by 80 to 90 per cent of pupils and rated moderate. But a final 
third, misspelt by between 34 and 80 percent of pupils were rated difficult. 
 
Dr Spencer found the relative difficulty of words had less to do with frequency or length than 
with the consistency with which the sounds were represented in writing.  
 
To help children, Dr Spencer has developed "Simpl Inglish", a representation of all 44 
sounds in the English language using the 26 letters of the alphabet, based on the ideal of 
"pin yin" in Chinese. Combined t.o. sounds like "th" have a circle round them; long sounds 
are marked with the circumflex. 
 
Children learn to read using this Inglish, then have the standard form of the words written 
above or below and learn to "bridge" from one system to another. 
 
Dr Spencer has tested the system in one-to-one tuition with primary pupils in Hull who have 
difficulties with reading and said it has achieved remarkable improvement.  



 
His study showed how the difficulty of English spelling opened up a gulf in achievement 
between the more and less able. 
 
Two-thirds of the least able seven-year-olds could spell the easy words correctly, but only 10 
percent got the difficult words right. Two years later the least-able nine-year-olds had 
reached the same level of proficiency on the moderate words as the seven-year-olds had 
reached on the easy words. 
 
Even after three years, the least able 10-year-olds were still having more problems with the 
difficult words than the average seven-year-olds with the easy ones. 
 
There was a picture of a child with the caption: "In a word: does inconsistent spelling put 
English pupils at a disadvantage compared with German children?" 
 

INGLISH MADE SIMPL 
  
There was once a bird who had a very large beak and was all 
black except for his eyes. 
  
(th)(er) woz wons a b(er)d h(oo) had a ver(ee) l(ar)j 
b(ee)k and woz (or)l blak eksept f(or) hiz îz. 
  
HOW THE WORDS WERE RATED 
  
EASY MODERATE DIFFICULT 
  
is, and, the, from, came, when, two, work, could, where, 
good some, your their, through 
 

 
 
[Brackets have been used instead of circles.] 
  



13. Chris Upward 
 
BBC World Service: Megamix programme. 24 September 1990. 
A slightly edited transcription of an interview broadcast. 
 
JM. Now, if you're still grappling with written English, you've had first hand experience of the 
idiosyncratic rules when it comes to spelling our words — words like idiosyncratic for 
instance. Why is there a <y> in the middle, instead of an <i>? And it's not even just the big 
words that have the strange spellings. If you go through the dictionary, you might wonder 
why the word through is spelt <t-h-r-o-u-g-h> when <t-h-r-u> would do just as well, and it 
would be just as clear. Well, there is an organization who think just that. They're called 
the Simplified Spelling Society, and, founded in 1908, they campaign to radically change the 
way we spell the English language. Jonathan Mayo spoke to Chris Upward of the Society, 
and asked if they'd approve of a 'spell-it-how-you-like' free-for-all.  
 
CU. Oh, absolutely not. One of the most important things about writing systems is that 
people should learn to write a language in an accepted way, so that readers are not 
disturbed in any way, not surprised by peculiar spellings. So, we're firmly convinced there do 
have to be firm spelling rules. The trouble with English is that there really aren't too many 
firm spelling rules at the moment, and that's the cause of the greatest difficulty.  
 
JM. Now your Society believes that words should be spelt pretty much as they're 
pronounced, but there is no standard pronunciation for English, and I think of the very many 
English accents there are in this country and around the world. So, how could there be a 
standard spelling? 
 
CU. Well, I don't think it is true any more that most people in the Simplified Spelling Society 
simply say, "The language should be respelt as it is pronounced". There is that very difficulty 
that you have mentioned that there are the different accents round the world, and in addition 
to that one finds that individual people will sometimes pronounce the same word in different 
ways on different occasions. So there is this difficulty of trying to pin down the pronunciation. 
What a lot of people in the Society are now particularly interested in is looking at the way 
English words are spelt today, and asking, well, are these spellings sensible, or do they 
contain certain difficulties that people constantly stumble over? And if you consider a word 
like accommodation, you find that it is written with one <m> instead of two probably more 
often than not. Clearly it is a great difficulty for people to remember that accommodation has 
both two <c>s and two <m>s. And that is a case where it would make life a lot simpler for 
everybody if a word like that could be written with one <c> and one <m> — people would 
never get it wrong again.  
 
JM. Are there any other examples you have of spellings you have you would like to alter?  
 
CU. Yes, well I suppose one of the most notorious of all the features of the English writing 
system is the use of <gh>. With most words with <gh> in, one can simply leave it out. A word 
like daughter could much better be written <d-a-u-t-e-r>, and not with the <gh> at all.  
 



JM. Uniform word-endings would be useful, wouldn't they, for learning to spell English? I'm 
thinking of words like burglar, teacher anddoctor.  
 
CU. Definitely. We do have in fact something like ten different spellings with a vowel letter or 
more than one vowel letter followed by <r> at the ends of words. You've mentioned some 
examples, but there are a lot more, words like glamour with <o-u-r>, martyr with <y-r>, 
injure with <u-r-e>, centre with <r-e>, and there are several more. And they all have to be 
learnt separately.  
 
JM. Could people's names be simplified too? I mean, my name Jonathan escapes, I think, 
but your first name Christopher...  
 
CU. Well, I wouldn't be too sure of that, because I have noticed that there are some people 
whose names are Jonathan who spell it <j-o-n-a-t-h-a-n>, and others spell it <j-o-n-a-t-h-o-
n>. So even with a relatively straightforward spelling of a name like Jonathan, you can't 
always be sure how people write it.  
 
JM. Well, I was thinking, with Christopher, you could lose that first <h>...  
 
CU. Certainly.  
 
JM. ...and the <ph> could become an <f>?  
 
CU. That would be helpful, yes, and the <e-r> at the end could be reduced to just <-r>.  
 
JM. Now, have you had any opposition from English grammar teachers?  
 
CU. Well, occasionally people do object. I had a postcard this morning from somebody who 
said "I hate the whole idea", but I think most people, when they have explained to them the 
reasons why all languages in fact need to adapt their writing systems from time to time, and 
when people have it explained to them just how out of date English spelling is and the 
enormous difficulties it causes, we find that most people say, "Well, that's really a very 
sensible idea".  
 
JM. Time to put you [listeners] on the spot again, I'm afraid: what do you think? Is this a 
sensible idea, now that you've heard the case for simplified spelling? What are the 
difficulties you've had in learning to spell English?  
 

 
  



14. Niall Waldman 
The Atrocity of English Spelling — Author Offers Humorous History 
of Transformation of Spelling System 
21 October 2004. PrimeZone (press release) — United States, Canada. 
 
According to Niall McLeod Waldman, the English language has "the worst alphabetic 
spelling system in the world," which was brought about more by historical events and people 
than the words themselves. In Spelling Dearest: The Down and Dirty, Nitty-Gritty History of 
English Spelling (now available through AuthorHouse), he offers an irreverent, witty 
explanation of what went wrong.  
 
By chronicling the major happenings and minor annoyances that shaped English spelling, he 
shines some light on why nonsensical spelling rules continue to plague many English 
speakers. Spelling Dearest tracks the evolution of English spelling, from its religious 
beginning at the end of the sixth century to the "ungodly mess it's in now," Waldman writes. 
Shocking facts and "dirty little secrets" are revealed as he describes the individuals who 
helped create (or missed the opportunity to fix) the crippled spelling system. Dr. Samuel 
Johnson, Benjamin Franklin, Noah Webster and many others had a hand in shaping 
spelling's "turbulent and traumatic history." 
 
Written in a wildly clever, satirical style, Spelling Dearest adopts the attitude of the "little guy 
fighting back." Waldman weaves quirky personalities, egotistical antics and thorough 
research to present a rare glimpse at "the worst of the worst spelling systems in the world." 
He also poses an interesting question: Could such a complex spelling system be the cause 
of the high number of functional illiterates in the U.S. and Canada? 
 
In these countries, "seventeen to 24 percent of the adult population is functionally illiterate, 
whereas in countries with more phonetic spelling systems, such as Finland and Germany, 
the figures are about half that amount," Waldman writes. "Nothing we've ever done to 
improve our teaching methods ever closes that gap significantly because we're fighting an 
uphill battle with downhill skis. We don't have the correct equipment for the task: an easily 
understandable spelling system." 
 
Light-hearted and entertaining with a serious core, Spelling Dearest ignited spirited debate 
from expert panelists and educated listeners during a recently aired CBC radio program. 
 
Waldman, born and educated in Glasgow, Scotland, immigrated to North America in 1974. 
Ten years of research and his lengthy association with groups such as the American 
Literacy Council and Simplified Spelling Society led him to publish Spelling Dearest. He also 
created the pen-and-ink illustrations in the book, which provide a visual representation of the 
key characters involved in the history.  
 

 

  



How do you spell that? 
10 December 2004. The Times-Picayune, New Orleans. 
 
The English language is a spell-checker's worst nightmare. Angus Lind. 
 
To the surprize of absolootely no one, we have evolved into a nashun of pore spellers. 
 
And maybe the teachers, the students and computer spell-checkers aren't entirely to blame. 
 
Because when Niall Waldman's son asked him a good question about his spelling test, Pops 
was caught off guard. 
 
"Dad," he asked, "why when we add 's' to the words 'baby' and 'lady' do we change the y's to 
ie's, yet last week when we added -ing to the words 'die' and 'tie,' we changed the ie's to y's 
first?" 
 
