
   

Spelling – How Children Learn 

 

What  Do We Know About  Spelling? 

 
1 The abilit y t o spell easily and aut omat ically enables us t o become mor e ef f ect ive 

wr it er s. The less ener gy and t hought  we have t o put  int o t hinking about  spelling, t he 
mor e t hought  we can put  int o what  is said. 

 
2 Spelling is only one aspect  of  ef f ect ive wr it ing. Hist or ically, however , levels of  

lit er acy have of t en been measur ed by spelling abilit y. Among employer s in t he 
‘public’ ar ena t his at t it ude st ill pr evails. I t  is ver y impor t ant  t o be awar e t hat  
gener ally someone is going t o r ead what  we wr it e. We must  t ake r esponsibilit y t o 
see t hat  spelling is cor r ect . I f  we don’t , people will make j udgement s about  our  level 
of  lit er acy and somet imes even our  int elligence. 

 
3 Good speller s ar e self -monit or ing and self -r egulat ing. They t ake r esponsibilit y f or  

get t ing spelling cor r ect . They look f or  t heir  own er r or s. They check wor ds t hey ar e 
not  sur e of  in a dict ionar y, or  ask a f r iend. Ult imat ely all wr it er s must  t ake 
r esponsibilit y f or  ensur ing t heir  spelling is cor r ect . Good speller s ar e not  per f ect  
speller s. They ar e people who can say, ‘No t hat  doesn’t  look r ight ’, and t hen check t o 
see if  t he wor d is cor r ect . 

 
4 The English language is not  a r egular  language, but  it  is syst emat ic and pat t er ned. 

Lear ning t o spell is a pr ocess of  wor king out  t he pat t er ns and syst ems of  t he 
English language, t hen applying t hese under st andings t o new wor ds as we encount er  
t hem. So, lear ning t o spell ent ails lear ning t o under st and t he syst emat ic code by 
which English is wr it t en. 

 
5 Lear ning t o spell is not  lear ning list s of  wor ds. I t  is a development al pr ocess of  

lear ning t o apply dif f er ent  st r at egies appr opr iat ely, so t hat  we can spell cor r ect ly 
all t he wor ds we wr it e. These st r at egies include sound sequences, knowledge of  
gr aphophonic r elat ionships, visual pat t er ns and meaning. I n or der  t o do t his, we 
need t o lear n t o classif y, hypot hesise, gener alise, look f or  pat t er ns and 
r elat ionships, and seek t o under st and t he r elat ionships bet ween meaning and 
spelling. Spelling is a thinking process not  a rote- learning task.  

 
 

6 Under st anding spelling helps wr it er s t o make bet t er  meaning when t hey wr it e. Good 
speller s under st and t he links bet ween wor d meaning and spelling. I nvest igat ing wor d 
meanings not  only guides us t o spell wor ds cor r ect ly, but  helps develop a diver se 
vocabular y. I f  our  f ir st -dr af t  wr it ing is r easonably legible and cont ains f ew spelling 
er r or s we can easily f ind t he par t s t hat  need r evision as we r ead. 



   

 
 

Teacher’s Role 
 

I t  is t he t eacher ’s r ole t o make t hese under st andings explicit  as he or  she t alks wit h 
childr en about  spelling and wr it ing. Wit h t his knowledge, childr en will see good r easons f or  
making t he ef f or t  t o impr ove t heir  spelling. 

 

Cr eat ing Ef f ect ive Classr oom Cont ext s 

 

