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Learning to Spell


This short poem speaks for so many of my second grade students. It goes on to illustrate the pitfalls of blends and silent letters and other letters that sound one way in one word and a different way in another. Just when they think they’ve discovered the “e” sound in read, they come to a new “e” sound in head. It’s like taking one step forward and two steps back. Every day puzzled expressions bounce from one face to the next. 


Like my students, I struggled with spelling as a child. Sure I aced the Friday spelling test. I knew how to spell the word Mississippi—

M-i-crooked letter, crooked letter, i, crooked letter, crooked letter, i humpback, humpback, i. But when it came time to spell an unknown word, one I hadn’t written or recited again and again, I flopped.  One, two, sometimes three attempts made, with no luck.  I wonder what my students think about as they tackle the English spelling system. What could I discover from their writing?  After all, spelling is so noticeable, so obvious, it’s often thought to reflect literacy.

In this role spelling is bound to generate controversy.  It has been central in the debate between more integrated, whole-language instruction and more structured or part-to-whole instruction.  But how spelling is taught and evaluated in the classroom depends on the views of the educator.

How do spellers think?

One view, found in the traditional textbook spelling programs adopted by many schools, is that students learn to spell through mastery of sequential skills (Henderson, 1990).  Words are typically grouped according to a spelling pattern or generalization of a rule.  A single unit may focus on the ai pattern one week and the ay pattern the next. Yet another may focus on doubling the final consonant before adding –ed and then dropping the y, as in cried.  Such rules are provided to aid in remembering the words and, it would seem, with learning new words. However, as noted in the research of Sandra Wilde (1990), “…strategies for determining when a rule applies are rarely provided, nor do the books [spelling basal] convey a sense of the limited accuracy of the rules” (p. 277).  Students engage in a variety of practice and study activities, but with little contextual application.  Achievement is measured through formal assessment, or a test of simple memory and recall (Wilde, 1990).  Then it’s on to the next list of words.


An alternative view, often found in whole-language classrooms, is based on the notion that spelling instruction cannot be separated from language instruction. Advocates insist that “language…can never be learned by memorization” (Bean & Bouffler, 1987, p. 12).  Rather, the primary source of word knowledge is gained through reading and the primary means by which this knowledge is exercised and developed is through 
purposeful writing (Bean & Bouffler, 1987).  Strict memorization of a weekly spelling list is thought to be insignificant.  Instead, it is proposed that students can be taught standard spelling using words within the context of their writing.  This evaluation of contextual spelling would necessitate conferencing with individual students to direct them toward the appropriate strategy (Bean & Bouffler, 1987). 


For this reason, a related view suggests that spelling instruction should be completely individualized and based solely on the words each student misspells in his or her own writing.  Proponents suggest that students would learn to spell those words that are meaningful to them and the spelling of other words through immersion in reading and writing (Wilde, 1990). Although students proceed at their own rate, the emphasis remains on accurate spelling.


 But there is something to be said for students’ invented spellings.  According to the developmental model of word knowledge, “An informed analysis of students’ spelling attempts can cue timely instruction in phonics, spelling, and vocabulary features—instruction that is essential to move forward in reading and writing” (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2004, p. 4).  


This window into students’ invented spellings was first discovered by Charles Read in 1971.  Read’s linguistic analysis discovered that there was “…a systematic, phonetic logic to preschoolers’ categorization of English speech sounds” (Bear et. al, 2004, p. 3).  Their spelling was not a random or confused attempt at written expression. Instead, these attempts at spelling could help educators understand what is going on in a child’s brain (Read, 1986). Read’s findings soon shifted the focus from whether or not a word was spelled correctly, to a gradual understanding of how students become conventional spellers. 


Since then, several researchers have described the developmental progression through which students move as they learn how the written English language works.  Students invent and discover these basic principles of spelling—alphabet, pattern, and meaning—when they read good stories, write purposefully, and engage in instructional activities with an emphasis placed on patterns (Bear & Templeton, 1998; Henderson & Tempelton, 1986).  According to Templeton and Morris (1999), two researchers who followed the lead of Charles Read:



Instructional emphasis [should be] placed on the exploration of patterns that can be detected in the sound, structure, and meaning 


features of words—as opposed to the single-
minded focus on learning how to spell the 5,000-plus most frequently occurring words in 


writing or particular words that may be problematic for individual learners (p. 103). 