Waldman, an active member of the American Literary Council and the Simplified Spelling 
Society, didn't have a clue. 
 
So he embarked on a lengthy research project to find some sort of answer to this question 
and others about the English language, which he believes has "the worst alphabetic spelling 
system in the world." 
 
"Spelling Dearest: The Down and Dirty Nitty-Gritty History of English Spelling" (What the 
Dickens Press) is the result. It's an informative, free-flow, humorous and historic look at how 
we screwed up so badly for so many years, the result being this annoying, nonsensical 
hodgepodge of a spelling system. 
 
There are so many people responsible for what we're stuck with today and so much history 
involved, it would be difficult to blame any one person or any one era. You can go back to 
Olde English and blame the monks who were the scribes, you can blame regional spellings 
and traditional spellings and you can blame the typesetters and printers. 
 
What we now spell "heaven" was, back then, heofon, heofen, and heofne. "Evil" was yfle, 
yfel and yfele. "Forgive" was forgif, forgef and forgeaf. 
 
You can even blame the Renaissance period, when literally thousands of words from many 
different languages became part of the English language. 
 
But no one, said Waldman, ever stuck to "the crazy old notion that spelling should represent 
the actual sound of words." 
 



We're spinning along fast now, but Waldman believes the guy who had a chance to change 
things and totally blew it was a British schoolmaster named Edmund Coote.  
 
You can't make up names like that. 
 
In 1596, Coote published the first comprehensive English spelling book. It was the perfect 
opportunity, according to Waldman, because of "a spelling system in turmoil and an 
educated public ready for change." But instead of coming up with a terse, simplified system 
of his own by picking the best of the many spellings that were in use at the time, he dropped 
the ball. 
 
"He picked his spellings, to a noticeable extent," said Waldman, "from the variants most 
frequently in print." Here's how it shook out:  
 
For the seasoning, time, tyme, thime and thyme were in use. Coote chose thyme.  
 
Roge, roag, roage and rogue were in use for scoundrel. He chose rogue. 
 
Monark, monarke, monarck and monarch were out there for the ruler. He chose monarch.  
 
Coote could have righted the ship but he sunk it, says Waldman. "He was dead against the 
wholesale simplification of spelling. He thought it was too unlike the spelling they had back 
then. He can say that again. Simplified spelling is good, it works, it's easy to learn and it's 
sensible — that's nothing like the spelling system that existed then." 
 
Consequently, we now have a never-ending list of things that make spelling difficult for our 
increasingly spelling-challenged children. A few he cites: 
 
Too many words that sound the same but are spelled differently, such as rain, rein and reign 
or poor, pour and pore. More than our share of words that sound different but are spelled the 
same, such as tear (eye fluid) and tear (to rip apart).  
 
Then there are what he calls "nuisance spellings" such as colonel, queue and choir. 
 
There are also too many silent consonants, like the "l" in walk and the t in mortgage, too 
many double letters like the "p" in sapphire and the double-"u" in vacuum. Then there are the 
different spellings for sounds. The "sh" sound, he points out, has 19 spellings, including "ss" 
in issue, "sc" in crescendo, "ch" in chute, "ce" in ocean and a single "t" in negotiate. 
 
Coote's concern with simplified spelling, he believes, had little to do with spelling, but more 
to do with reading. He worried that the kids who learned simplified spelling at school would 
have a tough time reading the literature already in print. 



 
Faulty logic, says Waldman, a Scot who lives in Ontario. All Coote did was perpetuate a 
complex spelling system. 
 
Samuel Johnson and Noah Webster also had a shot at changing things. But in Dr. Johnson's 
dictionary he listed hark yet hearken, high yet height, rough yet ruffian, four yet forty and 
speak yet speech. Webster made some mild improvements, if you want to call them that, 
over preferred British spellings. Axe was shortened to ax, colour to color, flavour to flavor, 
plough to plow. 
 
Webster, says Waldman, was not much of a reformer. If we ever give it another shot, we 
should do something really worthwhile. 
 
"Because with all due respect, I don't consider American spelling to be worthwhile," he said. 
"I think it's a step up from the British spelling, but then so is hieroglyphics. The truth is, 
American spelling is not much different than its British counterpart, so it was hardly worth the 
effort to change it." 
 
This is all pretty depressing. But now you've got more excuses for being a bad speller. 
 

 
 

15. Professor John Wells 
The Sunday Times - Britain. December 5, 2004.  
 
Focus: It's tough, it's cool, its ... spelling 
 
Professor John Wells, SSS president "Our spelling comes from a variety of etymological 
roots, sheer cussedness and sad accidents of history."  
 
The word scissors, for example, started out as sisoures and moved through sisours, sycers 
and other forms before ending up where it is today. Somehow a "c" (s)nipped in near the 
beginning. Even Shakespeare's name has had different spellings at different times, from 
Shakspere to Shaxberd.  
 
The result is a complicated system in which the same letter can have different sounds, while 
same-sounding words can have different meanings."

 
  



Simplified Spelling Society AGM 2004 
 
Professor John Wells, SSS President. 
 

Thank you for inviting me to speak at this AGM. As you may know, I have only just returned 
from China. Forty-eight hours ago I was on a domestic flight between Shanghai and Beijing. 
So if I appear incoherent or suddenly fall asleep you will know why, and will I hope 
understand. 

 

China is a country with a language whose writing system has been the subject not only of 
great pride but also of considerable controversy. As you know, it is an ideographic (or better: 
logographic) system, where each written character represents a word or word element 
without any direct relation to the sounds that correspond to it. This gives it the advantage 
that the same writing system serves for some very disparate dialects, indeed different 
spoken languages. In fact people from the south, speakers of Cantonese, and speakers of 
the majority form, Mandarin (putonghua), cannot understand one another when speaking, 
though they can communicate without difficulty when using the written language. Defenders 
of traditional spelling of English may appeal to this fact when arguing for the retention of our 
arbitrary and illogical system. We have to tell such people of the downside: Chinese people 
have to learn by rote several thousand characters just to achieve basic literacy, and this is a 
real brake on popular education. The People's Republic has in fact adopted a number of 
simplified characters for words of high frequency, so reducing somewhat the burden on 
learners and users; but in Taiwan and I think in Singapore these simplified characters are 
not accepted, so the consequence of reform is loss of unity - a potential danger I think we 
who advocate the reform of English spelling must also be aware of. 

 

A more radical proposal was that of replacing the traditional Chinese script by the 
romanization known as Pinyin. This uses the ordinary Latin alphabet to represent Chinese. It 
includes certain special uses of digraphs (such as zh) and special values for letters (such as 
q), which can mislead those who have not studied the system. In its ordinary form it does not 
include tone marks, though there is also a more elaborate form that adds vowel diacritics to 
show tone. Pinyin is regularly used in the official romanization of proper names, including 
place names. (That is why we now call Peking Beijing.) Coins and banknotes and various 
public displays make use of pinyin alongside Chinese characters. But after an initial period of 
enthusiasm the Chinese government has quietly buried the idea of entirely dropping the 
traditional script in favour of pinyin. So there has not been the political will to push through a 
sensible orthographic reform against the opposition of traditionalists committed to the status 
quo. (This may sound familiar to members of the SSS.) 

 

The main reason for my visit to China, apart from delivering one or two university lectures, 
was to act as one of the judges for an English public speaking contest organized by the 
English-language newspaper China Daily. This was a high-profile event, a national final with 
some 33 participants, students each representing a different university. The top seven 
contestants won a free trip to an English-speaking country, and the first-place winner gets to 



participate in the international contest to be held in London by the English-Speaking Union 
next month. There was an audience of over a thousand, and the standard was remarkably 
high.  

 

Nevertheless the contestants made quite a few outright linguistic errors. Some of these can 
be blamed on our crazy spelling system, as when one contestant told us of a problem that 
had "arisen" (pronounced with the same vowels as in "arise"). An entirely understandable 
error, you might think, though not one that a native speaker would make. Those who argue 
for a morphemically-based spelling for English, as does Chris Jolly's fellow discussant in his 
recent Radio 4 broadcast, ought to ponder whether the idea is as valid as they tend to claim. 
Personally, I'd be in favour of a single z in arise and double zz in arisen, wouldn't you? 

 

Another source of error was stress and intonation, something that neither our traditional 
writing system nor the Society's proposals reflect adequately. Many contestants used mis-
stressings such as question máster (for quéstion master), as well as repeatedly failing to 
exploit intonation in the way native speakers do in order to signal pragmatic focus (the 
difference between for example I don't eat meat and I don't eat meat). 

 

To return to our own affairs: Steven Pinker, in his excellent recent book The Blank Slate, 
discusses the different social and political attitudes of what he calls the Tragic Vision of 
humanity on the one hand and the Utopian Vision on the other. In the tragic vision, human 
imperfection is taken as a given: there is no point in trying to change things, since 
humankind's innate perverseness and inadequacy means that any change is likely to have 
unintended consequences which render the last state worse than the first. The utopian 
vision, in contrast, regards humankind as perfectible, and reforms as necessary for progress. 
I don't want to develop this topic at this point, but I reflected that this places the Society 
firmly in the utopian camp, since we are committed to the view that illogical and inefficient 
setups - such as our traditional spelling system - can and should be changed. All will benefit, 
but who will take the first step to overcome the inertia that ties us to the current state of 
affairs? 