Spelling ar ises f r om and inf or ms r eading and wr it ing, I t  is t hr ough r eading t hat  childr en 
discover  pr int  and t hr ough r eading and wr it ing t hat  t hey explor e it . Reading r einf or ces 
childr en’s under st andings about  t he meaning of  wor ds and t he r elat ionships bet ween t hem 
and so f ost er s t heir  abilit y t o use t he semant ic and synt act ic cuing syst ems. I t  helps t hem 
develop and ext end t heir  knowledge of  gr aphophonics and it  exposes t hem t o wor d models 
which t hey can use as r ef er ent s. Spelling is a wr it er ’s t ool. As t hey f ocus on spelling in t he 
cont ext  of  wr it ing, childr en develop a syst emat ic under st anding of  t he way t he 
gr aphophonic syst em wor ks. This, in t ur n, pr ovides childr en wit h decoding knowledge which 
t hey can use as t hey r ead. I n it self  spelling has no pur pose and no audience, but  in t he 
cont ext  of  wr it ing, spelling becomes ver y impor t ant  t o bot h pur pose and audience. I t  is 
impor t ant  f or  childr en t o r ealise t hat  a ‘public audience’ will always make har sh j udgement s 
about  poor  spelling and t hat  good spelling is a vit al component  of  communicat ion t hr ough 
wr it ing. 

 
Six cont ext s ar e discussed her e as f r amewor ks f or  pr esent ing t eaching st r at egies and 
act ivit ies and helping t eacher s monit or  spelling behaviour s. For  convenience of  access 
t hese st r at egies ar e labelled Cont ext  One, Cont ext  Two, et c., but  it  is st r essed t hat  t he 
or der  in which t hey ar e pr esent ed is not  signif icant . The cont ext s ar e list ed and descr ibed 
below. 

 

Context  1:  Modelled and Shared Reading  
Modelled and shar ed r eading sessions enable childr en t o int er act  wit h pr int  in excit ing and 
pur posef ul ways as t hey const r uct  under st andings about  wor ds, how t hey look and how 
t hey wor k t oget her  t o cr eat e meaning. Modelling and shar ing sessions pr ovide excellent  
cont ext s f or  f ost er ing awar eness and r ef ining under st andings t hr ough t alk. 

 

Context  2:  Complementary Act ivit ies 
Complement ar y act ivit ies r einf or ce t he lear ning which has t aken place in shar ed r eading 
and wr it ing sessions. Childr en need t o encount er  and engage wit h a concept  or  st r at egy in a 
r ange of  dif f er ent  cont ext s so t hat  t hey can clar if y t heir  under st andings and become 
mor e skilled in t heir  use of  a st r at egy t hr ough pur posef ul pr act ice. 



   

 
Context  3:  I ndependent  Writ ing 
I ndependent  wr it ing oppor t unit ies engage childr en in wr it ing f or  many dif f er ent  pur poses 
and audiences, bot h in r eal lif e and in play. Childr en need t o t alk as t hey wr it e. They will 
use t hese oppor t unit ies t o exper iment  wit h and apply t he under st andings t hey have gained 
in t he shar ed r eading session. 
 
Context  4:  Modelled and Shared Writ ing 
Modelled and shar ed wr it ing sessions enable t eacher s t o int r oduce childr en t o spelling 
st r at egies and t he use of  wor ds in a wide r ange of  dif f er ent  f or ms of  wr it ing. These 
sessions show how successf ul wr it er s meet  challenges as t he t eacher  ‘t hinks aloud’; solving 
pr oblems and making decisions. The int er act ive nat ur e of  t hese sessions gives t hem special 
value. Teacher s ar e able t o r einf or ce and ext end developing under st andings, pr oviding 
oppor t unit ies f or  height ening childr en’s awar eness and enabling t hem t o gener alise t heir  
under st andings. Pr oof -r eading and edit ing skills can be modelled ef f ect ively in t his 
cont ext . 
 
Context  5:  I ndependent  Reading 
I ndependent  r eading oppor t unit ies engage childr en in t he cr eat ion of  meaning, enabling 
t hem t o come t o gr ips wit h concept s and convent ions of  pr int  and t he r epr esent at ion of  
wor ds in pr int . Childr en somet imes like t o r ead peacef ully by t hemselves, but  t hey need t o 
know t hey can ask quest ions and discuss issues wit h peer s should t he need ar ise. 
 