The evaluation of spelling in terms of developmental growth is complex. Researchers describe different developmental stages of spelling. For example, Beers and Henderson (1977) suggest six: preliterate, prephonetic, letter name, within-word pattern, syllable juncture, and derivational 
constancy; Gentry (1978) describes five: deviant or precommunicative, prephonetic, phonetic, transitional, and correct; Ehri (1989) notes four: precommunicative, semiphonetic, and morphemic or transitional; and, more recently, Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, and Johnston (2004) outline six stages of orthographic knowledge: prephonetic, semiphonetic or early letter lame, letter name, within-word pattern, syllable juncture, and derivational constancy.  Bear et al. (2004) found the following:


At first, spelling is prephonetic: random scribbles take on interesting letter-like shapes, but the shapes have little to no connection to 
the sounds they represent. Later, letter-sound connections begin to appear. “Bk” is typical for book in the letter name stage.  Students 
understand spelling as one-to-one correspondence where each letter of the alphabet has its designated sound.


However, within a year or two, students come to understand that English spelling is not based on a simple one-to-one scheme. They 
notice that some vowels are silent—as is the case with the ever-present silent -e (make, plate). Students also begin to understand that there are 
many spellings for the same sound. Vowels are particularly difficult in English. Consider the variations for the sound of long “a,” a-
consonant-e as in safe, ai as in bait, ay as in play, and so on. During this stage, within-word pattern, students may spell “cayk” for cake.

 
Once past this stage, students begin to notice syllable junctures—what happens to word endings. For example, when the ending –ed is 
added, letters are doubled (chopped), or letters change, as in the frequent pattern of y changing to i (cried). 


Finally, older or more accomplished spellers begin to realize that there is often constancy in a word’s derivation, even if sounds 
change. For example, the “o” in impose is heard as a long “o,” but in one of its derivational forms, imposition, the “o” takes on another sound, 
despite no change in its spelling. (pgs 11-20)

















Developmental spelling research describes students’ growing knowledge of words as a series of stages or levels of orthographic knowledge.  Characteristics of each stage determine the types of spelling features that students are ready to explore.  Interpreting what students do when they spell, educators can target each student’s “zone of proximal development” (Vygotsky, 1962).  


Spelling words should be developmentally appropriate; they should reflect spelling features that students “use but confuse” when they write (Bear et. al, 2004, p. 16).  Working at an instructional level, students are able to use what they know to learn what they need to know in order to progress as a speller.  “To do otherwise results in frustration or boredom and little learning in either case” (Bear et. al, 2004, p. 8).   

Templeton and Morris (1999) suggest organizing weekly words according to a spelling pattern for each developmental level. Lists should also include grade level sight words and words taken directly from student writing that are of an instructional level. Each student would receive an individual spelling list.  However, unlike earlier views of individualized spelling, words are not chosen at random, they’re…developmental.
Individualized Spelling


Research in developmental spelling has certainly been the catalyst for the individualized approach I use within my classroom. Each quarter, I administer the Qualitative Spelling Inventory (Bear et al., 2004). From this assessment I create three groups for word study: high, medium, and low. Word study, described by Donald Bear et al., is an opportunity for students to explore sequential phonics, spelling, and vocabulary skills at a level deemed developmentally appropriate (2004).  “Determining a stage of spelling for a student is not for creating a label but serves as a starting point for planning instruction” (Bear and Templeton, 1998, p. 230). And, since I administer this assessment quarterly, students may move into another group.  

Each group meets four times a week.  During the pre-test, I introduce or review a phonics skill from the Fundations (2005) program. Every group focuses on a similar skill, but I have leveled unit words according to developmental spelling features. A weekly list of ten words is created from the pre-test (only those misspelled), grade-level high frequency words, and student writing samples.  Journaling activities and the writing workshop provide an authentic context for students to apply the word study concepts and strategies that are taught. However, students are only held “accountable” for the words in their writing that align with their developmental spelling level.  


 For the remainder of the week, each group meets to examine sounds, patterns, and possible meanings of their words.  Activities include picture sorts, word sorts, word dictation, editing sample passages, etc. as deemed necessary by the scope and sequence of Working with Words (Bear et al., 2004) and/or Fundations (2005) for a particular skill. Students are expected to work independently during one session, then with their word study group under teacher direction for another. 

A whole-group lesson on high frequency words or “Word Wall Words” from the Fundations’ unit is presented mid-week.  During this time, students are introduced to three words that do not follow letter/sound rules, but may have something in common with the other unit words.  Such high frequency words include-what, right, could, etc. Notice how what contains the digraph wh- as does when.  Right contains a long “i” sound as does kite. And could contains “ou” but without its usual sound.  In either case, such words provide students with non-examples of the week’s unit words.  So instead of relying solely on letter/sound knowledge, word patterns and meanings are explored, too. 

  
Finally, on Friday, spelling partners (within each word study group) administer the weekly test to one another. Misspelled words are automatically added to the following week’s list.  Student accountability is high.  Words are not strictly memorized for the test.  Students are expected to transfer developmentally appropriate skills into their writing as they progress from one developmental stage to the next.  

