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Prelimnary Studies

During 1997 and 1998, the author was involved in devel oping a
remedi al spelling programme for senior students at a decile 9
school, after teachers expressed concern about the poor
spelling skills of a nunber of year 6, 7 and 8 students. The
aut hor undertook an analysis of the spelling skills of al

year 5 to 8 students in order to deternmi ne the nature of
spelling errors made by students at these |evels. The
remedi al programre was designed to teach the relevant skills
and know edge that were identified fromthis analysis, to

children with severe spelling problens.

Study 1

Anal ysis of Spelling Errors

Met hod

Spelling errors in witing sanples fromall children (126)
fromyear 5, 6, 7 and 8 cl asses were anal ysed in the follow ng
way, to determne the nature of errors nade.

Chil dren were given a comon story starter, (for exanple The
first thing I saw when | opened the door was...) which was
written on the board and they were asked to wite for 15

nm nut es. At the end of that time, they were asked to tota
the words witten, then to re-read their witing and correct
any spelling errors they could find. They were not all owed
to use dictionaries or other kinds of assistance. Each

child s witing sanpl e was anal ysed using a Witing Analysis
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Sheet (Appendi x A) which was devel oped with reference to the
spel ling analysis sheet in “Spelling is not a Health Hazard”
(Traill & Symes, 1995). The Traill and Symes anal ysis sheet
required the error words to be witten next to the correct
spelling for each word and the nature of the errors to be
determ ned according to a range of choices provided on the
anal ysi s sheet. The Witing Analysis Sheet devel oped by the
author required a simlar analysis of errors but errors were
classified in the foll ow ng way:

1. Errors associated with sound analysis skills — vowel s,
consonants, blends or incorrect nunber of sounds represented
in awrd. (back for black; het for hit; invesation for

i nvestigation

2. Lack of know edge of spelling patterns. ( orful for
awful; lite for Light)
3. Lack of know edge of spelling rules and conventi ons.

(hiting for hitting; hopeing for hoping)

4. Proofreading errors. (th_for the; off spelled of and
of f)
5. O her (pronunciation — persific for specific; honbnym

confusion — ware for wear; exception or irregular words —

butiful for beautiful).

The author’s Witing Analysis Sheet also records the total
words witten, the percentage of spelling errors made in the
writing sanple and the number of errors fromthe core

vocabul ary lists in Spell Wite (Croft & Mapa, 1998).

Results and D scussi on
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Percentage of spelling errors in witing.

Goup 1: Children who nmade I ess than 5% errors (41 children
32.5% of total).

The errors made by children in this group rel ated al nost
exclusively to hononym confusion, incorrect spelling of
irregul ar or exception words, and proofreading errors (mnor
slips — of for off; omssion of one letter in a word when it
was correct el sewhere — bik for bike.)

Goup 2: Children who nade between 5% and 10% errors (46
children, 36.5%of total).

These children nade errors related to orthographic structures

(Spelling patterns, for exanple: lite for light or bight for

bite) and norphol ogi cal structures (Spelling rules and
conventions, for exanple: invension for invention, marryed for
married) in words, but they al so confused honmonyns, showed a

| ack of knowl edge of irregular and exception words and nade
proofreading errors.

Goup 3: Children who nmade nore than 10% errors (39 children,
31% of total).

The children in this group fell into the two categories of
poor spellers described by Frith (1980). One sub-group nmade
errors related to incorrect analysis of sounds associated with
consonants, vowels and blends. For exanple, drink mght be

written jink, plug mght be witten plag, black m ght be

written back. Sounds were often incorrectly sequenced in
wor ds. Children in this sub-group al so nade incorrect
choi ces of spelling patterns to acconpany sounds, sequenced

| etter patterns incorrectly, showed a | ack of know edge of
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rul es and norphol ogi cal structures in words, and nade
proofreading errors. These children appeared to have a poor
grasp of the structure of the English | anguage, both
phonol ogi cal | y and orthographically.

The second sub-group of children in this group did not make
errors with sound anal ysi s. They appeared to have
difficulties using orthographi c and norphol ogi cal information
to make correct choices for spelling patterns in words. For

exanpl e, they m ght spell all words containing the ‘or’ sound

with an or — tork, pork, chork, por, dor and so forth. They

may not understand when to change the 'y’ to an ‘i’ before

addi ng an ending in words such as cried (cryed), happiest
(happyest) and so forth.

