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Summary:  Rymer and Williams wanted to answer the questions:  “Do first-grade children use their spelling words in their writing journals?  Do formal spelling programs support children’s writing endeavors? (1).”   Rymer, who is a first-grade educator, was going to look into answering these questions through observation and documentation of her classroom.  For research purposes, they had not found any research to reflect that “packaged (1)” spelling programs had little effect on children’s writing.

Rymer’s principal required explicit instruction using weekly spelling tests.  When youngsters in the room were able to use peers to help with spelling during their writing, the comment was commonly, “wasn’t that a spelling word?” thus the title of the article.  Rymer used several techniques from professionals in children’s literacy.  Clay, Fountas & Pinnell, were all integrated into the interactive writing and mini-lessons. This helped build the youngsters writing and they had reading workshop as well, to strengthen their reading and vocabulary.

The teacher went through the process with the formal spelling program, a pretest on Monday (beginning with 5 words and working to 10 by year-end), a practice test on Wednesday, and a posttest on Friday.  If they mastered the list on Monday, they did not have to test for the remainder of the week.  If they correctly spelled all the words on Wednesday, they did not have to take the posttest.  If they did not master the words prior to Friday, they would take their posttest on Friday and receive their grade then.

Weekly photocopying of the youngster’s writing was collected from September through May.  They used 10 of the 22 students in Rymer’s classroom for the study.  Rymer and Williams fairly alphabetized and divided the children by gender, 5 boys, and 5 girls.  The data they collected was from their personal journals and their formal spelling assessments.  They also assessed the words that the children spelled correctly on Monday’s.  The children’s work was examined for eight months.  “The results of the study indicated that the formal spelling program had little impact on the children’s self-selected writing.  The children transferred few of the words into their [writing] journals. (4)”

Interestingly, Rymer and Williams noted that most of the spelling words given to the children were already known and being used by the children prior to the test.  Thirty percent of the children knew 75% of the words before the explicit instruction began.  Another interesting fact was that more of the children spelled words that they used in writing and were taught through individual or small group instruction, than those through the spelling program.  Some of the youngsters who “tested” well, were actually not able to spell the words independently several months later.  They apparently learned the words for the spelling test and were unable to reproduce the words independently in their writing.

Their conclusion, was to question whether prepackaged spelling programs take into account the words speller’s already know, those words that will specifically important to writers and for their writing, and the instructional time spent on such programs seems to question: value vs. importance.

Connections:  I have taught in a grade that has to administer spelling test (well, actually I did, but I didn’t do their spelling tests for first grade), I saw first hand the waste of time, paper, and energy that they spent on the almighty test.  What I did was provide words that the youngsters misspelled in their reading workshop and writing workshop as their individual spelling words.  Was it a lot of work?  Yes.  Would I do it again? Definitely.  Did the kiddos learn the words that were important to them?  Yes!  I worked on a first grade team that lived and breathed by the basal.  I did not.  They didn’t understand my way of instruction and me.  I did understand and knew exactly what they were doing, but I wasn’t going “there.”  When I took one look at the teacher’s manual and saw what they wanted us to teach and looked at the importance of our world around us, I told my new team that I couldn’t participate in their way of instruction.  Obviously, I am teaching kindergarten because I did not play well with others.  I had the most literate readers and writers that year, but I wouldn’t play by the team’s rules, so I took my toys to kindergarten.

Discussion: I feel like a broken record; if we know something doesn’t work and we have research by valid individuals, why do we keep doing the same, tired stuff?  Are we the only ones who read this information?  Do the administrators and superintendents miss all of this same master’s level work in order to go to principal school?  When is someone else going to see the light of the written material an do what is really important and helpful for young learners?

Extension: This piece fits so closely with my other article that I had to make sure I had not read the wrong article twice!  If you have the time, it would be a brief amount of time well spent to review this article:  “Spelling The Second ‘R’”, by Margaret Hughes and Dennis Searle.  This is a very important topic and information to add to our increasing toolbox to help educate young children.

