PAGE  
Klein 4

Literature Review: Invented Spelling and the Internet


The only mention of spelling in the Standards for the English Language Arts falls under standard number six: “Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling and punctuation), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print and non-print texts”( NCTE, 35).  Here, spelling is addressed as a convention of language and is considered an integral part of creating and assessing texts.  Despite this seemingly inconsequential mention, spelling has been an area of great controversy.  In accordance with this controversy, I am going to focus this review on the idea of invented spelling.  I will begin by summarizing three articles, each of which deals with a different aspect of spelling or phonology and the incorporation of invented spelling.  Following these summaries, I will provide an analysis of these three articles in which I will look more closely at their content and voice my own opinions.  Finally, I intend to use other sources in order to ground ideas I have regarding the application of this information to the high school classroom, namely in terms of what I will refer to as “Web-speak”.  

“Phonemic Awareness and Inventive Writing” by Julie G. Orton focuses on the relationship between childhood phonemic awareness and success in literacy activities.  Orton defines phonemic awareness as “a knowledge of sound patterns of words” and “the ability to manipulate sounds in words” (17).  Invented spelling is the application of this awareness in early writing: invented spelling can be used to both determine and to develop and child’s level of phonemic awareness.  By encouraging very young students to write daily, regardless of their ability to utilize standardized spelling, they will improve and develop their literacy skills.  Inventive spelling provides young students with an outlet for developing phonemic awareness and an ability to express themselves.  As their awareness improves, so too will their spelling.    
Orton touches upon the controversy surrounding the formal teaching of phonemic awareness.  For decades, debate has taken place regarding the importance of the systematic teaching of phonemic awareness versus the natural acquisition of these skills.  One side holds that because these skills can be taught systematically, and because they are a major determinant in later literacy achievement, text book formulas for phonemic awareness should be taught in early elementary school, or earlier.  Others counter that phonemic awareness should be acquired holistically, with prompts being incorporated into meaningful activities.  Both sides make valid points and fundamentally the conclusion is the same: phonemic awareness is crucial to literacy development.  It is also agreed that children do require some level of teacher guidance to acquire this awareness; the debate lies in the how much guidance.  Orton refers to a study by Ball & Blachman in which, according to Orton, they found that “the inventive spellings of the children receiving phonemic awareness training contained more sound segments in words than those children that received no phonemic awareness training” (19).  Orton’s conclusion on this debate is that we “need to strike a balance in which language instruction remains holistic, but not independent of informed teaching practice” (19).
Lawrence R. Sipe writes further on the importance of teacher involvement in his article “Invention, convention and intervention: Invented spelling and the teacher’s role.”  Sipe’s ideas seem to lean towards correction through encouragement.  Encourage young students to sound out their own words and invent spellings, all the while subtly hinting at the correct, standardized answer.  Sipe provides us with a detailed explanation of the concept of invented spelling.  According to this explanation spelling skills are developed over time, the metaphor used being “the whole process seemed to be like a camera lens coming very slowly into focus, as the spellings gradually came closer to conventional forms” (265).  Invented spelling allows children to discover sound/letter relationships on their own and to express themselves in writing at a very young age, before full phonemic and phonetic awareness have been established.  
The misunderstanding, Sipe informs us, is that children will naturally learn proper standard spelling and should thus have no teacher intervention; this is false.  Teachers must provide the assistance necessary to assure that students will successfully acquire necessary skills and eventually apply them independently.  While some students will learn best when left alone, others will learn better when assisted by peers, and still others will not learn at all unless constantly prompted and assisted by a teacher.  Sipe continues on by offering several suggestions for scaffolding spelling skills and encouraging literacy.  The last of these techniques involves linking words students already know how to spell to new, similar words.  This is applicable to all learning; spelling is no exception.  Sipe’s conclusion is that in order to avoid returning to the day when children could not write until they could spell, we must acknowledge that “an active child does not imply an inactive teacher [. . .] we need to recognize that active teaching and active learning go hand in hand” (272).