For many children in group 3, particularly those in the second
sub-group, the quantity and quality of their witten | anguage
was bel ow what coul d be expected of them when conpared wth

their readi ng and oral |anguage skills.

The nature of students’' errors.

The 15 minute witing sanples were adm ni stered again in 1998
to students fromyears 6 to 8. A total of 187 sanples from
1997 and 1998 were analysed to identify the nature of spelling
errors conmonly made by students. There were 1352 errors in
total. Spelling errors were classified in the follow ng way.
I ncorrect Vowels: Students confused vowel sounds particularly

‘a’ and ‘u, (scrab for scrub) and ‘e’ and ‘i’ (het for hit).
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Consonant confusion: Sounds were represented with incorrect

consonants — taqil for table, leef for |eave.
Bl ends: St udents nade incorrect spellings for blends.

Usual ly they onmtted the second or third letter of a blend —

banme for blane, spat for splat.

Spel ling patterns: Students were unable to use letter
clusters accurately to represent sounds in words. For

exanpl e; they m ght not use an appropriate spelling for a | ong
vowel sound (two vowels together or a silent ‘e’ to represent
the long vowel )- fell for feel, tran for train. Sonet i mes
students used appropriate, but inaccurate letter clusters to
represent a sound. For example: orful for awful.

Spelling rules: The nobst comon rul es that were not known
were: Contractions, adding endings to words, past tense
spel i ngs, suffixes, possessive apostrophes.

Contractions: Students were unable to place the apostrophe in
the correct place in contractions, or they added extra

| etters; coulden’t for couldn't, did nt for didn't.

Addi ng endings: Silent ‘e’ and doubling the consonant rules:
Students did not know the rules for addi ng endings to words.
They did not drop the ‘e’ before adding an ending (snileing
for smling) and/or they did not double the consonant after a
short vowel sound at the end of a word (stoping for stopping).
Changing ‘y’ to ‘i’ when addi ng endi ngs to words: St udent s
were unable to accurately use the rule of changing 'y’ to ‘i’
when addi ng endings to words ending in ‘'y’. They spel | ed

happily, happyly or flying, fliing.

Past tense — ‘ed’ endings: Sone students did not denonstrate
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know edge of the use of ‘ed’ to depict past tense. Many of
themomtted to use ‘ed” at all or they spelled it with a ‘d

or a‘t’, e.g., Yesterday | play with ny friend, 1 _junpt

over the hedge.

Word stem plus suffix: Students were not aware of rules
associ ated with adding suffixes to word stens — they spelled

finally, finaly and gradually, gradualy instead of adding the

suffix (ly) to the whole word stem (final + ly = finally,
gradual + |y = gradually).

Possessi ve Apostrophes: Students were unable to use
apostrophes to determ ne possession appropriately. They
often used apostrophes with plurals, or with the wong word in

a sentence, e.g., The dog’s and cat’s got wet, The horses

ears’ were quivering.

Pr oof r eadi ng: Students made errors which they did not pick
up when proofreading — ‘off’ spelled of; ‘the’ spelled th; the
same word spelled two or three ways in the sane piece of
witing with one being correct.

Hononyns: Students used the wong spelling for a word with

t he sane sound but a different meaning - bear for bare, which

for witch.

Exception or irregular words: Students showed a | ack of

know edge for words that either originated from anot her

| anguage or were exceptions to a conmonly known spelling rule.
For exanple: beautiful (butiful), they (thay).

Pronunci ati on: Students spelled words as they spoke them -

persific for specific.
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are the results of an analysis of the

spelling errors in the 187 witing sanples studied in 1997 and

1998. Errors are categorised according to the headi ngs

expl ai ned above and the incidence of each type of error is

equated as a percentage of the overal

Table 1

| nci dence of Spelling Errors as a neasure of Type,

errors nade.

Nunber and

Percentage, in 15 Mnute Witing Sanpl es,

for Students in

Years 6, 7 and 8.(1997, 1998).