 

We know that reforms can work, and work well. We have seen a recent case in London, in 
the matter of the congestion charge. London's traffic was in a mess. Not only were all road 
users disadvantaged by constant traffic jams and consequent delays. but so was everyone 
else by the resultant pollution and cost. National politicians did not dare support what they 
saw as a policy for which public backing was iffy. Ken Livingstone had the drive and 
determination to push the reform through, imposing the daily congestion charge of £5 on 
every motorist who drives a car in central London. By general agreement, the results have 
been spectacular. Traffic levels have fallen dramatically, the buses can run freely, the air is 
less polluted, London is a better place to live and work in. So all credit to Ken Livingstone. 
He took what was clearly a good idea, and made it work despite the opposition of vested 
interests and tragic-vision traditionalists. Who will do the same for English spelling? 

  



16. Valerie Yule. 
Spells trouble: Valerie Yule says the English language itself is to 
blame for poor spellers. Spelling out the simpler way to go. 
12 September 2005. Monash Journal, Australia. Cameron Lucadou-Wells. 
 
Spelling problems could be cleared up for all time if we followed one simple rule, according 
to author Valerie Yule. 
 
In her book The Book of Spells and Misspells, Dr Yule says 'spelling demons' in the English 
language result from too many letters we don't need. She suggests an international English 
spelling that would drop the silent 'i' from friend, so it would be spelt frend, or 
replace bomb with bom. 
 
The streamlined spelling rules would help all people who use English, including those 
adopting it as a second language, she said. 
 
Dr Yule, a researcher and literacy teacher, hopes her book will also give people a laugh 
about spelling. "It's the spelling that has something silly about it, not the speller." 
 
The confounding exceptions to spelling rules were made by scholars to make reading 
exclusive rather than a general pleasure, she said. 
 
A good speller herself, Dr Yule said said it was a shock to find other people couldn't spell 
and to see what a handicap it was. When visiting Korea, she also got a surprise to see how 
quickly children learned to spell their native language compared to Australians. A third of the 
Australian syllabus was devoted to spelling in Victorian times, which is a fair bit of time ago. 
"Now we just try to avoid spelling." 
 
The Book of Spells & Misspells is available at ABC shops, and Dymocks. 

 
Bookshelf with Carol Davies. 
1 September 2005. Eastbourne Herald. 
 
THE BOOK OF SPELLS & MISSPELLS. Valerie Yule. Book Guild £8.95. 
School examination results have been in the headlines recently. Some question whether the 
A-level standard is as high as it was in the past, but whatever we feel on the subject there is 
not getting away from the fact that literacy is important for those who want to make their 
mark in the world. Most funny books about spelling laugh at people who cannot spell. This 
book laughs at the spelling. there are so many inconsistencies in the English language. It 
reveals that primary teachers at an in-service course on spelling averaged only 14.8 correct. 
Some 30 psychologists at an international conference on dyslexia fared worse. The only 
word they could all spell was psychology. The author writes, 'Today the English language 
belongs to the world, not just to the English. It cannot be owned by the small elite who 
sorrow over those who cannot spell accommodation or broccoli.' 

 
  



Pronunciation Guides in Children's Dictionaries. 
 
*Paper for presentation to the Australian Style conference. 16 October 2005. 
 
My fields of study as a psychologist are literacy and imagination. Dictionaries are fascinating 
on both accounts. 
 
How can learners find out from dictionaries how to pronounce new vocabulary they find in 
reading? Migrants to our shores include many who can speak English but cannot read it, but 
also others who can read and write English well — yet cannot speak it. Voice technologies 
can help out, but a book dictionary is always handy. Pronunciation keys for adults can use 
the International Phonetic Alphabet and other sophisticated guides, but these are too hard 
for children and for most migrants still learning English. 
 
In the 1980s I looked at forty children's dictionaries and word-books and found out that only 
four gave any help about how to pronounce the most tricky words, and only two gave a 
pronunciation key for all words. No wonder children often dared not use their full vocabulary 
because they could be laughed at. (Yule, 1989) 
 
Now I have updated this study, 25 years on. I have looked at 36 dictionaries and word books 
currently on the market for children and schools. [TABLE 1.] Half of them still give no guide 
at all, especially those for younger children. I suppose it is assumed that adults will read the 
words to them. Of the remaining half, 8 dictionaries sometimes give a guide to pronunciation, 
3 often do and only 7 always do. That is, the advantage is given to the lucky children who 
are already most adept in English. 
 
The eleven 'Occasional' guides differ widely in the words that they select as needing an aid. 
Usually they give no clue to the most common irregular words, such as who, was, are, so 
again the advantage is for English-speaking children who are already fairly literate and leave 
out beginners and learners of English language. 
 
This table [TABLE 2] shows four major types of pronunciation guide provided for children. It 
also shows, on the left, the guide used in theConcise Oxford Dictionary, 1934, and on the 
right, a suggestion to consider for children in the future. I used the old Concise Dictionary for 
adults, because its guide is simple and looks most like ordinary spelling. It has a few extra 
clues, that I can't show very well here because they are not all on my keyboard — its use of 
the clues is not altogether satisfactory, but you might say fair enough. 
 
Four school dictionaries illustrate different approaches to representing pronunciation for 
children — the Macquarie Junior, Heinemann Lower Primary, Macmillan Primary and 
the Jolly Dictionary. It is striking how they diverge in how they represent the spoken word. 
Which are the most helpful for learners? 
 
I have looked at five aspects — How to show stress in a word, Unexpected initial letters, 
Speech sounds that English spelling does not discriminate, Dialect issues, and long vowels. 
 



The first issue is, How to show stress in a word. Showing where the stress goes in a word is 
important, because children can feel laughed at when they get it wrong. Melanncoly 
and elly–jibble. — ha ha. 
 
There are five ways that dictionaries commonly show stress placement in words – bold print, 
underlining, macrons, apostrophes or stops after the stressed syllable. Heavy macron 
diacritics and even more, apostrophes or stops, disrupt the visual line of the word and are 
more difficult for children to use than bold or underlined syllables. Macquarie 
Dictionary underlines the stressed syllable, the other three children's dictionaries use bold 
type. Underlining is easy to copy in handwriting. Bold print is probably least disruptive of the 
visual line of the word; it is intuitively understood, and it lessens the difference in appearance 
between the pronunciation guide and real spelling. 
 
But some of the ways used to make clear the stress in a word can make a pronunciation 
guide look very unlike the spelling that the children must learn to write themselves. Two 
problem issues are how to represent syllables, and the obscure unstressed vowel schwa, in 
IPA the upside-down e. 
 
Syllables. Where should syllables be cut in showing where the stress goes? Curiously, 
dictionaries often differ in what is a syllable in a word. For example, should it be tem-pru-
cher or temp-ruh-chur, rest-a-ron or res-tuh-ront? For the sake of children's understanding of 
the linguistic structure of words, I would hope that pronunciation guides would segment 
words by their morphemes - into the segments of meaning. 
 
We know that longer words are harder for children to read and spell. Cutting words into 
syllables may try to make them easier to tackle. In my youth, children's comics like Tiger 
Tim never worried about using long words. They just split them up with hyphens and then 
the little bits were easy. So children who might still be stuck at school in their Year 2 reading 
book, out of class could be enjoying de-tect-ive stories with brill-iant hero-ic char-act-ers hav-
ing a-maz-ing ad-vent-ures. Educators heaped scorn on this practice, but I have never seen 
any research that justified the scorn. 
 
Three of the four dictionaries also split up the longer words with hyphens. Why do I feel less 
happy about this than I did about Tiger Tim? One reason is that Tiger Tim's hyphens aimed 
to make it easier to read words silently for meaning. But do hyphens make it easier to speak 
the words aloud smoothly? I understand that there has not yet been comparative research to 
find out whether children find easier pronunciation guides that are chopped up with hyphens, 
or the Jolly Dictionary which uses no hyphens at all, and relies on the bold print that marks 
the stressed syllable to make visible a sort of segmentation, while the word itself remains 
whole and neat-looking. It may be that the more letters used in the pronunciation guide, 
making it longer, the more that children will need hyphens to read the syllables, 
and Jolly's guide uses fewer letters, — although when it does have a really long word, how 
do children cope with a pronunciation like exclemaishen? 
 
All the dictionaries represent the slurred syllables in one way or another, but some of their 
representations of the slurred vowel, the schwa, are more labored than in the casually 
spoken word. It is hard not to pronounce the guide fuh-roh-shus as fuh-roh-shus, despite the 
underlining of the roh, or temp-ruh-chuh as temp-ruh-chuh despite the bold print for temp. 



Heinemann Lower Primary may be more help to a child to pronounce ak-tew-el so that it 
sounds like actual than Macmillan Primary with ak-choo-uhl. 
 
Three of the children's dictionaries represent the unstressed syllable in a word with up to five 
letters, which can make quite a business of them. d-u-h-n-t for the final syllable 
in accident — is that really necessary? The word bicentenary has 11 letters but the 
pronunciation guide in Macquarie Junior takes 20 characters — nearly twice as long buy-
suhn-teen-uh-ree! The Jolly Dictionary takes the simple approach of bold letters for the first 
letters of a stressed syllable, then following with spellings resembling conventional spelling, 
as in temperecher. When spoken with the stress on the bold letters, the slurring follows 
naturally — temperecher becomes temprecher, and acsident becomes acsident.  
 