But observing students as they write can sometimes confirm or negate assumptions about developmental spelling.  To better understand how they construct spelling knowledge, I needed to talk with them about strategies they use to write words.  
The Spellers


Three students, from a small, rural elementary school in the White Mountains of New Hampshire, which serves families of lower to middle socio-economic status, were selected for this study.  Only four considerations guided this process: (1) weekly spelling test scores over the course of the year; (2) a Qualitative Spelling Inventory (see appendix A and B) given in March, which rank orders each student according to developmental spelling features across the English spelling system (Bear et. al, 2004); (3) gender, two girls and one boy; (4) and their willingness to talk about spelling with a teacher. BB spells above grade-level—early in the Syllable Juncture developmental stage; SM is at grade-level—middle Within Word Pattern; and JL (who receives Title I services for reading) spells below grade-level—early Within Word Pattern.  Parental permission was obtained.
Looking and Listening

During the month of April, I provided each student with several tasks that would better channel their thoughts and actions about spelling. 
Methods that facilitated this type of qualitative data collection included a “Give it a go!” spelling sheet, a “Think aloud” during a spelling test, and a writing sample from their morning journal. An observation during the journal activity also produced sources for their spelling knowledge. Each method allowed me to examine the written spelling, as well as the oral description given by each student of their spelling strategies, over three weeks. 



1.  Writing Journal-- Students responded to an open-ended journal prompt.  This allowed them to use a wider variety of words. 


    
     Words that provided some indication of the strategies they used as a writer.  It took the form of a paragraph, list, web, or poem. 



2.  Give it a go!-- Challenging words from the writing prompt were recorded on a “Give it a go!” sheet.  Here students recorded their 


     first attempt.  They were encouraged to verbalize their spelling strategies and then directed to try a second attempt.  Details of 

    
      the discussion were documented.  Finally, students were guided toward the conventional spelling with questioning and prompt.


3.  Think a loud--Students were asked to verbalize their spelling strategies during a spelling test that was administered individually. 


     Each word on the list was stated, used in a sentence, and stated again. No questions were asked, but a prompt was necessary in 


     order for the student to elaborate on a comment they had shared. This conversation was recorded in a teacher journal.  



4.  Observation-- All observation notes were made within a five minute period, or “quiet five,” and recorded in a teacher journal.

Sifting through their thoughts

My goal was to examine the students’ written spellings, as well as the descriptions of their spelling knowledge during each task.  A verbal description was recorded as a “thought unit.”  A thought unit, as described by Weiner (1994) “…is as an episode of communication during which the student applied, or described spelling knowledge” (p. 320).  For example, during a “Give it a go!” activity, JL wrote hy for the word high. When asked, “How did you decide on the spelling of this word?” His response, “y can say i,” is an example of a thought unit because JL is describing spelling knowledge. 

Throughout the process, I developed and refined a coding system to categorize the types of spelling knowledge that emerged.  Quotes from a “Think a loud,” excerpts from observations, and examples from written work provided connections between the data and category distinctions. Analysis was systematic and triangulated to enhance descriptive power.  The spelling knowledge that emerged fell into each of these three categories, which I labeled, automaticity, visualization, and chunking. Each student used all of these strategies to some degree.

1. Automaticity—Students’ spelling knowledge resulted in rapid and unmediated access to a word’s spelling. No other strategy was in use other than “I just know it” or “It’s a Word Wall Word” or a high-frequency word. This strategy was also described as “If I know…, then I know…” and so, in a sense, an analogy was employed. 

2. Visualization—This spelling strategy was simply described as, “It just looks right” or “That doesn’t look right.”  If the spelling didn’t “look right,” a change was made. Sometimes correctly, other times not. 

3. Chunking—Words were spelled by “parts.” Students divided the word into smaller words, syllables, or sounds. Spelling options represented vowel patterns, digraphs, and/or blends common to many words.

Verbalization of Automaticity


Spelling knowledge in this subcategory is described as the quick, automatic spelling of a known word. Such automaticity is thought to foster good writing according to BB.  After the spelling test, and unprompted, she said, “If you know a lot of words then you can write more. And I like 

writing. So I’m glad I know lots of these words. I guess I write pretty good stories, too.” The following is an illustration of BB’s use of automaticity that goes beyond within-word pattern knowledge during a “Think aloud” on a spelling test:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spell the word breakfast.

BB: This is tricky. It doesn’t follow many rules so I just have to know it. 


Teacher: Tell me what you know about it.


BB: Okay, well, b then r for br, but I don’t know how to explain ea for e, which is kind of unusual. 


BB: e-a just looks right. Then I add a k and the word fast, which I know too. There, breakfast. 

BB goes on to employ automaticity again and again during this “Think aloud” when she used what she knew about the unusual sound for “ea” in breakfast. She used the analogy, “If you know…, it helps you know…” although she never said that directly. BB stated, “Head is like ready and breakfast. You say “e” for e-a.”  SM also understood automaticity. She stated explicitly that “I know it ‘cause it’s on the Word Wall.” 