Type of Errors Nunber of errors Percent age of Errors
(n = 1352)

Spel ling Patterns 319 23.59%

(Ot hographic)

Pr oof readi ng 250 18. 49%

(Ot hographic)

Consonant Conf usi on 132 9.76%

(Sound Anal ysi s)

Hononyns 128 9. 46%

(Mor phol ogi cal)

Excepti on Words 107 7.91%

(Mor phol ogi cal)

Addi ng Endings to 79 5.84%

Wor ds
(Mor phol ogi cal)
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Contractions 77 5.69%
(Mor phol ogi cal)

Pronunci ati on 63 4. 65%
(Sound Anal ysi s)

I ncorrect Vowel s 60 4.43%
(Sound Anal ysi s)

Past Tense — ‘ed Endings 56 4.14%
(Mor phol ogi cal)

Addi ng Suffixes 38 2.81%
(Mor phol ogi cal)

Apost r ophes 28 2.07%
(Mor phol ogi cal)

Bl ends 15 1.1%
(Sound Anal ysi s)

There were 37.9% nor phol ogi cal errors, 23.59% orthographic
errors, 19.94% sound analysis errors and 18.49% proofreadi ng
errors. The distribution of errors seens to suggest that
the students | acked know edge about the rules and conventions
of the English | anguage (norphol ogical structure) and that
they also had difficulties using appropriate spelling
patterns to represent sounds (orthographic structure). Poor
sound anal ysis skills (poor pronunciation, inaccurate sound-
to-letter know edge for consonants and vowel s) and poor

proofreading skills nmade up the rest of the errors.

Brann and Hattie's (1995) survey of spelling programres in
110 Auckl and school s suggests that the focus was on | earning
word lists, with little time spent on acquiring orthographic
and nor phol ogi cal know edge. In their research they
enphasi se the inportance of teaching these. Perfetti (1992)

al so suggests that know edge of |etter sequences
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(orthographi c knowl edge) is necessary because of the nmany
ways of mapping phonene-to-graphene sequences in the spelling
of words. He sees the devel opnment of |exica

representati ons as fundanmental to the devel opnent of rapid
word recognition skills in reading and spelling.

The nor phol ogi cal structure of the English |Ianguage al so

af fects spelling skills. Many chil dren appear to ‘pick up’
this structure through readi ng, but those who do not may be
di sadvantaged in that they have | ess know edge to use when
trying to spell unknown or irregular words. Lack of

know edge of norphol ogi cal structures accounted for the

| argest nunber of spelling errors in the analysis of spelling
errors of the children in the author’s study in 1997/ 98.
These skills are devel oped as exposure to the English

| anguage increases and it is therefore logical to assune that
many of themw |l not be acquired until the final years of
primary school or early in the secondary school years. The
conpl exity of norphol ogical structures varies however, and
even young children have been shown to possess various |levels
of nor phol ogi cal awareness. Treiman and Cassar (1996)
denonstrated this in their research (see chapter 2).
Proofreading errors were al so noticeable in the anal ysis of
spelling errors of year 5 to 8 students. The Nationa
Educati on Monitoring Project report (Crooks & Flockton, 1999)
al so highlights a lack of skill in this area (see Chapter 2).
The English | anguage is a norphol ogically and

ort hographi cally conpl ex al phabetical system wth one-to-

many possibilities in both phonene-to-graphene alternatives
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(/k/ sound = ch - school, k - kitten, gqu - queue, ck - sick,
c — carry) and graphene-to phonene alternatives (ch may sound
as ‘ch’ as in cherries, /k/ as in school, /sh/ as in machine)
(Ehri and Wl ce, 1987; Trei man, 1993). I nstruction
progranmes that fail to provide children with strategies and
know edge about orthographi ¢ and norphol ogi cal structures in
words will fail to provide devel opi ng spellers and readers
wi th knowl edge that will help them make correct choices for
witing and readi ng words.

Study 2

Renmedi al Spelling Programme for Year 6 and 7 Students

Met hod

Twenty year 6, 7 and 8 students (aged between 10 and 13
years) were identified by their teachers because of their
poor spelling skills. They generally scored poorly in

cl assroom and standardi sed spelling tests, nmade frequent
errors in words fromcore vocabulary lists (Croft & Mpa,
1998) and nade many errors in their draft witing. They had
difficulties proofreading for spelling errors and teachers
coment ed that many of them wote using rmuch sinpler |anguage

and ideas than they denonstrated in oral presentations.