The Jolly Dictionary simplifies further by representing most slurred vowels with a different 
shape of e, a single character, which may make for less labored pronunciation, and also has 
the effect of making the guide look more like a normally spelled word. I think this approach 
could be tested as to whether it might be the most effective as an aid for children — to be as 
visually concise and as close to the conventional spelling as possible — that is, rely on bold 
print to show the stressed syllable, and for the rest, give the closest possible approximation 
to the lexical form of the word as in the example of acsident rather than ak-suh-dunt. 
 
The second question is — How can learners find the words in a dictionary when the initial 
letters are not the same as the initial sound? — for example, knock? Macmillan 
Primary provides a handy table that sets out misleading initial letters and letter pairs. (For 
your information, by the way, the list is incomplete — most alphabet letters can be 
misleading in initial place, and nearly two thirds could be solved if spelling simply dropped 
the misleading initial letters when they are really surplus as in ghost, guess, who, gnaw, 
knight, rhinoceros, write, scheme and who. 
 
Moseley's Aurally Coded Dictionary solves the problem by categorising words according to 
vowel sounds, and then setting them out alphabetically on each list, which is easy to scan 
down — but this is a specialised spelling dictionary, which does not include definitions. 
 
Third question. How to show English speech sounds that English spelling does not 
discriminate. English spelling uses th for both this and thing, and has no distinctive spelling 
for the sound as in put, book and wolf. 
 
Some dictionaries simply ignore these differences. Others make distinctions such as dh as 
in this and th as in thin, oo as in book and ooh as inboot. The Jolly Dictionary uses thinner 
and thicker letter-shapes for th - th is thick as in thair, and thin as in thin. Strong OO as 
in boot is larger, weak oo as in book is smaller. These are intuitively easy to understand, but 
are not easy to copy or to type on a standard keyboard. However, this may be the most 
helpful way to distinguish these pronunciations in a dictionary, and again, it keeps the 
dictionary guide looking similar to the real spelling. 
 
Fourth — differences in dialect. What about English pronunciation guides internationally and 
in multicultural societies like ours, which has such a wide range of accents on the street? For 
children and English learners pronunciation guides have not so much a descriptive function 
as prescriptive — a guide to how they can speak the words and be understood by the 



community around them, and how, hearing the words or seeing them in print, they can find 
them in the dictionary with how to speak them.  
 
Well, in fact, pronunciation keys in dictionaries show how little dialects and accents really 
matter when it comes to spelling — and hence, it should follow, to spelling reform, where this 
is always raised as a reason why improvement is impossible. Spelling is a standardised 
convention, like a line-sketch, and people then pronounce it in their own dialect like their own 
individual photograph — you could say an audio-sketch, contrasted with an audiograph. 
There are no problems in the spelling dog regardless of whether it is pronounced 
like dog/dawg/ or daag according to individual accents. The pronunciation differences that do 
occur between English dictionaries and Australian are in fact trivial. [1] A general sort of 
broadband works. And this will apply in designing spelling improvement too. 
 
The fifth and last important issue concerns the so-called long vowels A E I O U. They are the 
biggest problem in English spelling — as well as for any attempts to make it more user-
frendly. Long vowels have the greatest number of different ways to spell them. The 
children's dictionary guides may spell them in some of the more unusual ways — for 
example, uy oh ooh. 
 
The Jolly Dictionary uses ligatured letters, ai, ee, ie, oa, ue, which make the spellings look 
shorter, though I gather there has been no research on whether this tactic is worth the 
trouble. The patterns, ai, ee, ie, oe, ue, are common in real spelling, and so can make the 
pronunciation guides look more familiar — less strange than as in, say, meg-uh-luh-may-
nee-uh. It can still look rather odd with — for example mechooer, andoaaisis, even though 
that one resembles the real spelling better than oh-ay-sus. 
 
I would like experiments that simply placed a grav accent as diacritic over long vowels — 
that is, the same letters as for short vowels, a e i o u, but with accents over them. This would 
achieve two things — align A E I O U with the short vowels a e i o u that they so often toggle 
with in words like nàtion, national, fìnìte and infinite, and so help to visually clarify their 
meaning and relationships. It would also be concise, unlike tthe present common clumsy 2–3 
letter representations in dictionary guides. This tactic has seemed to work well in informal 
trial of pieces of text, but more experiment is needed to see how intuitive and easy such a 
marking would be for children.  
 
Conclusion. 
How useful to different categories of learners, including English-language learners, are the 
different ways to represent speech sounds in children's dictionaries? Research is needed if it 
does not exist — I have not found it.  
 
But some things can be said.  
 
First. The pronunciation guides of most children's dictionaries cater more for the advantaged 
children in what they assume learners already know, and so what they leave out. How can 
they be made most helpful to those who need them most — the educationally disadvantaged 
children with small vocabularies and poor reading skills, and the non-native learners of 
English language (EFL) — who now number more than its native speakers. 
 



The Jolly Dictionary may be the way to go — trying to make the pronunciation guide look 
as close to present English spelling as possible. But how useful are its special characters 
which are simply like different fonts of the same letters, and are ligatured letters worth the 
bother? Its phonemic pronunciation guide looks so like present spelling patterns — does that 
promote literacy or make it likely for users to confuse the two, and start spelling 
phonemically themselves? 
 
Secondly, looking to the future. There are many signs that informal spelling practices are 
changing rapidly, and also that Anglo-American literacy crises are by no means solved, and 
spelling difficulties are proven to be implicated. 
 
Many spelling reformers have thought that the ideal way to begin spelling reform would be 
as a dictionary pronunciation key, because it is completely phonemic. Children's dictionaries 
in many other modern countries need no pronunciation guides for vocabulary because their 
spelling is consistent. Nevertheless this is not so simple for designing more user-friendly 
English spelling for the English language. You can see from the examples I have given that 
existing pronunciation keys for children's dictionaries would be clearly impossible candidates 
as spelling reform — theJolly Dictionary perhaps comes closest. 
 
A dictionary pronunciation key might represent the first level of a spelling reform — the 
alphabetic principle of letters representing sounds, — but there are good psycholinguistic 
reasons why this would be inadequate as a full reform. It is a practical necessity that any 
English spelling improvement must maintain the general appearance of present print. It must 
take into account the special features of the English language, and it must better match the 
needs and abilities of readers, spellers and learners. That is, primarily, it must facilitate 
reading and writing by eye as well as by ear, and reading for meaning as well as 
representing the spoken language. This means a visual appearance for print that can show 
word relationships, word structure and grammar. 
 
There are many reasons, including commercial, why it is in the interests of dictionaries to 
seek to promote spelling improvement that would promote wider literacy by reducing its 
difficulties. What an increasing demand for dictionaries there could then be, from the wide 
swathe of populations world-wide that currently cannot read well enough to use one. 
 
[1] Only Moseley's aurally coded spelling dictionary does have to take account of dialect 
because it categories spelling according to their pronunciation. It gets round this by placing 
words twice, with markers to show the Scottish pronunciations. 
 
Pronunciation Guides in 25 Dictionaries and 11 Word Books for children and schools. 
September 2005. 
None N 7 Sometimes N 8 Usually N 3 Always or mostly N 7 
Collins Australian D. 
Collins first school D. 
2005 
Kingfisher First D. 
Ladybird pocket D. 
Ladybird Read it 
yourself school D. 

Collins Australian 
Ringbook D. 2003 
Collins Shorter School 
D. 
Macmillan Australian 
Primary D. 2005 
Macquarie Junior D. 

McGraw-Hill Junior 
School D. (Singapore) 
1974 
Oxford Basic School D. 
Oxford My First 
Australian D. & 
Thesaurus 

Heinemann Lower 
Primary D. 2003 
Heinemann Primary D 
2004 
Jolly D. 2003 
Learning Development 
AidsMoseley: Aurally 



Oxford Very First D. 
Times Chambers First 
Learners D. 1999 
 
Eleven Word Books for 
children 

1992 
Oxford Junior D. 7+ 
Oxford Australian 
Primary D. 2002 
Oxford Children's D. 
2003 
Penguin Pocket English 
D. 2004 

Coded English Spelling 
D. No date. 
Macmillan Australian 
School D. 
Macquarie Budget D. 
2004 (IPA) 
Oxford My first 
Australian D. 2004 

 
Examples of Pronunciation Guides in dictionaries for children & schools 
(omitting IPA International Phonetic Alphabet). 
Concise Oxford 1934 
(adapted to keyboard) 

Macquarie 
junior 

Heinemann 
Lower Primary 

Macmillan 
Primary 

Jolly* Suggested 

a.cident (-ks) ak-suh-duhnt ak-sa-dent ak-suh-duhnt acsident acsident 
a.ctual - ak-tew-el ak-chooh-uhl acchooel actùal 
age - ayj - aij àj 
a.ny (e -) en-ee en-ee en-ee enee eni 
cê.remony - se-ra-mo-nee se-ruh-muh-nee seremenee seremoni 

chauffeur shôfer. sho-fuh or 
sho-fer sho-fa not in not in sho-fer 

Fe.bruary feb-yoo-uh-
ree - 

feb-rooh-oh-ree 
or feb-yooh-uh-
ree 

febrooeree februari 

ferö.cious fuh-roh-
shuhs not in - feroashes fer-o-shus 

occa.sion (äzhn) - o-kay-zhon uh-kay-zhuhn ecaizhen o-cà-zhon 
occur. (-rr-) - o-ker - not in ocur 
phy.sical (f) - fiz-i-kul fiz-i-kuhl fizicel fizical 

psycho.logy (s) suy-kol-uh-
jee not in not in not in sìcoloji 

re.staurant (-or) res-tuh-ront rest-a-ront res-tuh-ront resteront restaront 
scare - skair - sceer scair 

te.mperature (tsher,-tür-) temp-ruh-
chuh tem-pru-cher tempruh-chuh temperecher tempratùr 

their (dhär) - thair - theer thair 
va.cuum vak-yoohm vak-yoohm vak-yoohm vacuem vacùm 
varî.ety - - - not in varìeti 

vâr.ïîêgated vair-ree-uh-
gayt-uhd va-rye-a-ted vuh-ruy-uh-ted - vairigàted 

 
* Not shown: 1. Ligatures for ai ah ar aw ee er ieng oa oo oi or ou ue qu ch sh th zh. 
2. Special characters distinguishing a a and e e. 
3. two sizes for oo OO and th th 

 
  



A Wave of Spelling. Valerie Yule. 
22 December 2004. Australian Style. 
 