Teacher: Tell me about how you spell the word head.



SM: h-e-a-d [as she writes]. I know it ‘cause it’s on the Word Wall. 



Teacher: How do you know how to spell a Word Wall word?



SM: I spelled it before. 

SM further described this notion of “I spelled it before” when prompted to describe how she knew the spelling of the word Wednesday. She simply stated, “We wrote in on the calendar slip lots of times so I know it now.”


Little, if any, verbalization of automaticity was described by JL during the spelling test “Think aloud” (see appendix G). For each of the ten words, when asked “Tell me about how you spell this word,” JL simply stated, “Like I said before, I studied it a lot.”  This notion of “studying” was JL’s form of automaticity.  He correctly spelled seven of the ten words.  Three of them, first, Wednesday, and friend, were added to his weekly spelling list once again. And, ironically, each was a Word Wall Word.  They’re high-frequency words for second grade.
Written Automaticity 

In this subcategory, students’ written spelling knowledge was illustrated on the Qualitative Spelling Inventory. Each student spelled all of the short-vowel, single-syllable words correctly (see appendices A and B).  Meaning, consonants, short vowel sounds, blends, and digraphs within single-syllable words come with increased automaticity in writing. Such words as fresh and fish came easily to BB as she wrote about the tundra:

On the tundra you can smell fresh pine. Hmmm…Oh, but don’t foreget about the smell of musty fish!
This was also true for SM who chose to write a short poem about three young polar bears playing on the tundra:


3 yough

and snow 

how 

3 yough

and lisening

poler beas

making


they  

poler beas

to the

on the 


a bed


do

waching some

wisteing [whistling]

sogy grass

who knows 

that?

playfle seels

wind
JL, too, spells single syllable, short-vowel words with automaticity during the morning journal activity. An avid writer, who often includes incredible details, JL describes what it would be like to be there in the moment. He chose to put himself in the “picture” during this morning journal prompt: 


My hart is beting.  I’m haiding behinde a bush.  The polar bars mit here me.  I can’t stop shaking.  The


snow is cronching.  Thar are barking selse behinde me.  Thay are comeing kloser.  And then I sumer


sultid away.  Thay wer to dshtatid [distracted] to relise me.

Highlighted words within the morning journal activity further illustrate written automaticity of short-vowels, consonant blends, and digraphs in most words. These students have progressed from the Letter-Name Alphabetic stage of developmental spelling to Within Word Pattern.  Each of them now “use but confuse” long vowel patterns (Bear et al., 2004).  BB’s foreget instead of forget with the use of vowel-consonant-e for the long “o” sound. Or SM’s use of vowel-consonant-e in her spelling of poler.  JL’s use of “e” as a vowel marker. He unsuccessfully uses it again and again in words like, behinde and selse. Then goes on to spell they as thay with a vowel pattern for long “a.”  Although it is not surprising that the students’ written spellings conformed to the stages described in developmental spelling theory, it is of interest that this spelling knowledge was generally consistent with their verbalized spelling knowledge described in the upcoming “chunking” category.
Verbalization of Visualization


The students’ spelling knowledge in this subcategory was based on visual memory or awareness of print. Descriptions were given about whole words and, at times, the context in which the word had been seen before. BB and SM’s comments are representative of such visual strategies:


BB: I can’t remember if Hershey is ey or y [during a “Give it a go” activity].  I think its spelled h-e-r-s-h-e-y.  E-y. Yeah, it is. [pause]  Oh, I 
had that candy bar before!


SM: Well it’s like I see the word on a square. It’s a small, white square, but the word is in dark black.  And it’s only the square that I see. 
There isn’t anything around it. I just see one square with one word and that’s all I see. [When pressed about “knowing” a Word Wall word]

Contrast their descriptions and accurate spellings with those of JL. When asked about his spelling of the word computer during a “Give it a go!” activity he stated, “I knew it from seeing it.” But he wrote compowter on the first attempt. When encouraged to try a second attempt he wrote cumputer and stated, “I tried to memorize it.” Each attempt was indicative of within-word pattern knowledge, but his “picture” was inaccurate.

Written Visualization


Collected weekly spelling tests and observation notes made during morning journal helped to illustrate visualization as a written spelling strategy.  The following are notes made during an observation of BB:


BB writes “peac” for the word piece.  She looks the word over several times. Eyes narrow. Lips pursed. 
She scans the room, tapping her 
pencil, fidgeting in her chair. Sitting on one knee, then the other.  It’s as if she knows the word doesn’t “look right.” Then, with a quick nod, 
she erases and writes “piece.”    
 