The Daniels and Di ack (Peters, 1975) spelling test is one
standardi sed test in common use in New Zeal and school s.
This is a list of 67 words of increasing conplexity, which
produces a raw score that can be translated into an

approxi mate spelling age. Students were adm nistered this
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test at the beginning and end of this study.

Pr ogramme Cont ent .

The content of the programme was devel oped to teach

ort hographic (spelling patterns — for exanple; aw, au, or,
le, tion and so forth), and norphol ogical (rules and
conventions — for exanple; doubling the consonant after a
short vowel, ‘ed endings to depict past tense) structures,
using the “Letterland” resource.

The spelling programe ained to:

1. Hi ghlight the many skills and strategies the students
al ready had. This was done by analysing witing sanples
fromeach student, to identify skills and strategies they

al ready denonstrated in their spelling attenpts.

2. Eval uate the nature of the student’s spelling errors to
determ ne phonol ogical (difficulties with sound-to-letter
anal ysi s), orthographic (difficulties with selection of
spelling patterns to represent sounds) and norphol ogi ca
(lack of know edge of rules and conventions of the English

| anguage) know edge and proofreading difficulties.

3. Encourage the students to devel op netacognitive

st rat egi es. To understand how they | earn, what they need to
do to renmenber information and to understand the rel ationship
between effort, know edge, strategy use and success. Thi s
was done by highlighting the factors that made information
nmenor abl e, by teaching questioning techniques to recal
informati on al ready | earned, and by providi ng constant

f eedback about reasons for success and failure throughout the
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pr ogr amme.
4. Teach rules and strategies that were based on devel opi ng
phonol ogi cal , orthographi c and norphol ogi cal know edge to
provide a |logical framework to the English |anguage.

5. Provi de classroomfollowup to ensure the skills and
strategies |learned in the programe were transferred to the
student’s witing. St udents were encouraged to use the
foll ow ng questions when attenpting unknown words or when
trying to fix spelling errors.

What do |I know about this word? (For exanple: Is it a past
tense word — do | have an /ed/ on the end?)

What sounds can | hear in this word? (break it into syllables
and then into phonenes).

What letters could go with the sounds? (For exanple: What
|etter patterns could spell the /or/ sound?)

Does the spelling ook right? If not, what could |I change
it to? (For exanple: does orful look right? How else could

wite /or/ ? If I don't know, howw Il | find out?)

Pr ocedur e.
St udents worked in two groups of 10 (only 19 conpleted the
trial as one student |eft the school). They net for two, 45
m nut e sessions per week, for nine weeks in termone.
During termtwo, they net for one, 15 mnute session per week
for ten weeks and each student received approximtely 10
m nut es per week individual support during witing tinme in
t he cl assroom This was used to proofread draft witing in

order to identify spelling errors and to use know edge gai ned
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fromthe spelling progranmme to correct errors. The
progranme was based around teaching rules and spelling
patterns through the use of the “Letterland” resource using
the story and picture mmenonics inherent init. A variety
of practice activities and spelling ganes were used to
encourage participation and recall of material. For exanple,
bl end or digraph Bingo, mmnng, team conpetitions for recal
of previously taught material and weekly practice activities

both in the group and for homeworKk.

Results and D scussi on

Changes in spelling age.

Children were adm ni stered the Daniels and Di ack

(Peters, 1975) spelling test at the beginning (May) and end
(Septenber) of the trial. Tables 2, 3 and 4 denonstrate the
changes that occurred in the spelling ages recorded in My
and Sept enber. Unfortunately, the student’s exact ages were
not recorded and they are therefore presented as approxi mate

ages for their year |evel.
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Tabl e 2

Spelling Age in Years, of Year 8 Students as a function of

St udent _and Ti nme of Testing.

St udent Chr onol ogi cal Spel ling Ages (Years)
Ages (Years)
Pretest (May) Posttest (Septener)
Raw score Spel i ng Raw score  Spelling
Age Age
A 12-13 37 10.5 45 12.8
B 12-13 40 12.3 47 13.0
C 12-13 40 12.3 44 12.7
D 12-13 39 11.5 44 12.7
E 12-13 36 10. 2 39 11.5
F 12-13 37 10.5 43 12. 6
G 12-13 37 10.5 48 13.1
H 12-13 37 10.5 43 12.6
Table 3

Spelling Age in Years, of Year 7 Students as a function of

St udent _and Ti nme of Testing.