(The cartoon illustration is of a graffiti wall with scrawls — teechers ar stoopid, no mor rulz, 
skool stincks — and the title a misspelt youth.) 
 
Following the phenomenal success of Lynne Truss' funny book on punctuation, Eats, Shoots 
and Leaves, the next linguistic topic that is no longer a no-no for general publishing is 
spelling.  
 
A whole cavalcade of books on spelling have been published recently:  

• linguist Vivian Cook's entertaining miscellany, Accomodating Brocolli in the 
Cemetary;  

• Masha Bell's Understanding English Spelling, a readable and thorough account plus 
148 exhaustive pages of analyses;  

• Niall Waldman's Spelling Dearest: The Down and Dirty, Nitty-Gritty History of English 
Spelling, with its relentless detail, a superb caricature of the major historical 
personality in each chapter and a title intentionally resonant of Joan Crawford's ironic 
Mommy Dearest;  

• and the new edition of the Bloomsbury English Dictionary, now including the 1,000 
words which cause most spelling problems and slip-ups.  

• There is still room for another funny book that explores even further. Look out for The 
Book of Spells and Misspells, 2005. 

 
As an example of these riches, what can we can learn from Vivian Cook's new little 
bestseller (bestspeller) with its cover showing a broccoli in a symbolic graveyard of spelling? 
Certainly the content fully answers its subtitle — 'Why can't anybody spell?' Most readers will 
never be able to spell broccoli, accommodating or cemetery correctly again. Its hilarious 
collection of current practices and past history shows that, for the average adult, English 
spelling is in an even worse mess than might be imagined, that the system is somewhere 
under an immense mass of brambles needing to be cleared up, and that English spelling is 
not necessarily petrified, it has changed and is changing. People who can only remember 
bits of the classic alphabet A for Orses, B for Mutton will be glad to have the whole of it, 
although a list of tongue-twisters does not include the deadliest — 'Slowly by the stern the 
sinking steamer sank.' And to rub it in that not many people can spell, there are 23 pages of 
rueful jokes about spelling mistakes. 
 
Professor Cook tries to be even-handed about spelling. On the one hand he admires its 'rich 
and fertile creation', deploring disastrous attempts to meddle with it in the past, and giving 
the mistaken impression that Noam Chomksy would oppose change. On the other he admits 
that 'English spelling is fiendish' and 'probably only one in a hundred people have truly 
mastered it.' 'Thankfully, English lends itself to innovation.' For some spelling mistakes, the 
writers may need help, 'or the spelling system itself may need modifying'. Spelling is not to 
be seen as 'carved on tablets of stone', but 'we should try to understand and develop this 
amazing resource.'  
 
Wider interest in issues of spelling and literacy are evident in various quarters of the English-
speaking world. In America the National Spelling Bee has had a boom revival, as evidenced 
by the popularity of the film documentary, Spellbound. The Great British Spelling Test on 
British ITV 1 on October 20 had 5.27 million viewers — 23.1% market share. This is to be 
followed by two television Spelling Bees and a BBC game show called Hard Spell, hunting 
for the nation's top speller. In Australia, the national competition Ozspell was televised last 
year. 
 



I hope that this media attention will allow public discussion and academic research to turn to 
how English spelling can be developed without further uncoordinated chaos. Meanwhile, 
cross-cultural research demonstrates that English spelling really does handicap English-
language literacy and access to the printed word. Books are still superior to the Internet as a 
medium for connected thought, yet borrowing from British libraries has declined by a third in 
the past eight years and is still falling. 
 
Accomodating Brocolli in the Cemetary. London: Profile Books, 2004. ISBN 1-86197-623-2. 
Understanding English Spelling. Cambridge: Pegusus Educational, 2004.  
ISBN 1-903490-12-X. 
Spelling Dearest : The Down and Dirty, Nitty-Gritty History of English Spelling, 2004. ISBN 

Electronic Book 1418459062, Paperback 1418453307. 
 

 
SPELLS AND MISSPELLS 
by Valerie Yule [SSS member]. The Book Guild  
10 July 2005. Book review. The online monthly journal www.bonzer.org.au 
 
When Valerie sent me her book for review I made the mistake of glancing at the blurb, the 
contents, the bibliography and Valerie's nice pic and then starting at page one and beginning 
to read it, as if it were a novel. 
 
I soon found myself bogged down in detail, facts and figures about the way the English 
language is used and misused and then began to realise that I had a reference book in my 
hands. So I re-checked the contents and selected those chapters that initially appealed to 
me. 
 
Like Chapter 3, the Sealed Sexion (always read the naughty bits first). This is where Valerie 
gets into her stride and launches into an exposé of the idiosyncrasies of spelling. Fortunately 
she has a wicked sense of humour and whereas you and I were probably taught grammar 
and spelling at school in a dry-as-dust manner and presented with constructions as if they 
were holy writ, Valerie explodes across the page like a fire-cracker. The way we spell is not 
set in concrete. 
 
Yet no-one ever told us that it was possible to change the way we spell words. As she says, 
English is about the only language in the world that has not made some major or minor 
reform of its writing system in the past 150 years) and if we want our kids to read widely and 
voraciously, we need to make it easier for them, not harder. 
 
So Valerie has provided us with a treasure-chest full of glittering insights into the way we 
spell and misspell our language (never mind the regional variations of Australian, British, 
Canadian and US spellings, to name just a few) and pleads for some rational debate and 
genuine moves for reform. Full of wit and imagination, facts and erudition, If you love 
language, you'll buy this book. 
 

 
  



17. The 50th anniversary of the Simplified Spelling Bill 
 
Article by Allan Campbell, SSS representative in New Zealand, prepared for contact 
with the media on this occasion. 
 
See also:  
SSS Letter to Charles Clarke, Minister of Education. February 2003, below. 
Spelling and Parliament. Article in Spelling Progress Bulletin, Winter 1975. 
History of SSS. Pamphlet 11. 
 
On 27 February 1953, the British House of Commons, by 65 votes to 53, passed the second 
reading of a private member's Spelling Reform Bill. 
 
Fifty years on, there is little to show for that unusual and what could have been momentous 
event. 
 
It was the second legislative attempt by the member for Loughborough, Dr Mont Follick, to 
bring English spelling up to date. 
 
On March 11, 1949, he had presented his first bill. Part 1 asked for the establishment of a 
committee to produce a scheme for "the simplified and consistent spelling of English". Part 2 
sought to have the new spelling used first in schools, then government publications, and 
later to be used generally. The Minister of Education at the time, George Tomlinson, was 
concerned about the welfare of children, and cautiously expressed the opinion that 
advocates of change should secure a reasonable measure of public support for the idea. 
 
On the same day, the second reading of the Bill was debated for five hours and lost by three 
votes, 84 to 87. 
 
In 1952 Dr Follick was again successful in the ballot for private members' bills, and brought 
his spelling bill forward again. 
 
This time he asked the government to institute research into methods of improving the low 
standards of reading and to investigate, among other matters, the use of consistent spelling, 
even tho there might be a later transition to traditional spelling (TS). 
 
On the second reading the bill was carried by 65 votes to 53. The debate was long, and 
included this from Ralph Morley, MP for Itchen: "As a class teacher for nearly 50 years, I 
know it is our ridiculous and illogical spelling which is the chief handicap in teaching children 
to read." 
 
After the second reading the bill went to committee where it was again approved, in spite of 
Government opposition. 
 
Three months later Dr Follick asked the Minister of Education if she "will state her policy 
towards proposals by a competent research organization to investigate possible 
improvements in the teaching of reading by means of simplified spelling".  

http://spellingsociety.org/uploaded_bulletins/spb75-4-bulletin.pdf
http://spellingsociety.org/uploaded_pamphlets/p11ssshistory-pamphlet.pdf


The minister, Florence Horsbrugh, said any such organization "could rely on my interest and 
goodwill for their proposals designed to investigate possible improvements in this field of 
education", but did not offer financial support. 
 
The bill's sponsors realized that it was likely to meet strong opposition and it might be 
rejected by the House of Lords. They agreed to withdraw it, being happy to accept the 
minister's assurance of approval for properly controlled research into how upgraded spelling 
would affect learning to read. 
 