Context  6:  Sharing and Ref lect ing 
Shar ing and r ef lect ing on ideas, pr ocesses and pr oduct s is cr ucial t o t he lear ning pr ocess. 
Childr en need t o be given t ime, oppor t unit y and suppor t  as t hey t hink about  what  t hey 
have lear ned, t alk about  it  wit h ot her s and r epr esent  it  in ways which make sense t o t hem. 
I t  is t hr ough r ef lect ion and t alk t hat  explicit  under st andings about  t he spelling syst em can 
be clar if ied and f ocused. 

 
I ntegrated and Ongoing Learning 
I n all t hese cont ext s childr en const r uct  under st andings about  spelling and develop spelling 
st r at egies t hat  enable t hem t o be ef f ect ive wr it er s. I t  is because childr en meet  t he 
challenge of  spelling ever y t ime t hey want  t o wr it e t hat  t hey r ealise how impor t ant  it  is t o 
wr it e wor ds t hat  ot her  people can r ead. 
 
For  young wr it er s t he cognit ive demands of  spelling ar e gr eat , so t he sooner  childr en ar e 
able t o aut omat e spelling, t he mor e t hey will be able t o f ocus on t he cont ent  of  t heir  
wr it ing. I t  is impor t ant  t hat  t his is discussed wit h childr en explicit ly. 
 
The or der  in which childr en par t icipat e in t hese lear ning cont ext s will be dict at ed by t he 
t eacher ’s obj ect ives and t he nat ur e of  t he st r at egies and act ivit ies employed.  
 

 
Phases of  Spelling Development  
 
Ther e ar e basically t hr ee phases childr en go t hr ough as t hey lear n how t o spell: 
Preliminary Spelling phase – in t his phase childr en become awar e t hat  pr int  car r ies a 
message. They exper iment  wit h wr it ing-like symbols as t hey t r y t o r epr esent  wr it t en 
language. Their  wr it ing is not  r eadable by ot her s as under st andings of  sound-symbol 
r elat ionships have yet  t o develop. 



   

 
Semi- Phonet ic Spelling phase – in t his phase childr en show developing under st anding of  
sound-symbol r elat ionships. Their  spelling at t empt s show some evidence of  sound-symbol 
cor r espondence. They may r epr esent  a whole wor d wit h one, t wo or  t hr ee let t er s. I n t his, 
as in all phases of  development  childr en will be copying, r ecalling and invent ing wor ds. 
Childr en at  t his phase ar e able t o copy let t er  by let t er . 
 
Phonet ic Spelling phase – I n t his phase wr it er s ar e able t o pr ovide an almost  per f ect  
mat ch bet ween let t er s and sounds. Let t er s ar e chosen on t he basis of  sound of t en wit hout  
r egar d f or  convent ional let t er  pat t er ns. Spelling at t empt s ar e meaningf ul and becoming 
mor e like st andar d spelling. Ther e is of t en evidence of  self -const r uct ed r ules t hat  may not  
conf or m t o adult  r ules. Wr it er s copy, r ecall and const r uct  wor ds accor ding t o t heir  
cur r ent  under st andings. They use r ot e r ecall f or  an incr easing number  of  wor ds. 
 
For  t he pur pose of  t his ar t icle, we will look in det ail at  t he phonet ic spelling phase. 
 
 
Phonet ic Spelling I ndicators 
 

 
 
The writer:  

• chooses let t er s on t he basis of  sound wit hout  r egar d f or  convent ional spelling 
pat t er ns, e.g. kaj  (cage), t abi (t able), bir gia (bur glar ), vampia (vampir e), pepi 
(people), sum (some), bak (back)  

• sounds out  and r epr esent s all subst ant ial sounds in a wor d e.g. kt n (kit t en), wacht  
(wat ched), anat he (anot her ), af t r woods (af t er war ds), siclon (cyclone), spidr  
(spider ), isgr em (icecr eam), necst  (next ), peepl (people)  

• develops par t icular  spellings f or  cer t ain sounds of t en using self -f or mulat ed r ules, 
e.g. becoz (because)/ woz (was), wher  (wer e)/ whas (was), dor  (door )/ sor  (saw)/ mor  
(mor e), hape (happy)/  f une (f unny), poot  (put )/ wood (would) 