St udent Chr onol ogi cal Spel ling Ages (Years)
Ages (Years)
Pretest (May) Posttest (Septener)
_RaAALsmr_e_igxéLLl_ag_ _BaMLsane_igxéLLl_ag_

A 11-12 37 10.5 45 12.8

B 11-12 36 10. 2 42 12.5

C 11-12 34 9.5 39 11.5

D 11-12 31 8.7 33 9.2

E 11-12 29 8.3 37 10.5

F 11-12 31 8.7 34 9.5
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Tabl e 4

Spelling Age in Years, of Year 6 Students as a function of

St udent and Tinme of Testing.

. .
Ages (Years)

Pretest (My) Posttest (Septener)
Age ’ Age ’
A 10-11 24 7.7 34 9.5
B 10- 11 27 8.1 38 11.0
C 10-11 16 6.7 27 8.1
D 10-11 33 9.2 39 11.5
E 10-11 29 8.3 36 10.2

Changes in witing.

As shown in Tables 2, 3 and 4, all children in the programre
showed an i nprovenent of between .5 and 2.9 years over a four
nont h peri od. Teachers comment ed on i nprovenents, not only
in the nature of spelling errors in the students’ draft-
witing, but on the quantity of witing and the quality of
words used. For exanple, children who had struggled to wite
a page were witing nore than one page and nmany were
continuing stories over a series of days. They were al so
tackling nore conplex words — witing difficult instead of

hard, gigantic instead of big and so forth.

At the beginning of the programre, nobst students were unabl e
to identify errors in their witing and they could not fix

themreadily, even if soneone el se underlined them At the
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end of the four nmonth period, students were able to fix nost
errors when they knew the rule to apply. I dentifying the
errors was still a problem for many students but if they were
gi ven a proof-reading target (search for all words with an
/ed/ or /ing/ ending and check the rule for doubling the
consonant), they were able to |locate and fix errors

associated with that rule, w thout assi stance.

Di scussi on.

Thi s progranme was not conducted as a research study as there
was no conparison group of students who did not receive the
pr ogr anme. It would have been useful to have obtai ned nore
detail ed assessnents of the quantity and quality of each
student’s witing, detailed nmeasures of proofreading skills,
nore di agnostic spelling assessnents and t he exact ages of

al | students before the programre began. However, the

i mprovenents in spelling ages did appear to reflect a change
in the students’ spelling skills. Teachers noted changes in
attitudes to witing and gains in confidence in tackling
unknown wor ds. Many students began to use nore advanced
vocabul ary, despite naking errors in their spelling. For

exanpl e, instead of witing He had no friends because he was

bad, a child mght wite He had no friends because he was

neen and narsty. They were prepared to ‘have a go’ and ask

for help afterwards, because they knew there were strategies

they could use to find out howto correct errors.

The programe was i npl enmented using as many spelling games
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and practice activities as possible. The students were very
ent husi asti ¢ about the progranmme and in a revision session at
the end of the programme, they denonstrated excellent recal

of much of the information they had | earned. Spelling rules
and letter patterns were taught using stories to nake them
menor abl e. The nost difficult part of the programre was

hel ping the students to |l earn howto use the information in
spelling attenpts in their witing. They needed instruction
about how and when to apply their know edge. Thi s
difficulty in devel oping effective and efficient strategies
for | earning and knowi ng when and how to use know edge and
strategies that have been acquired, is described by Reid
(1988) and is typical of many children with |earning

difficulties.

Inplications for Teaching Practice

Research by Nuthall and Alton-Lee (1994) suggests that pupils
need to neet a concept or idea on four separate occasions if
they are to learn and renenber it and that these occasions
shoul d not be separated by nore than two days. The results
of this trial remedial spelling programe suggest that the
students benefited fromlearning specific spelling skills but
this benefit was significantly enhanced by the foll ow up
support they received in the classroom which enabled themto

| earn how to apply their new know edge to witing.