In 1982 J. Richard Gentry presented a developmental spelling classification system.  At that time, encouraging invented spelling was hardly considered acceptable teaching practice.  Nearly twenty years later Gentry wrote “A retrospective on invented spelling and a look forward.”  In this retrospective, Gentry reviews and assesses his 1982 model, as well as a 1998 model presented by Bear and Templeton.  The original Gentry model consists of five stages of invented spelling, each representing a different stage of development increasing, at individual speeds, with age.  In contrast, the Bear and Templeton model suggests six steps, each of which corresponds to a specific age range.  It is Gentry’s opinion that stages of spelling should not link to age and that the Bear and Templeton model is both confusing and insufficiently stage-like.  Contrasting his own system with the Bear and Templeton system, Gentry notes that they are essentially the same up until stage three, at which point they branch off.  
Following this discussion of the models of invented spelling Gentry, like Orton, discusses controversy surrounding invented spelling.  Gentry holds that much of the controversy erupts from ignorance; parents are often uninformed about the developmental stages of invented spelling and thus object to allowing children to practice invented spelling, but once they understand these stages they often acquire a more positive attitude.  The key, Gentry supposes, is “in demonstrating a balance of encouragement of invented spelling with instruction in conventional spelling. [. . .] Parents of a first grader who visit the classroom should not only see that their child has lots of opportunities to write using invented spelling in authentic meaningful context, they must also see evidence of the teaching of correct spelling” (325).  The concluding section of Gentry’s article looks to the future, evaluating the importance of invented spelling in teaching and assessing phonemic awareness and in the development of literacy skills.  By assessing a child’s invented spelling it is possible to gauge their phonemic development.  Gentry believes that by realizing the value of invented spelling as an assessment tool and as a developmental tool for basic skills we will move towards an era of better literacy instruction.                               
Invented spelling is strongly supported by the powers that be in the world of literacy.  The joint position statement of the International Reading Association and the National Association for the Education of Young Children encourages invented spelling, citing research and stating that “Although children's invented spellings did not comply with correct spellings, the process encouraged them to think actively about letter-sound relations. As children engage in writing, they are learning to segment the words they wish to spell into constituent sounds” (NAEYC).  Why, then, are “the merits of invented spelling still vehemently debated” (Gentry, 318)?  Having read these three articles, I see nothing but positive effects.    Julie Orton discusses the necessity of phonemic awareness.  She explains how this awareness can be encouraged by invented spelling; Lawrence Sipe solidifies this and discusses the role of the teacher in the phonemic and literacy processes.  J. Richard Gentry touches further upon the importance of both teacher and parental involvement in the literacy process and the significance of keeping parents well informed and reassured when dealing with a controversial issue like invented spelling.  

At the risk of sounding like a literacy education broken record, the fundamental issue in each of these three articles is the child.  Having early phonemic awareness greatly impacts a child’s literacy ability for the rest of their literate life.  Engaging in invented spelling supports the development of phonemic awareness and when paired with adult assistance and other meaningful literacy activities has the potential to keep a child from falling into the ‘struggling reader’ category later in life.  Teaching children the value of self expression, and allowing them to engage in this expression before they have completely solidified their ability to spell, has phenomenal effects on literacy.  Invented spelling could mean the difference between writing at age four and writing at age seven.  Encouraging children and assuring them that they have something worth expressing, no matter the form, will foreshadow years of successful communication of ideas.     
Julie Orton provides a wonderful stepping stone for further inquiry into phonemic awareness and the involvement of invented spelling in the literacy process.  The debate she discusses surrounding the teaching of phonemic awareness is interesting.  I can not help but agree with Orton in her claim that “daily writing is a necessity” and also in her realization that “most children will develop phonemic awareness very naturally.  But there are some children who require more formalized programs to develop phonemic awareness, just as there are children who do not learn to read as easily as others” (4).  Orton discusses the holistic teaching of phonemic awareness as well as the formal teaching, finally stating this simple fact.  Yes, some students will do well and acquire phonemic awareness with very little formal instruction, but for others meaningful activities alone will not be enough: the key is in determining and assisting these students.  Recognizing that phonemic awareness is a crucial step in literacy, and realizing that invented spelling is a meaningful way to acquire or enhance this awareness, seems to be the underlying idea behind Orton’s article, and as teachers it is an important one.      
Upon the mention of the natural acquisition of phonemic awareness, as discussed by Orton, the misinformed conclusion is often that the teacher is an unnecessary fixture in the learning of both phonemic awareness as well as other fundamental literacy related skills.  Lawrence Sipe dispels this notion, assuring us that the teacher is an integral part of encouraging invented spelling and developing various literacy skills.  With this, I could not agree more.  Orton encourages allowing students to write freely and inventively from a very young age; Sipe, too, is in favor of this but he seems a bit more determined to lay the foundations for proper, standardized spelling in the near future.  This seems a bit unnecessary to me.  If we are working on the assumption that if given ample opportunity to read and write paired with meaningful literacy activities, children will naturally learn to spell, then it seems questionable to criticize the spelling of young students at all.  Sipe writes often of scaffolding tasks and ideas, but really he seems to be giving examples of assisting students to spell inventively in such a way that the result is a standard-English sentence.  In his example of Kenny, he assures us that “at the end of the processes, the words are spelled conventionally, but that was not the purpose of the task: The purpose was to help him hear sounds in words.  In a sense we might say that it has helped to prepare him for invented spelling” (268).  I have trouble with this whole notion of Sipe’s.  By scaffolding spelling and more or less feeding the child letters, as was the case with Kenny, is the teacher interfering with the very idea of invented spelling?  Could this scaffolding be a necessary step between scribbling and invented spelling for some students?  It just seems to me that if you have already provided them with the foundations for conventional spelling invented spelling becomes instead wrong spelling.  Maybe I am making too much of this.