John Downing was appointed to administer tests to initial teaching alfabet (ITA) and control 
groups. 
 
The ITA experiment was started in 1961. After only a few weeks it was clear that ITA 
children could learn to read more quickly and better than the control groups using TS. It 
seemed also that reading skill acquired with consistent ITA could be transferred later to TS 
reading matter. 
 
The most important result of the ITA experiment was to prove that TS is a handicap to 
children when they are learning to read. 
 
So why was the ITA experiment discontinued? 
 
There were many reasons: 

• There were administrative problems: too many teachers and children moved, with a 
consequent lack of continuity. 

• In the world, in other classes, in the school library, most books were in TS. 
• Schools did not like buying ITA books in addition to TS books. 
• There were set "transition times" rather than having the ITA books containing TS on 

the opposite pages, so that children could make the transition at their own pace. 
• Less able children who could read and spell well in ITA did not always make the 

transition to TS well, particularly in spelling. 
• Educational fashions change. ITA, with some non-TS letters, was seen as an 

interloper, not the "real thing", and treated accordingly. 
• Teaching standards varied, and poor teaching did not always use the fonic 

advantage of ITA. 
 
Basically, ITA was a learning method, and was not intended as a new English spelling 
system. 
 
But it demonstrated that learning to read English could be as easy as learning to read Italian, 
and this belief keeps the spelling simplification movement motivated to continue its 
campaign, in spite of little success to date. 

 
  



The Council for the Improvement of Literacy in the English 
Language in the United Kingdom and the simplified spelling society 
 

Founded 1908 
Working for planned change in English spelling 
for the benefit of learners and users everywhere 

 
Charles Clarke, MP 
Secretary of State for Education and Skills 
Sanctuary Buildings 
Great Smith Street 
London SW1 3BT 
9th February, 2003 
 
Dear Mr Clarke 
 
Re: 27th February, 1953: The 50th Anniversary of Second Reading of the Private 
Member's Bill to review Spelling in the English Language by Dr. Mont Follick, MP. 
 
I draw to your attention the above anniversary. 
 
We would be pleased to know if, during your term of office in the Education and Skills 
Department, you intend to take advantage of the above opportunity and take up the 
challenge of supporting the use of modified spellings that have, and are coming into 
common usage because of the needs of technology and ease of communication. 
 
This would give an immeasurable benefit to that large part of the young population who are 
denied access in their adulthood to the full economic and cultural benefits of life in the United 
Kingdom due to their poor literacy rates. CILELUK and the SSS are ready to serve you in 
this respect. 
 
Research shows (see below) that literacy rates are much higher in countries where the 
writing follows more phonetic rules than in the United Kingdom. By allowing and supporting 
modified spellings via a leading Dictionary and Hansard, you will be conferring a lasting 
benefit far beyond any changes currently before your Department. Educational 
underachievement will become a thing of the past. 
 
We are following with interest our government's initiative in widening participation to 
education at all levels, and in particular in encouraging those from less advantaged 
backgrounds to reach higher educational levels. As one of the main impediments to getting 
the most out of educational opportunity is the learner's uncertainties about reading and 
writing skills, we feel that removing at least some of those fears will significantly improve the 
government's aim of increased literacy and increased educational achievement. 



 
Yours sincerely 
A J S Bovill,  
Chair.www.spellingsociety.org 
 
References: 
1. Chief Inspector David Bell's report on Literacy rates. 
2. Ministry of Education pamphlet No. 32 Standards of Reading 1948–1956. 
3. At the time of the Second Reading, Ralph Morley, MP for Itchen: "As a class teacher for 

nearly 50 years, I know it is our ridiculous and illogical spelling which is the chief handicap 
in teaching children to read". 

4. Dyslexia: "Cultural Diversity and Biological Unity" Paulescu, etc., Science 291, 2065 
(2001) 

5. Meeting of the Philological and Statistical Societies, 5.11.1857; Meeting of the Oxford 
Delegates of the OUP, Oct.,1877 and 26.4.1878 — the furtherance of the spread of the 
English Language etc. (see Simon Winchester, pps 78 - 112, ISBN 0-06-099486-X (pbk). 

 
For over a century, forward thinkers such as Mark Twain, Teddy Roosevelt  

and now the University of Alberta’s Rauno Parrila  
have been pushing simplified spelling. The advantages are obvious.  

The source of the problem isn’t. It’s the English language itself 
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18. Inglish ( iz a tuf languaj to spel ) 
 
BY GABRIELLE BAUER, SEPTEMBER 2004 © SATURDAY NIGHT. pp49–53. 
 
With contributions by members in Canada, Naill Waldman, Isobel Raven, Theo 
Halladay, and also Jack Bovill, Roy Blain and Valerie Yule.  
 
There’s a good chance that you, the willing reader of one of Canada’s more literary 
publications, belong to the fortunate subset of Canadians who take pleasure in reading and 
spelling English words. But you may have a cousin or hairdresser or parliamentary 
representative who can’t spell ??? worth a damn. And the young man down your street, the 
one who walks his schnauzer past your house every morning, may have a still dirtier secret: 
the mechanics of English spelling so confounded him that he never learned to read, let alone 
spell, properly. 
 
After a dozen years at school, barely half of all English speakers become competent 
spellers; Italian children can spell accurately by Grade 2. English-speaking adults 
consistently bring up the rear in international studies on literacy. In contrast, Swedish 
speakers, the beneficiaries of a graduated spelling reform over the past century, consistently 
rank near the top. 
 
In English-speaking countries around the world, a tireless group of people has been pushing 
for the reform of English spelling. Most have ties to the Simplified Spelling Society, a British 
organization founded in 1908. With quiet zeal, these spelling-reform advocates have been 
digging up historical, etymological, political and scientific evidence to support their thesis: 
that the English spelling system creates not only poor spellers but poor readers; that the 
system puts a burden of effort on the billions of people who study English as a foreign 
language; and that a simpler, better system is within reach. 
 
Anyone who’s studied other languages knows that English spelling is a dastardly thing. A 
student of Spanish, German or Finnish — phonetically consistent languages — can open up 
any adult book and read it, without necessarily understanding all the words. A student of 
English, on the other hand, has to choose from among six different ways of pronouncing the 
ou digraph (dough, cough, double, round, rouge and glamour), an impossible task if he or 
she encounters the letters in unfamiliar words. Then there’s the ee sound, represented 
orthographically in at least 10 ways: seem, team, convene, sardine, protein, fiend, people, 
key, ski, debris, quay. Enough said? 
 
alarum 
An international study recently found that dyslexia is much more common  
among English speakers than among those of other languages.  
Why? Because we have to deal with “a spelling system gone mad” 
 
Though a lucky roll of the genetic dice allows a favoured few to absorb and master the 
system with ease, many people have trouble with common words, and a significant minority, 



including most people with dyslexia, never quite gets it. A study of 1,000 adults, conducted 
by the Basic Skills Agency in the U.K., determined that fewer than six out of 10 respondents 
could spell words such as necessary and immediately. The survey also found a link between 
poor spelling and unemployment. 
 
The media teem these days with alarmist discourse about the “literacy problem” in English-
speaking countries. The statistics astound. In the U.S., 36 percent of Grade 4s read below a 
basic level, with 40 million functionally illiterate American adults as the postscript. 
 
According to the 2002 national report card on reading by the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress, 64 percent of U.S. children are “less than proficient” in reading by the 
end of high school. Canada fares only slightly better, with 22 percent of the population 
performing at the lowest quintile of literacy. People at this level have trouble reading simple 
texts such as drug labels or cookbook recipes. 
 
Variously blamed for this state of affairs are the teachers (“more phonics!”), the education 
system (“more accountability!”), the media (“TV and computer games are displacing 
books!”), the family (“parents aren’t reading enough to their kids”) and human biology itself 
(“learning to speak is natural, learning to read is not”), but rarely the orthographic system 
itself. 
 
Uniquely equipped to consider this neglected possibility is one Rauno Parrila, an educational 
psychology professor at the University of Alberta with expertise in literacy acquisition in both 
normal and disabled learners. Along with his intimate knowledge of the mental processes 
involved in learning to read, write and spell, Parrila brings a native Finnish speaker’s 
perspective to the discussion table. “Learning to read and write my native language — and 
later, Swedish — was simultaneous and straightforward,” he says. Not so with English. “I felt 
I had to learn the language twice, because the spoken word doesn’t naturally translate into 
the written word. There are still quite a few words I recognize aurally but can’t spell, and 
words I understand on the page but have no idea how to pronounce. I don’t think this would 
be possible in Finnish or Swedish.” 
 
Having observed that English spelling particularly confounds not only second-language 
learners but native speakers with dyslexia, Parrila maintains that dyslexic students would 
almost certainly benefit from a more phonetic spelling system, although he doesn’t buy into 
the SSS’s agenda. “If we look at adults with dyslexia, their biggest problem in a regularly 
spelled language like Finnish or German is reading speed,” he explains. That is, accuracy is 
not a big issue. In English, he says, dyslexia thwarts both accuracy and speed, and “adult 
dyslexics almost never become good spellers.” 
 