• subst it ut es incor r ect  let t er s f or  t hose wit h similar  pr onunciat ion, e.g. oshan 
(ocean), nacher  (nat ur e), wold (wor ld), hear d (her d), disobays (disobeys), conser t  
(concer t ), but if ul (beaut if ul), t uched (t ouched), daw (door ), t r esher  (t r easur e), 
t hor t  (t hought ) 

• adds an incor r ect  vowel af t er  a cor r ect  vowel or  consonant , e.g. hait  (hat ), der um 
(dr um), miu (my), f iene (f ine), saeid (said), beof or e (bef or e), seing (sing) r epr esent s 



   

past  t ense in dif f er ent  ways accor ding t o t he sounds hear d, e.g. st opt  (st opped), 
wat cht  (wat ched), livd (lived) 

• uses t he let t er  ‘r ’ t o r epr esent  a syllable, e.g. wat r  (wat er ), mot hr  (mot her ) 
• conf uses shor t  vowel sounds, e.g. pell (pill), yallow (yellow), u (a), pan (pen), lat  (let ), 

sow (saw) somet imes omit s one let t er  of  a t wo let t er  blend or  digr aph, e.g. f og 
(f r og), mik (milk), eve (leave), plak (plank) 

• st ill uses some let t er  name st r at egies e.g. awa (away), exeunt  (excellent ), mit  
(might ), lr st  (last ), cay (cave)  

• cr eat es some wor ds by combining known sight  wor ds and pat t er ns e.g. 
apr eesheeight  (appr eciat e), j enyouwine (genuine), MaThur sday (Mot her ’s Day)  

• usually spells commonly used sight  wor ds cor r ect ly, e.g. in, has, his, he, my, t he, 
her e 

• uses some known pat t er ns in wor ds, e.g. . . . ing, t h..., sh..., nght  (night ) 
• is beginning t o use syllabif icat ion f or  spelling longer  wor ds, e.g. t elef on (t elephone), 

but uf l (beaut if ul). Some syllables may be omit t ed. 
• ident if ies and uses knowledge of  similar  sounding wor ds 
• exper iment s wit h spelling wor ds in dif f er ent  ways  
• applies knowledge which has been gained f r om r eading and wor ds encount er ed in 

books, e.g. pir at e, ship 
• is beginning t o use simple homonyms and homophones cor r ect ly, e.g. wind, r ead, 

par k, t heir / t her e, one/ won, f or / f our , t oo/ t o 
• is willing t o have-a-go at  spelling 
• sees self  posit ively as a wr it er  and speller . 
 
 
Teaching Notes 
 
Childr en’s spelling at  t his phase is logical and is ver y lar gely t he out come of  t heir  
under st anding of  t he r elat ionships bet ween let t er s and sounds. This under st anding may 
not  yet  be t he same as t hat  of  adult s. Childr en’s wr it ing can be under st ood by ot her s if  it  
is r ead phonet ically, alt hough convent ional connect ions may not  always be made bet ween 
let t er s and sounds. A t ypical example of  unconvent ional spelling t hat  could be r elat ed 
dir ect ly t o logical t hinking was pr ovided by a lit t le gir l whose t eacher  was called ‘Mr s Law’. 
This child consist ent ly spelt  ‘door ’ as ‘daw’, ‘mor e’ as ‘maw’, ‘pour ’ as ‘paw’ and ‘saw’ as ‘saw’. 
 
Phonet ic speller s have also acquir ed a lar ge bank of  wor ds t hat  t hey can r ead, wr it e and 
spell ‘wit hout  t hinking’. 
 