Making too much of it or not, there is much discrepancy as to how spelling should be taught and how literacy should be acquired.  Regardless of by what means it is acquired, J. Richard Gentry provides a suggestion of the stages at which it will be acquired.  I do not know how I feel about this.  My guess is that he is assuming that if assessment of skills is to be based on the ability to invent phonetically correct spellings, then there ought to be some sort of rubric.  He does not differentiate between right and wrong, he merely categorizes spelling by level of phonemic and phonetic ability.  But if invented spelling is what it is: non-conventional, developmental combinations of words, is categorizing it into stages truly necessary?  We live in a culture that is inundated with comparison and Gentry seems to be perpetuating this problem.  He does, however, remind us that “spelling competence should be expected to increase with age, but a range of spelling abilities may be displayed at any given age” (319).  
At what age should a student’s spelling move fully from developmental to conventional?  The one thing nearly every discussion of invented spelling agrees with, whether outwardly or subtly, is that in due time all children should cross the bridge from invented spelling and conventional spelling.  To fail to do so makes it virtually impossible to succeed in our culture.  A contradiction to this is that there is a move away from spelling and grammar correction.  The red pen is no longer the mainstay of essay grading, and every correction comes with a fear of self-esteem destruction or parental law suits.  Yes, self-expression and communication is the main goal of writing.  And yes, self-esteem is important.  With the invention of spell check, our society can afford to feed such luxuries.  But lets picture little Johnny never being corrected for misspelled words. He writes about his sokur games in middle school, moves on to spell check essays in high school, never worrying about errors, using his innate phonemic awareness to get him through written responses.  No teacher ever takes a red pen to his work and he is permitted to invent spelling and express himself freely.  But Johnny, a very bright boy, ends up at Harvard.  He sits down to write his first essay exam freshman year.  No spell check to help him, and no school board worrying about his self-esteem.  Do we think he’ll make it in the higher academic world?  Probably not.  Do we think this will be more detrimental to his self-esteem than a few red marks in grade school?  Probably.  
So where do we draw the line?  Much of the invented spelling debate has for many years been centered around the elementary school level.  As high school teachers we can assume that our students will have acquired the ability to spell conventionally and that there will be no overlapping of stages, right?  Wrong.  With the publication of the first dictionary, spelling became conventional.  Just because something is conventional does not mean it is necessarily static; spelling is constantly being dictated by culture.  I came across an article by Francine R. Johnston in which the reasoning behind spelling exceptions are discussed.  When the English language was first being transcribed, things were pronounced differently.  This accounts for much of our seeming oddities in spelling.  But, as Johnston points out, “A language as old and as widespread as English has undergone many changes over hundreds of years and long distances.  Sometimes spelling was altered in response to shifts in pronunciation, but once printed material became widely distributed there was great reluctance to alter orthography” (375).  To change a word’s spelling because its pronunciation changed would hardly be worth the effort.    