Renedi al programmes are generally provided in a w thdrawal

situation and are often taught by sonmeone other than the
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cl assroom t eacher. This makes it difficult to link the new
| earning to classroom based | earning and often restricts its
application to other areas. It is a costly exercise to
provide withdrawal tuition and if it is to be applied to

cl assroom activities, some sort of in-class support is also
required. The best option is for the classroomteacher to
provide the spelling instruction and foll owup support, as

part of the regular classroom programe.

Brann and Hattie's (1995) research into spelling tuition in
primary schools found that senior class teachers tended to
operate spel ling progranmmes based on | earning individua

words spelled incorrectly, or on interest word lists. Very
few teachers anal ysed children’s spelling to discover the
nmeani ng and significance of the errors. Rarely were correct
strategies identified — the focus tended to be on identifying
errors and then requiring children to learn the incorrectly

spel | ed words.

Qur trial renedial progranme, based on teaching skills and
strategies associ ated with | earni ng phonol ogi cal ,
or t hographi ¢ and nor phol ogi cal structures in words, produced
good results in poor spellers in the senior school. Tr ei man
and Cassar (1997) state that:
Young children al so have some buddi ng know edge about
the orthographic regularities of the witten |anguage
and about the role of norphology in spelling. Chil dren

begin to use this know edge earlier than they are given
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credit for in existing theories. (pp. 64, 65)
This raises the possibility that maki ng the orthographic and
nor phol ogi cal structure of the English | anguage overt when
children are learning to read and wite, may inprove spelling
skills at an earlier age. Thi s buddi ng knowl edge nmay be
strengt hened in children who are already devel oping a
sensitivity to it and may be highlighted for those children
who are not yet able to use anal ogy to make the connections

t hensel ves.

Nunes, Bryant and Bi ndman (1997) suggest that devel opi ng
spellers are heavily dependent on their phonol ogi ca

awar eness skills. As they encounter a w der range of words
and spelling patterns, they begin to learn that there are

ot her factors that affect spelling. They then begin to use
comon spelling patterns without regard for their grammtica
correctness and later still they begin to understand that
there is a correct granmati cal usage. For exanpl e,
devel opi ng spellers may learn the spelling pattern for the
sound /or/. As their know edge of the English |anguage
increases they will discover that there are several other
spelling patterns for this one sound and will begin to
devel op an awareness of the appropriateness of each pattern
according to grammatical conventions. Research by Nunes et
al . (1997) suggests that there is a strong |ink between
children’s grammatical awareness and their spelling

devel opnent . They say:

...we need intervention studies: we need to strengthen
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children’s grammati cal awareness and see how this
affects their spelling. ...Wat should we teach our
children about grammar? We have no ready answer to
this question, and we think that the answer nust wait
for research on how to increase children’ s awareness of
grammatical distinctions. That should be the necsed

[sic} nove. (p.169)

Current research suggests that know edge of the orthographic
and nor phol ogi cal structures of the English | anguage,
contributes to the devel opment of young children’s spelling
skills (Backman, Bruck, Herbert & Sei denberg, 1984; Goswam ,
1993; Bowey, & Hansen, 1994; Brann & Hattie, 1995; Landerl,
Frith & Wmer, 1996; Cassar & Treiman, 1997; Miter &
Snow i ng, 1997; Nunes, Bindman & Bryant, 1997; Bowey, Vaughn
& Hansen, 1998). Spelling skills have a direct inpact on
witten | anguage skills (Brann, 1997; Mosely, 1993).

Chapman and Tunner (1996b) have denonstrated that children’s
readi ng sel f-concept develops in their first year at school
as they are learning to read. It is very likely that young
children’s witing self-concept al so devel ops early, as they
are learning to wite. Chapman (1998) highlights the

i mportance of avoiding the devel opnment of a negative academ c
sel f-concept because of its effects on notivation and

achi evenent out cones.

It seens that know edge and strategi es about spelling may

have significant inpact on the acquisition of witten
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| anguage skills, which will affect a variety of curricul um
ar eas. Success with witten | anguage contributes to
children’ s devel opi ng acaden ¢ sel f-concepts and to

achi evenent outcones. If young children need to use these
strategies fromthe tinme they begin to read and spell, it
seens | ogical that they should be taught at the sane tine.
The results of the pilot study suggest that if a progressive,
devel opnental spelling progranme was introduced fromyear 1,
there m ght not be a need to run renedi al progranmes for

students in year 5 and beyond.
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