
A RESEARCH-PROVEN SPELLING METHOD 

by Fred Harwood 

(Research does suggest some things about teaching 
spelling, according to the author. Mr. Harwood 
teaches English at University High School, Minne-

apolis.) 

The dictum to teach spelling is frustrated in many 
schools particularly high ·schools, because too few tea
chers m~ke any real effort to teach spelling. Often the 
teacher does· no more than pass out a list of words_ on 
Monday and test the students on Friday: The :esulting 
grade is no indication that learning is taking place, 
b tis rather an indication that some students can al-

u • t d • ready spell the words while others are not interes e in 
learning to spell them. On the other hand, ~ few tea:h
ers spend an inordinate amount of time tea:hing spelli~g 
and still find that there is little or no improvement in 
their students' performances. Granted that both of 
these situations are unsatisfactory, it becomes appar
ent that the teacher of English needs a spelling method 
that is effective while it is efficient .. Research, of 
which there is an abundance, is able to suggest such a 

program. . 
The first step in a methodologically sound spelling 

program is the proper selection of words. Research in
dicates that the selection of words should be based upon 
the present needs of the student. The words most easily 
and efficiently learned are those that occur in the stu
dent's everyda,Y speaking and writing vocabulary. The 
student should not be asked to spell words which he can
not or does not use, for he can be motivated to spell 
correc:tly only the words which he commonly uses: Ac
cordingly, the teaching of vocabulary should be divorced 
from the teaching of spelling. This suggestion does not 
reai'ly present much of a problem for those teachers con
derned ~{th the post-educational spelling needs of stu
dents for as Stauffer9 notes, a list of 2,000 words 
makes,up ninety.;five per cent of the running words in a
dult -~riti-qg. Lists found in the back of many grammar 
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handbooks are often based upon frequency lists and can 
be used with discrimination. 

Research favors the use of prepared lists of words. 
Sharp's study 7 indicates that there are no significant 
differences in general spelling improvement between the 
prepared-list and the individualized-list study of spel
ling. However, most researchers feel that the.prepared 
lists should be supplemented by words which the teacher 
finds commonly give students problems. Similarly, . the 
classroom presentation of the words should be in list 
form. As Thomas Horn writes, 4 to present words in con
text, particularly in a "concocted paragraph," takes at
tention away from the real business of spelling. Most 
researchers prefer to present the students with about 
twenty words a week. Approximately five of the words 
should.come from previous spelling assignments, partly 
alleviating· the need for students to practice the words 
they misspell in the examinations. 

The second step of an efficient and effective spel
ling program is the instruc.tion. Fortunately for the 
time-pressed teacher of English, the mo~t effective 
method is also the most efficient. With one class of 
students Calhoun 1 used a highly- inefficient method_ of 
spelling instruction which included use of the words in 
context, underlining the words, practicing the words 
with meanings, phonics instruction, and .review and prac
tice throughout the week. A second class of students 
studied spelling only three days~ week. On the first 
day these students pronounced and studied the words. A 
practice test and review was given on the second da½ 
and a final test was administered at the end of the 
week. Median growth in spelling achievement was signif
icantly higher for the second growth while mean growth 
was the same for both classes. Interestingly, the poor 
spellers made the greatest improvement using the prac
tice test method of spelling instruction. 

Thomas Horn's research 5 agrees with Calhoun's. Exam
ining a number of spelling methods with sixth graders, 
he found the pronunciation-test-correct method to be the 
most effective. The students pronounced each word care-
fully sometimes with syllabification of difficult 
words. Immediately after pronunciation of the words.the 
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students took a pre-test, correcting their own papers. 

A final test was then administered within a few days, a

gain with the students correcting their own tests (with 

different-colored pens or pencils). Horn found that the 

corrected test accounted for between ninety and ninety

five percent of the spelling improvement. Word study 

made but a slight contribution to increased mastery. 

Scheduling the final test the day after the pre-test ap

pears to reinforce the learning that occurs with the 

corrected pre-test. It may be more effective to give 

two pre-tests to the poorer spellers. Horn suggests 

that the teacher should not devote more than sixty min

utes a week to spelling instruction and that better stu

dents require far less of a time investment. Students 

need not practice the words missed on the final test; 

self-correction and future reviews of selected words 

provide permanent mastery. 

Too much time should not be devoted to drawing atten

tion to the difficult parts of words, for they will be 

indicated to the students by their pre-test errors. Nor 

should spelling rules be taught. Spache 8 says that if 

they can be understood and applied at all, only the 

bright students can do so. The time devoted to the 

learning of rules can probably be better devoted to the 

learning of more words. 

There are differences of opinion among researchers 

concerning the contribution phonics can make to spell

ing. Ernest Horn 3 notes that the great variety of ac

cepted pronunciations and the numerous ways in which 

sounds are represented in English graphemics interfere 

with the use of phonetic instruction in spelling. If 

used at all, he warns that both teacher and students 

must beware of phonetic generalizations and take note of 

the ways, not the way in weich a sound is spelled. As 

Thomas Horn writes (p. 231), one of the most common 

types of misspelling is the phonetic misspelling.' How-. 

ever some research has found rather high correlations 

between a student's knowledge of phonetics and his abil

ity to spell. In view of this, the implications of Car

roll's research2 may be most useful to the teacher. He 

found that able students (who usually have a phonetic 

foundation) tend to make phonetic errors while the poor 
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spellers make errors with little phonetic foundation. 

This suggests, he says, that able students are overly 

dependent on phonetic spelling (and should become less 

so) while the less able students could profit from pho

netic training. 

Poor spellers need special attention in addition to 

the program presented here. A program for these stu

dents should include phonics instruction, a study of af

fixes and roots of words, syllabification, and the fre

quent use of the practice test. 

Finally, and of perhaps critical importance, is the 

development of what some researchers call a "spelling 

c~nsciince." Few students need be poor spellers. Ru

disell found only a .29 correlation between mental age 

and spelling ability. Able spellers develop desirable 

attitudes toward the mastery of spelling. They are in

terested in spelling well, have confidence in their a

bility to spell, have the intention to remember spell

ings, and use an aggressive attack on new words. Un

less students themselves are interested in spelling 

well, proper instruction is futile. The teacher's role 

in the development of such attitudes is pivotal. He 

must consistently encourage the students to become bet

ter spellers. Only then can proper methodology become 

effective. 

In brief, then, a research-based spelling program 

consists of (1) the development of a "spelling con

science," (2) selection of words that the students com

monly use in speaking and writing, (3) separation of 

spel:ing instruction and vocabulary development, (4) se

lection of words from a core reading list supplemented 

by other difficult words, (5) list presentation of the 

words, and (6) pronunciation and word study followed im

mediately by a self-corrected pre-test and a self-cor

rected post test, probably on the next day. Spelling 

rules should be ignored and intensive word analysis and 

phonics should be included only as part of a special 

program for the least able spellers. 
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Make Plans Now to Attend the 

1966 MCTE SPRING CONFERENCE 

BLOOMINGTON, MINNESOTA 
May 5-6, 1966 

The annual conference of MCTE features lectures, 

workshops, and special programs for elementary, 

secondary, and college teachers of English and 

language arts. Many schools provide expense al

lowances for teachers who attend. Future issues 

of the Minneso~~English Newsletter and Min~so

ta English will provice registration and pro

gram information. 