This act of “scanning the room” or “tapping the pencil” was also observed by both SM and JL.  Although, notably, both BB and SM would look off to the right, while JL always looked off to the left. Each of them systematically erased an unknown word one to three times before they moved on.


However, as JL “tried to memorize” the spelling of a word, it didn’t always result in success. The word friend was on his spelling test each week during the study: week 1-frend, week 2- firend, and week 3-firend (see appendices C-E).  Even after three weeks of “I studied it a lot”, JL continued to misspell the same word. His spelling of the word as frend suggests a reliance on letter/sound knowledge, rather than an accurate visualization strategy in written work. 
Verbalization of Chunking


Spelling knowledge in this category focused on Within Word Patterns. Long vowel patterns, digraphs, and blends, as well as r-influenced sounds and regular short-vowel patterns occur within this developmental spelling stage with increased accuracy (Bear et al., 2004).  And while each student spells within this stage (see appendix B) it wasn’t uncommon for each of them to “use but confuse” vowel patterns, despite a strategy of “tapping,” to segment a word into individual sounds or sound patterns, or “clapping,” to segment the word into syllables before writing.  BB’s description of how she spelled both single syllable and multi-syllabic words during a spelling test “Think aloud” is representative of this strategy:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word dance.


BB: Okay. d for the duh sound. a for the ahh sound.  n ‘cause it helps the “an” sound. Then c and e 


       ‘cause c-e makes the sss sound.


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word roof. 


BB: o-o for the oooh. r for the rrrr and f for the ffff.

Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word chowder.


BB: c-h for the ch. o-w for the ow. d for duh and e-r for rrrr.
Although BB clearly used “chunking” as a strategy for spelling during her test, it was as if she overused it or was trying to show that she knew something about letters and sounds. BB never used this strategy during any of the “Give it a go!” activities. Instead, BB used visualization. A strategy, along with automaticity, she would use for six of the ten words on her spelling test.  
SM, however, used the “chunking” strategy more often than not:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word charcoal.


SM: It’s like char and then coal [claps beats].  I hear ar and in coal I hear all, but I thinks it’s o-i? 


[She would spell charcoal as charcoil on her spelling test during this “Think aloud.”]


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word Wednesday.

SM: I just know it. I remember Wed-nes-day. I spell those parts and then I just know it. 
In the next example, SM didn’t use sounds, syllables, or word parts to form a “chunk” of spelling knowledge:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word beautiful.


SM: So I remember three vowels after b. Then there’s five letters after that. And those letters go like this: consonant, vowel, consonant, 
vowel, consonant. b-e-a-u-t-i-f-u-l. 
SM consistently employed “chunking’ during the “Think aloud!” activity, choosing it for seven of the ten words.  However, she didn’t seem to favor one type over another. SM segmented words into sounds, syllables, smaller word parts, and, when there was no obvious way to break the word into smaller parts, she would create her own divisions.  SM also chose “chunking” for six of seven “Give it a go!” activities. Yet, an unknown word proved to be more challenging.  Videogame became vityogame and then vittyogame on the second attempt, as she described a new toy in her writing. 

JL, too, verbalized the “chunking” strategy during both a “Think aloud” and a “Give it a go!” activity:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word crouch.


JL: Um…I studied it a lot.  And I learned when we had the pre-test that o-u makes an ow sound.


JL: And, then, it goes c-r-ou-ch [as he segments the word a loud]

He would go on to use “chunking” again with the use of smaller word parts in the next examples:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word friend.


JL: Um…I know the word. Oh…fri and then end!!  And put it all together to get friend. [JL would write the word firend for the second week] 

JL used “chunking” for six of the ten words during this spelling test.  Those words that had a predictable spelling pattern, he spelled correctly using this strategy, after studying them “a lot.”  But those words without a predictable letter-sound spelling, JL continuously misspelled despite the accuracy of his verbalized knowledge.  A “Give it a go!” activity sheet would better illustrate why “chunking” was not always successful for JL:


Teacher: Tell me about how you spelled the word umbrella.


JL: I sounded it out as best I could.


Teacher: Tell me what sounds you heard.


JL: Okay. I did this [taps each finger to thumb to show sounds in the word] un-br-ella.


Teacher: Tell me how many sounds you heard.


JL: I don’t know. Three? I don’t really know how to “tap.”