Yet, if ever western culture was at an apex of spelling change it would be now.  From a very young age we are surrounded by computers.  We have begun to write in what might be called “Web-speak,” a language in and of itself.  E-mails, even in the business world, are short and informal, instant messaging and phone-to-phone text messaging are rapidly gaining on voice communication, and spelling is adapting accordingly.  Jenny McCune, author of “Do You Speak COMPUTERESE?” suggests that “We seem to be entering an age of liberated spelling, the likes of which we have not seen since the 18th century (or earlier) when spelling was almost a matter of personal choice” (2).  Spelling is becoming more and more phonemic, regressing back through Gentry’s stages.  But if our culture is in a state of process, is it regression or progression?  It is almost impossible to say, standing in the middle of it.  Teenagers txt one another msgs reading “cya l8r,” “luv ya,” “nite,” “sup.”  Characters are limited on cell phones and ‘typing’ is difficult, so these phonemic adaptations are completely logical.  Instant messaging, we use the same type of abbreviations, making messages easy to read, simple to translate, and efficient to type.  E-mail has spawned similar revisions for many of the same reasons; “Since the eye can’t read huge, bulky paragraphs all at once on a typical computer screen, we try to condense our memos and communiqués to fit—and thus be read—in one glance on the average 13.9 inch monitor view. [. . .] This change reflects e-mail’s position between verbal language and the written word.  Writing an e-mail message is more like leaving an informal, off-the-cuff voice-mail message than drafting a formal letter or business report”(McCune, 2).              
The first words to “suffer” change are those relating to the internet itself.  This is perhaps because they are new words, words that will not have extreme effects on our culture if adapted.  An article by Beth Palser of Internet Broadcasting Systems Inc. quotes the copy chief of Wired News Tony Long, a more conservative internet speller: “’[N]o editor worth the name can justify looking on benignly while the English language is butchered in the name of some tin-pot revolution, regardless of its narcotic effect at the time,’ Long wrote.  ‘Wired News now inserts a hyphen into e-mail (and every other e-word) as God and Noah Webster intended’” (54).  Palser’s reaction to this statement is less conservative: “Kudos to Wired News for standing up for tradition.  And kudos to anyone who chooses to squeeze the hyphen out of ‘email’ because it’s easier to type and no longer jolts readers. [. . .] Most of us aren’t ready to let go of the capital ‘I’ in Internet, but why begrudge those who have” (54).  Spelling has always been subject to change, we just tend to not acknowledge this fact because with the influx of Standard English, spelling has become much less likely to actually do so.  But, the times they are a-changing.  

We will be teaching students who, at the high school level, communicate with friends at Gentry’s third or fourth spelling stage.  Oddly, this will be more likely among our risk-free students, those with the luxury of cell phones and at-home internet access, and less likely among at-risk students.  This has yet to stir up much research or controversy, though it has the potential to do to literacy educators what AAVE did roughly a decade ago.  Will we some day see Web-speak as an accepted written language?  From the current academic perspective, it seems highly unlikely.  But then again, it is the future upper class that utilizes it and if AAVE can become an acceptable form of communicating, so too might this use of invented-like spelling.

What is our best way of dealing with this issue?  Like with any home language, be it AAVE, Spanish, or simply bad grammar, we must teach our students to code-switch.  Invented spelling and Web-speak should be treated like a different dialect, one which garners respect in some situations but is met with failure in others.  It is our responsibility to provide our students with the tools to adapt their language usage.  Web-speak, just like any dialect, is something students will encounter and acquire naturally through application.  Standard English and proper spelling are things that need to be taught.  And they are things that will be taught for as long as academia and our culture as a whole see it fit to conform.
Ideally I would have liked to center this entire paper around this idea of Web-speak and the effects it is having, or will have, on our students.  Unfortunately, the research just has not been done yet.  I have no doubt that in the near future articles will come to be published and the issue will be out in the open.  Research has been done in terms of office etiquette and e-mail communication, but nothing I found dealt specifically with the up and coming generations.  After all, they will be the first brought up fluent in Web-speak.  Since these effects have yet to be felt, research has yet to be done; logical enough.  As a result, I chose three articles dealing with phonemic awareness and invented spelling.  My reasoning was that these are the things at the fundamental core of Web-speak.  My intention was to use the three articles by Orton, Sipe, and Gentry to preface a discussion for which there were no direct articles.  While much of what is discussed in these three articles do not seem applicable to the high school English classroom, when viewed in the light of Web-speak they certainly are.              
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