In line with Parrila’s observations, an international study of adults with dyslexia, reported in 
2003 in the journal Science, found that the disorder manifests itself much more severely 
among English speakers than among Italian speakers. One author of the study, Uta Frith of 
the Institute of Cognitive Neuroscience, University College, London, concluded that “mild 
cases of dyslexia may appear far worse in irregular orthographies like that of English,” 



raising the possibility that what we call dyslexia may be, at least in part, the artifact — a 
spelling system gone mad. 
 
In the 1960s, British researchers compared a group of about 900 school children who 
learned to read and write in the traditional way with a similar group of children who were 
taught using the Initial Teaching Alphabet, an educational tool that uses 44 characters 
(including the English letters) and matches spellings to sounds. As it turned out, ITA allowed 
children to learn to read much more quickly, and researchers also noted their greater ease 
with writing. Unfortunately, ITA didn’t help students make the transition to traditional English 
orthography, so the system never went mainstream. 
 
Like all writing systems, English started out with the best of intention to convey speech 
sounds with symbols. Historical records from a thousand years ago suggest that, in the early 
days of written English, spelling was considerably more phonetic — and fluid — than it is 
today. Thus, people from different regions of England, each with their own dialect, might 
spell the same word in different ways. Two or three different spellings of a word (even a 
common word such as and) might appear even within a single piece of writing. Nobody 
seemed to object to these variants until dictionaries and grammar texts began to codify 
English spelling. All the while, English pronunciation continued to evolve and drift away from 
its written notation, the Great Vowel Shift (an alteration in the pronunciation of long vowels) 
of the 15th to 18th centuries doing particular damage to the phonetic principle. 
 
Many other languages have revised their spelling to adjust to this predictable linguistic drift. 
Swedish spelling underwent such a revision in 1906. In the 1920s, Turkey replaced the 
Arabic symbols used to denote Turkish, with Roman letters and diacritical marks, yielding a 
system with almost perfect letter-to-sound correspondence. Also in the early 20th century, 
Korea did away with its difficult Chinese script in favour of a custom-tailored phonetic writing 
system called Hangul. Finnish, German ... the reformed-spelling list goes on. 
 
So why not English? Niall Waldman, a spelling-reform advocate based near Peterborough, 
Ontario, has been mulling the question over for more than decade, between gigs as a 
mechanical designer. When I reach him, he’s reviewing the galleys of his self-published 
book, Spelling Dearest. “I would give u my 14 years of research in a minute if all the leaders 
of the English-speaking countries would decide tomorrow to simplify,” he tells me. “Then I 
and the rest of my colleagues could move on to something that is actually difficult to fix, like 
world pollution or childhood leukemia.” 
 
Having watched his children and their friends struggle with English spelling, Waldman 
sought to find a justification for its complexity. “I want to be able to tell the kids, ‘Look, we 
have to learn this stuff because …’ So I learned everything I could about the history of 
written English. I found out there is no justifiable reason for this mangled mess we’re in. 
Once I reached this conclusion, I joined the reform movement.” 
 
In a subsequent series of e-mails, all brimming with reformer’s zeal, Waldman fills me in on 
the details. Mark Twain and George Bernard Shaw, I learn, spoke eloquently of the need to 
overhaul the system, but their cries went unheeded. Theodore Roosevelt hoped to mandate 



government printers to use 300 simplified spellings, but the House of Representatives 
knocked down the proposal. “It was the closest we have ever come to smelling victory,” 
Waldman says. The Chicago Tribune attempted a similar reform, but managed to hang on 
to their simplified words for only about five years before competing presses “laughed them 
off the page.” Their vision never ignited the public’s fancy. 
 
Today, the spelling-reform movement has adherents in all English-speaking countries, and 
the combined horsepower of the SSS and the Internet binds them together into a vibrant 
global community. Canadian spelling reformers urge me to talk to so-and-so in New 
Zealand, British reformers refer me to Americans, and Australians send me back to the 
British. 
 
A generally educated and erudite lot, these reformers have concocted dozens of new-and-
improved spelling schemes, some featuring extra letters and others involving a more 
consistent use of the existing 26 English letters. Their knowledge of English-language history 
provides them with extra ammunition in their battle with spelling-reform skeptics. 
 
Jack Bovill, a former language-school owner and current chair of the SSS, takes particular 
delight (on his cellphone from a London curbside) in dethroning the “etymological objection” 
for me: the view that simplifying English spelling would prevent future generations from 
retracing the venerable roots of English words. 
 
“Can you tell me how receipt and deceit differ in spelling?” he asks me, his transatlantic 
tones losing none of their British crispness. 
 
“You mean the p, right?” 
 
“Right,” he says. “Did you know that deceit used to have the same p, but it got dropped 
somewhere along the way? So much for etymology.” 
 
A more serious barrier to reform, in Bovill's view, is the political will needed to implement it, 
“Roosevelt’s effort showed us that the top-down approach doesn’t work,” he says. Bovill 
puts his faith in a “bottom-up” scheme, in which gradual pressure from society’s more 
experimental pockets (such as the instant messaging community, with its CUL8R sensibility) 
evolves into political action. 
 
Then there’s the question of deciding on a spelling system. Should it rely on the A-to-Z 
alphabet or supplement the letters with diacritical marks (accents or pronunciation symbols) 
to make finer distinctions? Should it have a familiar feel or a radically different one? Roy 
Blain, a British engineer and SSS member living in Germany since 1970, seeks to combine 
the best of both worlds — accessible and radical — in his own spelling system, which he 
calls Saispel. Respecting both tradition and phonetic principles, Saispel does away with 
most consonant duplications and silent vowels and, as Blain points out in an e-mail to me. 
“riqiirs aprox. 9% fyuur caracturz pur text than tradishnl speling.” It also has a “40,000 wurd 
dicshnri, a PC convurtr, and a websiit.” 
 



From classifying library books to reforming spelling, 
Melvil Dewey needed to simplify 

SIMPLY OBSESSED 
 
Charles Darwin, Benjamin Franklin, George Bernard Shaw and Robertson Davies are 
among the many famous and brilliant figures in history who have called for spelling reform. 
None of these individuals, however, was as dedicated or eccentric as Melvil Dewey, inventor 
of the Dewey Decimal Classification system (used in libraries the world over) and spelling 
reformer extraordinaire. 
 
Born in 1851 in northwestern New York, Dewey dedicated his life to the general cause of 
improved efficiency. He was certain that the simplification of spelling (coupled with the 
adoption of the metric system) could save the average schoolchild at least two years of 
education. In keeping with his efforts to promote a more phonetic spelling system, Dewey 
dropped the last two letters of his own given name, Melville, in 1874. His new legal name, 
Melvil, stuck. When he legally changed his last name to Dui five years later, though, the 
freethinker was less successful: he was forced to restore his surname to its original spelling 
in order to convince Columbia University to hire him as head librarian. 
 
This minor setback did nothing to hinder Dewey’s lifelong advocacy of the use of simplified 
spelling. After founding the Spelling Reform Association in 1876, he managed to have his 
revamped orthography used for everything from library bulletins to the newsletter for the 
American Metric Bureau. When he eventually established a private club in Lake Placid, New 
York, the restaurant’s menu adhered to his spelling, leading one guest to ask if the stud 
prunes were prepared specifically for men. Also among the Dewey-promoted spellings were 
cofi for coffee, meni for many, weit for weight and posibl for possible. 
 
Clearly, none of these survived. In 1906, though, Dewey convinced the philanthropist 
Andrew Carnegie, a well-known advocate of spelling reform, to fund the struggling SRA. 
Renamed the Simplified Spelling Board, the group, which by then boasted Mark Twain and 
Theodore Roosevelt as members, released a list of 300 simplified spellings. The list 
comprised a number of words that had already entered mainstream usage, some codified by 
Noah Webster in 1828 when he published An American Dictionary of the English Language. 
Included were Webster's changes of -our to -or (as in color), -re to -er (as in center) and  
-ence to -ense (as in defense). Other SSB reforms, notably the replacement of the suffix -ed 
with -t in words such as kissed and missed, were not quite so successful. 
 
In 1920, Carnegie’s SSB funding dried up, but after a short hiatus, spelling-reform 
enthusiasts revived the SRA. In 1931, Dewey died of a brain hemorrhage. Sixteen days 
earlier, he had written in a letter: “My purpose all thru thez 80 years has been to shape my 
personal habits so to get qualiti & quantiti results .... So whyl the world has mor to wori about 
than ever befor in human histori I am bizi & hapi, not becauz I am indiferent to thez present 
problems, but becauz my mind is skoold not to wori.” — Benjamin Leszcz 
 
panacea 



Advocates for simplification contend that spelling reform would reduce mistakes (eventually) 
and lead to calmer students, happier employees, increased productivity, even lower crime 
rates 
 
Though initially somewhat skeptical about Blain’s contention that “some [people] mai mastr 
this sistm in won weec,” I do notice, after a few days of corresponding with him, that I’ve 
become fairly proficient at reading, if not writing, in Saispel. Still, reservations persist. Cutting 
the length of printed text by nine characters out of 100 seems a bit underwhelming, for one 
thing. And while Saispel might be easier to learn, it would also take English words further 
away from their linguistic origins, making it more difficult to intuit the meaning of unfamiliar 
words. 
 