According to JL, the word umbrella had only three sounds.  He didn’t attempt to “clap” the syllables. Yet, when encouraged to “clap and name” each syllable before trying a second attempt, JL wrote unberelu.  This is not the conventional spelling, but he was able to identify a vowel sound within each beat.  He did overemphasize the “r” sound, however, and thus added a fourth syllable with an r-influenced sound.  
Written examples of Chunking


Evidence of “chunking” was illustrated in the morning journal writing of SM and JL more so than BB.  This is not to say that BB wasn’t representing chunks or letter sequences with great accuracy.  In a poem about nothing to do over the weekend, BB spelled each of these words correctly—window, rainy, nothing and paper.  She not only choose the accurate long vowel patterns, consistent with the Late Within Word Pattern stage, but also demonstrated the next developmental spelling stage, Syllables and Affixes. BB used digraphs or consonants at each syllable juncture to maintain vowel sounds.  She also spelled four words on the Qualitative Spelling Inventory within this stage (see appendices A and B).  

JL was observed “mouthing” the sounds within an unknown word. However, his writing samples illustrated a linear approach to letter-sound knowledge, rather than the “chunking” of vowel patterns or word parts.  Examples include daingis for dangerous or constinly for constantly.
SM often represented long vowel patterns, consonant blends, and other letter-sound knowledge consistent with the Within Word Pattern stage.  Examples included horse, made, and thing when she described a craft she made over the weekend with a friend. However, like BB, she is beginning to progress toward Syllables and Affixes.  This is not only evident in the Qualitative Spelling Inventory (see appendices A and B) for words like marched and shower, with her correct use of suffix and the r-influenced sound, but also in her writing with words like comming.  With the short vowel sound that’s heard in come, it’s no wonder she doubled the consonant.  Just think of how the word run becomes running when –ing is added. 

Patterns of Thought

Written examples from each student, along with observations, illustrated some degree of spelling knowledge in each of the subcategories—automaticity, visualization, and chunking.  A traditional assessment may not have yielded such information.  Instead, a spelling test would have measured the accuracy of acquired skills or simple memory and recall (Wilde, 1990).  Developmental stages illustrate what students “use but confuse” but fail to provide teachers with an understanding of how students construct spelling knowledge.  The “thought unit” facilitated this task.

Differences did emerge in the degree to which each student used or talked about specific spelling strategies (see appendices G and H).  JL, the below grade-level speller, used both visualization and chunking during the “Give it a go!” with inaccurate results.  He struggled to break a word into smaller sounds or syllables.  His written work illustrated more of a linear sequence to spelling, rather than a chunking technique.  JL would, however, use chunking with words he had studied in preparation for a spelling test. But not once, during either written task, did he mention “I just knew it.”  

BB described letter/sound knowledge she no longer needed during the “Think a loud.”  And she never used chunking during a “Give it a go!” when she was unsure of a word within her writing.  Instead, BB chose visualization.  A strategy she used time and again.  SM, too, used chunking during the “Think aloud,” but unlike BB, she would continue to rely on this strategy as she wrote unknown words during the journal writing activities.

Evidence of progress toward the next stage of developmental spelling was suggested by both written and descriptive strategies of BB and SM.  BB’s use of syllable junctures to maintain a vowel sound and SM’s use of the consonant doubling principle before the suffix –ing were both representative.  While, JL only insisted “I tried to memorize it” or “I don’t know how to tap,” comments that were not indicative of stage progression.

Indicative of many second graders, the above and below grade-level spellers were also above and below grade-level readers.  While the extent to which their spelling knowledge was mediated by their reading achievement is unknown, some researchers contend, “The experiences which children have while reading influence the way that they spell, and their knowledge of spelling affects their reading” (Goswami & Bryant, 1990, p. 148).  Perhaps that explains why BB used visualization or automaticity to a much higher degree than both SM and JL. She may have more words in her reading and spelling vocabularies and more opportunities to use them; she’s not focusing on the mechanics of encoding during a writing task.
How do you spell intelligence?


Or what if BB is simply a strong, visual learner?  Howard Gardner (1999), a prominent educational theorist, once suggested that intelligence, as it has been traditionally defined, couldn’t possibly encompass the wide variety of abilities that people have. Instead, he asserted that it’s not how smart you are, but “how you are smart.”  While JL may not read at grade-level, his writing vocabulary certainly hasn’t suffered-- And then I sumersultid away.  Thay wer to dshtatid [distracted] to relise me.  Wow!  Instead, he may be relying on his logical-mathematical intelligence, where he performs above grade-level, to spell words by putting parts together.  1+1 always equals 2.  Why then is the oo sound not always spelled in the same in that short poem?  And then there’s SM.  A student who once boasted, “I’m one heck of a saxophone player,” naturally finds a beat or a pattern within a word.  Could SM be using her musical intelligence for spelling?  What if students learned how to spell according to their type of intelligence?   Or would a visual learner always find more success with spelling conventions?  I think furthers discussions would be needed.  
Learning to Teach

Talking with the students about spelling, I discovered how each of them thinks about words.  I also witnessed the willingness to “Give it a go!” with a word they were unsure of in order to maintain fluidity within their writing.  Whether or not the resultant spelling was conventional, two things happened. First, I observed students accessing letter-sound knowledge and thinking through patterns in word-structure.  Second, an invented spelling allowed me to encourage and assess developmental change.  Such conversations that will surely influence my instruction.  I had no idea that JL was unable to segment a word into syllables.  Knowing this, and witnessing SM’s success, learning how to chunk is the logical next step for JL.