I t  is cr ucial t hat  childr en in t his phase ar e encour aged t o wr it e spont aneously acr oss a 
wide r ange of  cont ext s so t hat  t hey have many oppor t unit ies t o t r y out  and apply t heir  
under st andings, gr adually r ef ining t hem in t he light  of  all t heir  encount er s wit h pr int . I f  
childr en f eel t hat  t heir  spelling must  be cor r ect  t hey will lear n by r ot e r at her  t han by 
const r uct ing r ules and will of t en r est r ict  t heir  use of  wor ds t o t he ‘saf e’ vocabular y t hat  
t hey alr eady know. 
 
The emphasis in t eaching at  t his st age f ocuses on cat egor ising and classif ying wor ds 
accor ding t o spelling pat t er ns. Ther e should also be cont inued emphasis on building up a 
syst emat ic view of  spelling, i.e. let t er s can r epr esent  dif f er ent  sounds depending on 
cont ext  or  place in t he wor d — a sound can be r epr esent ed by mor e t han one let t er  or  
let t er s. 



   

 
Ther e is also a need t o t each childr en t o t hink about  meaning as a st r at egy, par t icular ly 
wit h inf lect ed wor ds, e.g. j ump-j umped. I t  is appr opr iat e at  t his st age t o int r oduce 
st r at egies t hat  will help childr en t o ident if y cr it ical f eat ur es of  wor ds, i.e. dif f er ent iat ing 
char act er ist ics. 
 
 
Major Teaching Emphases 
 
Phonet ic speller s should be exposed t o a wide var iet y of  pr int ed mat er ials t o pr ovide dat a 
f r om which (at  t heir  own pace) t hey can dr aw new conclusions about  spelling. 

 
• t each wr it er s t o look f or  visual pat t er ns and common let t er  sequences in wor ds 
• t each wr it er s t o ident if y cr it ical f eat ur es of  wor ds (i.e. dif f er ent iat ing 

char act er ist ics) 
• cont inue t o emphasise t he building up of  a syst emat ic view of  spelling wit h emphasis 

on t he way: 
(a) let t er s can r epr esent  dif f er ent  sounds depending on cont ext  or  place in t he 
wor d 
(b) a sound can be r epr esent ed by mor e t han one let t er  or  let t er s 

• t each wr it er s t o t hink about  meaning as a st r at egy 
• cont inue t he development  of  wor d banks by incor por at ing t heme, t opic, high 

f r equency and int er est ing wor ds as t hey ar ise 
• int r oduce pr oof -r eading st r at egies 
• cont inue t o explor e and ident if y sound-symbol r elat ionships 
• cat egor ise and classif y wor ds accor ding t o spelling pat t er ns 
• develop and use alphabet ical list s 
• ensur e t hat  st udent s have access t o a wide r ange of  r eading mat er ials on many 

t opics 
 
At  all phases: 
• model wr it ing in a var iet y of  cont ext s 
• encour age st udent s t o r ef lect  on t heir  spelling st r at egies 
• encour age childr en t o r ef lect  on t heir  under st andings, gr adually building a complet e 

pict ur e of  t he spelling syst em 
• ensur e t hat  st udent s have oppor t unit ies t o wr it e f or  a var iet y of  audiences and 

pur poses 
• encour age st udent s t o t ake r isks and have-a-go at  spelling wor ds t hey need t o wr it e 
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This ar t icle is an excer pt  f r om t he book 
Fir st  St eps: Spelling Development al Cont inuum 

I SBN: 0-7312-2361-6 
 



   

This ar t icle of f er s descr ipt ions of  t he sor t s of  t hings t hat  childr en ar e likely t o do at  a 
cer t ain st age as t hey lear n how t o spell. The book is par t  of  a ser ies of  f our  books 
based on t he Fir st  St eps st r at egy f or  linking assessment  wit h t eaching and lear ning. 
This book descr ibes childr en’s lit er acy behaviour s as t hey lear n how t o spell. I t  makes 
explicit  links bet ween assessment  and t eaching st r at egies and of f er s pr act ical 
suggest ions f or  helping childr en at  each phase of  t heir  spelling development . 
 
The ot her  t it les in t he ser ies ar e based on t he Or al Language, Reading, and Wr it ing 
development al cont inuum. 
 
 
 