But this latter objection presumes some grounding in the Latin and Teutonic roots of the 
English language, a notion that may score higher on quaintness scales than on 21st-century 
reality tests. In our literacy-challenged times, Saispel's appeal beckons: a world free of 
spelling instruction, spelling mistakes, computer spellchecks and brilliant essays ridiculed for 
their poor spelling. Calmer students. Happier employees. A more literate society. Lower 
crime rates. Nobody’s ever accused spelling reformers (and I can feel myself becoming one) 
of thinking small. It’s true that, in a fully phonetic world, I would lose my exalted status as a 
crack speller, but would the benefits to struggling learners not trump good spellers’ collective 
smugness, or any inconvenience our society might experience during the transition? 
 
The Saturday Night Spelling Challenge 
The 10 words listed below are incorrectly spelled with remarkable frequency. Some of the 
spellings are correct; some are not. See if you can find the mistakes, then check your 
answers below. The corrected spellings of the incorrect words appear in italics. (Note: a high 
score means you're better off than Albert Einstein, Thomas Edison, Leonardo da Vinci and 
W. B. Yeats — notoriously crummy spellers, all.) 
 
1. diarrhea 4. cemetary 7. repetetive 
2. accommodate 5. vicious 8. seperate 
3. millenium 6. priviledge 9. weird 
  10. mispell 
 
1. diarrhea 2. accommodate 3. millennium 4. cemetery 5. vicious  
6. privilege 7. repetitive 8. separate 9. weird 10. misspell 
 
Like a well-co-ordinated but barely visible army of ants, spelling reformers have been 
exchanging ideas and e-mails in a tight-knit global community for years. That community 
includes two retired schoolteachers from different parts of Canada. With their matching frail 
voices masking a steel determination to right the wrongs of English spelling, the pair brings a 
quirky down-to-earth perspective to a discussion that might otherwise elevate itself into 
ivory-tower irrelevance. 
 



Isobel Raven, who now lives in Toronto, used to teach the early grades in rural school near 
Tavistock, Ontario. With the benefit of hindsight, she divides young learners into four groups: 
advanced, happy average, struggling average and special needs. It’s the struggling-average 
learners, who don't receive special services, that most concern her. “They’re regular kids, 
but they don’t get the hang of reading very easily,” she tells me. “Some of them pull through 
in Grade 2 or 3, but many others never quite catch up. These kids quit school as soon as 
they’re able.” In a class of 30, Raven estimates that maybe six or seven students belong to 
this group. 
 
Couldn't poor teaching be the problem? Raven doesn’t think so. “All this outcry about 
phonics is simply crying wolf,” she says. “Teachers have always taught phonics, even when 
‘whole language’ [learning to read by immersion in context and meaning, without much 
regard for sounds] was in vogue. But we’ve known for ever so long that phonics aren’t 
enough, at least not in English.” Ditto for the political push for “reduced class sizes,” she 
says. “If we had a sensible orthography, most children would learn to read with considerably 
less difficulty than they do now.” 
 
Convinced she had found the missing link in the illiteracy chain, Raven joined the SSS and 
began contributing her ideas to the society's online diaspora, “I’m drawn to reform systems 
that use accents for long vowels such as the a in table,” she offers. “It would eliminate the 
need for all these vowel pairs ant doubled consonants.” She’s now putting the finishing 
touches on a book about education, literacy and spelling, provisionally called The Future of 
Fonics. 
 
conundrum 
Do we really want to erase the history-soaked complexity of English words?  
Do we want to cater to the gifted or to the struggling?  
This goes beyond spelling to the uncomfortable realm of prejudice and privilege 
 
Meanwhile, in Victoria, a former Montessori teacher named Theo Halladay is working with 
other SSS members to develop a “house style” — a simplified spelling system they can all 
agree on — to present to the wider world. Halladay spent most of her teaching career in 
southern California teaching Grades 1 and 2. The year she was asked to take on a Grade 3 
class proved “an eye-opener,” she recalls. “I realized we had been deceiving our students. 
For two years, we had been teaching them phonetic words like pet and jump. We lulled them 
to thinking that English is a phonetic language. Then in Grade 3 came the news — about 
25,000 words that make no sense. I swore I would never teach Grade 3 again.” 
 
As it happened, living alongside California’s celebrities also contributed to Halladay’s 
awakening. In the early 1970s, she was hired to teach Cary Grant’s daughter, Jennifer. “She 
was a creative writer and also, initially, a creative speller. Her mother didn’t want me to 
interfere with her spelling.” What might be shrugged off as a whim of the über-famous turned 
out to be difficult to dismiss. “I had to admit I had no good answer when [Jennifer] looked up 
at me and said, ‘Why can't I spell it this way?’ ” 
 



Like Raven, Halladay found her answer in the SSS community. These days, she spends at 
least two hours a day analyzing different spelling schemes devised by other, mostly male, 
SSS members. “The men love to tinker with new schemes the women like to test them out in 
the field,” she says, with apparent disregard for political correctness. “We have a lot of fun.” 
 
Aside from fun, though, will the spelling reformers ever get what they want? The obstacles 
are formidable, to say the least. Assuming that the disparate political forces in English-
speaking nations could converge upon spelling reform as a solution to the literacy problem 
(a monumental assumption in itself), who’s going to take that first step? Acknowledging the 
unlikelihood of getting all English-speaking countries to simultaneously agree on a 
simplification scheme, Blain envisions a UN-style organization co-ordinating a reform, first in 
Third World countries and only later in the more industrialized (and presumably more 
tradition-bound) nations. 
 
Noting that Germany, his adopted country, has recently come through a spelling reform, 
Blain says the initiative succeeded because it confined itself to a relatively modest number 
of words and didn’t require other German-speaking countries to buy in. For an English 
spelling-reform effort to work, he says, the same “think globally, act locally” principle would 
need to apply. 
 
Even so, how would a phonetic system based on, say, British English, carry over into 
Canada or the United States? Would we write farm or fahm, bettah or bedder? Then there’s 
the problem of reprinting old texts with new spelling. “I can just hear the traditionalists’ 
screams if they get their hands on a volume of Shakespeare’s plays rewritten in reformed 
spelling,” says Robert Savage, a professor of educational psychology (and former Briton) at 
McGill University. On a more pragmatic level, “Would the world become temporarily less 
safe if signs such as Caution and Children Crossing were changed to the new system? 
These are not trivial concerns.” 
 
The list of obstacles to spelling reform even includes a refutation of the logic of its very 
modus vivendi: that it will make spelling English easier. While agreeing that regular spelling 
systems foster greater initial accuracy in dyslexic learners, Linda Siegel, a professor and 
Dorothy C. Lam chair in special education at the University of British Columbia, isn’t so sure 
the benefit persists over the longer term. (She feels strongly enough about the subject that 
she agreed to talk to me from her hotel in Brussels, where she was attending an 
international meeting of learning experts interested in reading and spelling.) In her view, 
“English spelling may actually be better for struggling readers, because it requires them to 
use their visual memory right from the start.” Given that “many people with dyslexia have 
stronger visual memories than normal learners, this may not be such a bad thing.” 
 
And lurking behind logistical challenges like these is the knee-jerk cultural resistance to all 
change, especially to a change from the complex to the simple. Linguistic talent, whether 
verbal or written, continues to serve as an admission ticket to the elite stratum in developed 
societies, even as other class distinctions break down. People don’t like to give up their 
cherished badges of “superiority” without a fight. And complexity is not without its own 
esthetic justification. For all its accessibility, the music of Philip Glass will never deliver the 



artistic punch of a Rite of Spring or a New World Symphony. Do we really want to erase the 
history-soaked complexity of English words? Do we cater to the fortunate few (who have the 
spelling “gene”) or the struggling many (who don’t)? These questions go beyond education 
to the uncomfortable, unconscious realm of prejudice and privilege. 
 
Will spelling reformers turn out to be visionaries or cranks? When I point out that, for all its 
vibrancy, the spelling-reform community could very well end up languishing in a state of 
irrelevance unless it can reach outside itself, Theo Halladay cheerfully enumerates the 
steps toward that goal. “We’re starting by raising awareness,” she says. “Some of us went to 
the annual spelling bee in Washington, D.C., this year and handed out leaflets promoting 
spelling change.” An SSS member, Valerie Yule, appeared before an Australian literacy 
board and made a presentation, she adds. Halladay herself has handed out simplified-
spelling leaflets at local cultural events. And an international spelling reform conference, 
scheduled for 2006, will “hopefully attract enough media attention to put the issue on the 
political map.” 
 
And if it doesn’t? The final word — make that wurd — may go to Blain. “I ges 70% ov th 
wurldz populaishn wil rimain iliturut indefinutli.”  
 
Toronto-based Gabrielle Bauer’s article, Among the Unbelievers, appeared on the cover of 
the June issue of Saturday Night. 

 

19. House of Commons Education and Skills Committee. 
 
Teaching Children to Read. 7 April 2005. 
Report, with formal minutes, oral and written evidence HC 121. 
 

SSS member Chris Jolly's submission (as a publisher, not re spelling reform) is in the written 
evidence. 

The list of unprinted written evidence includes the SSS and members Valerie Yule, Masha 
Bell and James Houldsworth. 

The conclusion includes: "79. It is unlikely that any one method or set of changes would lead 
to a complete elimination of underachievement in reading; however it seems that at present 
around 20% of eleven-year-olds are not reading at an age-appropriate level. We recommend 
a review of the NLS to determine whether its current prescriptions and recommendations are 
the best available methodology for the teaching of reading in primary schools. 

 

http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm200405/cmselect/cmeduski/cmeduski.htm
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