However, it is also important to develop students’ spelling automaticity.  This type of access is faster than the retrieval of letter-sound connections and spelling options, but it is dependent upon a substantial word bank. Does that mean a student must be a strong reader, like BB, in order to be a strong speller?  I think not.  I loved to read; I struggled with spelling.  Reading did not provide me with a lexicon of words.


Templeton and Morris (1999) suggest word sorts, in addition to reading.  Students sort words according to sound, syllable, or meaning.  Those students Within Word Pattern (Bear et al., 2004) may sort words according to long vowel spellings--a-e, ai, ay.  An activity should also include unknown words.  That way, students can use what they know to learn what they need to know to build their word bank for automaticity. 


But whether sorting or “giving it a go,” students are constructing word knowledge.  Teachers need only to listen to students describe the ways in which they spell and read words.  Then, and only then, can we really begin to extend the applicability of theories about developmental spelling. 
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Appendix

A-Representative Written Spellings






Qualitative Spelling Inventory (Bear et al., 2004)

	Correct Spelling
	BB
	SM
	JL

	1. bed
	bed
	bed
	bed

	2. ship
	ship
	ship
	ship

	3. when
	when
	when
	when

	4. lump
	lump
	lump
	lump

	5. float
	flote
	flote
	flote

	6. train
	train
	tran
	trane

	7. place
	place
	place
	places

	8. drive
	drive
	drive
	drive

	9. bright
	brite
	brite
	brite

	10. throat
	throte
	throt
	thurote

	11. spoil
	spowle
	spoyel
	spoyul

	12. serving
	sirving
	sirving
	surving

	13. chewed
	chooed
	chooed
	chod

	14. carries
	carrey
	carrys
	carys

	15. marched
	marched
	marched
	morcht

	16. shower
	shower
	shower
	showur

	17. bottle
	botel
	botel
	bodul

	18. favor
	faver
	faver
	faver

	19. ripen
	ripen
	riping
	ripin

	20. cellar
	seler
	seler
	selur

	21. pleasure
	plesher
	plejer
	X

	22. fortunate
	forchenit
	fochinit
	X

	23. confident
	comfedent
	cofinit
	X

	24. civilize
	sivelise
	siviris
	X

	25. opposition
	opezishon              +10
	opirjishing              +8
	X                             +6


B    Representative Developmental Spelling Stages
	Letter-Name Alphabetic
	Within Word Pattern
	Syllables & Affixes


	Correct Spelling
	Late
	Early
	Middle
	Late
	Early

	1. bed
	BB, SM, JL
	
	
	
	

	2. ship
	BB, SM, JL
	
	
	
	

	3. when
	BB, SM, JL
	
	
	
	

	4. lump

**************
	BB, SM, JL
	
	
	
	

	5. float
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	
	

	6. train
	SM
	
	BB, JL
	
	

	7. place
	
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	

	8. drive
	
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	

	9. bright
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	
	

	10. throat
	
	SM
	BB,JL
	
	

	11. spoil

**************
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	
	

	12. serving
	
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	

	13. chewed
	JL
	
	BB, SM
	
	

	14. carries
	
	
	JL
	BB, SM
	

	15. marched
	
	JL
	
	
	BB, SM

	16. shower
	
	
	JL
	
	BB, SM

	17. bottle
	JL
	
	
	BB, SM
	

	18. favor
	
	BB, SM, JL
	
	
	

	19. ripen
	
	
	SM, JL
	
	BB

	20. cellar

**************
	
	
	BB, SM, JL
	
	

	21. pleasure
	
	SM
	BB
	
	

	22. fortunate
	
	
	BB, SM
	
	

	23. confident
	
	SM
	BB
	
	

	24. civilize
	
	SM
	
	
	BB

	25. opposition
	
	SM
	BB
	
	


C-E

Representative Written Spellings on Tests

(C) Week 1

	words
	BB
	words
	SM
	words
	JL

	chowder
	chowder
	frowned
	frowned
	frown
	frown

	breakfast
	breakfast
	bow
	bow
	drowned
	drowned

	lose
	lose
	chowder
	chowder
	flower
	flower

	dance
	dance
	shower
	shower
	crowd
	cowd

	ready
	ready
	drowned
	drowned
	how
	how

	shoes
	shoes
	flower
	flower
	snowstorm
	snowstom

	roof
	roof
	tracks
	tracks
	rainbow
	rainbow

	off
	off
	trails
	trails
	soaked
	soaked

	because
	because
	people
	people
	head
	head

	head
	head           +10
	cousins 
	cousins        +10
	friend
	frend           +7


