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Spelling and the Second “R”

Margaret Hughes, Dennis Searle.  Language Arts. Urbana: Jan 2000.Vol. 77, Iss. 3; pg 203

Summary: This article looks at the connections and roles of writing in the development of spelling.  Hughes and Searle conduct a longitudinal study of spelling development and the close connection it has with reading and writing.  They state that reading is the first “R”.  Teachers by choice or administration’s decisions, often use explicit spelling instruction to increase vocabulary and accurate spelling.  The authors contend that there is a missing component, “the second “R” – writing (1).”  Writing makes young writers search for words, revising their thoughts and spelling before, during, and after writing. When youngsters write they are more concerned about the words that they choose, and spell.  “Committed writers are more likely to strive to become good spellers (2).”  When writers need others to read their writing or be able to read their writing later, they are more likely to be concerned about conventional spelling.   “Good spellers, in the eyes of these authors, approach words with they eyes of a writer (2).”  With the use of writing to rehearse and build their visual memory of the shapes of words, they are able to recall these words in their reading.  

When writers practice their craft daily, they build their writing and reading vocabulary.  There was a link between spelling and “audience (3).”  Hughes and Searle were able to document that the more the writers began to come closer to conventional spelling, the harder it became for them to read their phonetic spelling of even weeks before.  The more accomplished they become at writing, reading, and spelling, the more they needed to spell words conventionally, and the more their vocabulary, the conventional vocabulary, grew.  There was a need to read their writing or have peers, educators, or other adults read their work, when this could not happen due to spelling errors, the writer would become more determined to have their writing become readable.  This in turn helped their writing and reading vocabulary grow.

“The characteristic that separated good spellers from less able spellers was self-reliance (4).”  They were able to spell words and could “tell” when the words did not “look” right.  They were able to think about the word and make changes to the spelling so that it will look better.  The authors stated this was a continuing theme with this young group of writers.  It was also noted that good writers were able to self-correct and would not wait for adult interventions.  

Connections:  When I was a pre-service educator, I had a mentor teacher for one of my reading classes and she only used the basal reader for first grade.  She provided little time for writing and most of the sentences were copied from the board and started with “I like….”.   It was a pitiful, depressing, boring class and these inner-city first graders were bored out of their minds, as was I.  One day, I managed to gather the gumption and ask if I could “try one of the activities that my professor suggested in class.”  With much hesitation and a thousand, “they can’t write,” statements following the “permission” to try this ooga-booga approach with her first graders.  I cannot say that it was a complete success, but after a week of writing workshop type activities, there was little “voice” in their writing and some of the kids were able to apply their memorized vocabulary words into practice.  It did not create any miraculous wand waving over the class, but for one brief week, I saw the power of “passing the pen” and making spelling important.  I actually taught at that school two years later and I was the Lone Ranger of developmentally appropriate and research-based practices.  It was a validating year for me, even though I had to worry about next year with these little angels who had no where to go but to Ms. Basal next year.  Today, I can honestly say that regardless of the ability of the kinders that tumble into our room, we progress, we grow, we integrate, and we learn.  Each of these youngsters, regardless of ability, have voice, some spelling and writing vocabulary, and a sense that they are writers, readers, speakers, and thinkers.

Discussion:  If we know what really works, and we have research to back it, why aren’t school systems using best practices?  We are drawing near the end of this course and I am baffled by the fact that people with far more education than I are not doing what is best for children in the classroom, in the districts, across the state, and in the United States.  Why?  Are we just so much more open to looking at the research than others that have more clout than us?  What exactly is so hard about this?  Will you teach youngsters out of a basal or spelling book when research shows that through their writing they will become better spellers?  The gauntlet is thrown, do what is best for youngsters in your classroom, and the skills will follow.

Extension:  I hope you will review the other article that I read for this session:  “Wasn’t That a Spelling Word?”, by Rebecca Rymer and Cheri Williams, Language Arts, Jan 2000, Vol. 77, Issue 3.  It is a nice connection to this article.