(D) Week 2

	words
	BB
	words
	SM
	words
	JL

	field
	field
	beneath
	beneath
	crowd
	crowd

	wind
	wind
	charcoal
	charcoil
	snowstorm
	snowstorm

	sincerely
	sicerely
	head
	head
	friend
	firend

	piece
	piece
	breakfast
	breakfast
	first
	frist

	Wednesday
	Wednesday
	dance
	dance
	what
	what

	Thursday
	Thursday
	beautiful
	beautiful
	Wednesday
	Wednday

	Saturday
	Saturday
	lose
	lose
	Saturday
	Satrday

	Tuesday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Thursday

	chimpanzee
	chimpanzee
	Thursday
	Thursday
	dance
	danec

	Monday
	Monday    +9
	Saturday
	Saterday     +8
	lose
	lose           +5


(E) Week 3

	words
	BB
	words
	SM
	words
	JL

	sincerely
	sinserely
	charcoal
	charcoal
	south
	south

	around
	around
	Saturday
	Saturday
	crouch
	crouch

	crouch
	crouch
	crouch
	crouch
	count
	count

	roundest
	roundest
	roundest
	roundest
	cloudy
	cloudy

	cloudy
	cloudy
	cloudy
	cloudy
	shout
	shout

	before
	before
	outside
	outside
	first
	frist

	moose
	moose
	piece
	piece
	friend
	firend

	library
	library
	bought
	bought
	Wednesday
	Wedensday

	bought
	boght
	library
	library
	Saturday
	Saturday

	peace
	peace         +8
	pretty
	pretty         +10
	dance
	dance        +7


F  Representative Spelling on a “Give it a go!” sheet

BB

	First Attempt
	Second Attempt
	Conventional Spelling

	swy
	sway
	swaying

	hershy
	Hershey
	Hershey 

	peac
	piece
	piece

	been
	been
	been

	their
	there
	there

	were
	where
	where


SM

	First Attempt
	Second Attempt
	Conventional Spelling

	hores
	horse
	horse

	bend
	bede
	bead

	vityogame
	vittyogame
	videogame

	litsing
	listing
	listing

	controler
	controller
	controller

	wether
	weather
	weather

	wright
	rite
	write


JL

	First Attmept
	Second Attempt
	Conventional Spelling

	wael
	wile
	while

	unbrlu
	unberelu
	umbrella

	litul
	littul
	little

	compowter
	cumputer
	computer

	hie
	hy
	high

	idsodic
	egsodic
	exotic


G Categories of Spelling Knowledge






Spelling Test “Think Aloud”
	
	BB (week 1)
	SM (week 2)
	JL (week 3)

	Visualization
	2
	1
	4

	Automaticity
	4
	2
	0

	Chunking
	4
	7
	6


*Values represent units of thought. 

H  Categories of Spelling Knowledge






“Give it a go!” Spelling Sheet
	
	BB
	SM
	JL

	Visualization
	6
	0
	3

	Automaticity
	0
	0
	0

	Chunking
	0
	6
	3


*Values represent units of thought. 

I  “Give it a go!” Spelling Sheet
Name:_____________________                 Date:________________







Give it a go!







[image: image2.wmf]
	First Try
	Second Try

	Conventional Spelling

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


J   Consent Form
Dear Second Grade Families:

As part of a graduate course, EN 5000 Research in Writing, I am engaging in a teacher action research project.  I plan to try to describe the strategies that students use when spelling an unknown word in their journal writing.  I am interested in what strategies they find to be successful and those they find to be unsuccessful.


As part of this research, I will be collecting student writing samples, student attempts at writing an unknown word, and survey responses related to how they would describe themselves as a speller.  I will also interview some of the students to have a chance to talk with them in a more in-depth manner about how they tackle the challenges of the English spelling system.


My data will be shared only with my research class, which consists of nineteen graduate students, my professor Dr. Meg Petersen, and myself.  I will not use actual student names or any identifying information when discussing the data.  The data will not be shared beyond that forum without your further permission.


I may write about this research for publication.  If I do so, I will not use any real names or include any identifying data about families, students, etc.  You will have the right to review the manuscript, is you so desire, before I submit if for publication.

Please check if you:

_____ Would NOT be willing to have your child participate in this project.

_____ Would be willing to have your child participate in this project.
_____ Would like to view any articles to come out of this project for accuracy before publication.  

I have read and accept the terms detailed above. 

Name:_________________________________________

Signature:______________________________________

Date:__________________________________________
One reason why I cannot spell,�Although I learned the rules quite well�Is that some words like coup and through�Sound just like threw and flue and Who;�When oo is never spelled the same,…						(Buchan, 1966)�











