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SPELLING IT OUT 

ANTHONY WHARTON 

The teaching of spelling is not usually either a fashionable or 
an exciling topic of debate. For teachers, however, the teaching of 
spelling is a day by day matter of concern ;that is considered 
important in school and in the eyes of the general public. 
Education is often strongly associated with accurate literacy. 

Methods of correcting and teaching spelling can be various. 
One recalls traditional methods of correcting spelling such as the 
instruction to write out the correct form twenty times at the end of 
a piece of written work. Unfortunately, it is not unknown for the 
student to mis-spell the twentieth "correct" spelling following this 
procedure! Other teachers report that writing out the correct 
spelling does work successfuIly for them and that regular spelling 
tests improve spelling efficiency. It is, however, difficult to 
demonstrate that any method of dealing with spelling produces 
beneficial results because of the method. The importance attached 
to spelling by the teacher by publicly drawing the attention of the 
class may in itself be the chief means of improvement rather than 
the virtues of any particular method, traditional or non-traditional. 

One also encounters despair. It is said by some that English 
spelling is so inconsistent and chaotic that there are no real 
spelling rules at all and that spelling reform is the only possible 
answer. George Bernard Shaw thought this way and claimed that 
the spelling of English was so unreliable that it was possible to 
spell FlSH as 'ghoti'. His claim was based on 'gh' representing F as 
in laugh, '0' to represent l is in women and 'ti' SH as in nation. A 
moment's thought, however, shows his claim to be false. 'gh' does 
not occur at the beginning of words to represent F. 'of, it is true, 
represents I in women but is an exceptional representation. At the 
end of words, 'ti' does not represent SH in English. In other words 
'ghoti' cannot spell FlSH in English. That being so, it remains to 
demonstrate, since'ghoti' breaks the rules of English spelling, that 
there are rules to break and that English spelling is not without 
rules. The rules, however, day  be complex and not easily taught 
as such (even if one wanted to teach by rule). Underlying rules, 
however complex though they may be, do provide some 
predictability: br - k does not suggest many alternatives for a 
correct completion of the word. This predictability can be 
exploited in teaching. 
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The problem appears to be that we wish to draw attention to 
spelling because it is important butthe rules of English spelling are 
complex, driving the teacher to puni* bad spelling rather than 
encourage good spelling. 'Read widely' is often the only positive 
suggestion made. The instruction may well be a good one but it is 
not the only possibility and one can suggest more specific 
activities. Nobody is likely to claim to have the answer to spelling 
problems but it is possible to indicate a variety of activities that are 
possible in class to draw attention to the importance of spelling on 
a regular, non-punitive basis. 

Engaging the attention and concentration of the pupil in 
marking can help. When a pupil cooperates in the marking of his 
written work (the teacher had marked 'sp' in the margin; the pupil 
writes the correct form in himself with the help of a dictionary) 
adequate use of a dictionary is being encouraged, a positivestep. It 
is not unknown for learners to be scorned for surreptitiously 
referring to a dictionary "underthe desk". Such an act istaken as a 
confession of failure (despite a teacher's similar reference to a 
dictionary when in doubt). It seems far better to have dictionaries 
visible on the desk and students encouraged to use them. 
However, it must be remembered that students need to be trained 
in the use of dictionaries. It is of no value to instruct a student to 
look a word up in a dictionary if the student cannot put words into 
alphabetical order first. This training in alphabetisation needs to 
be systematic, too. It is possible to observe a child who is hunting 
for 'break' to be looking through all the 'b' entries in a dictionary 
rather than 'br + (likely) e'. 

Spelling activities can include spelling games. Cross-words 
and scrabble are obvious choices but children usually also enjoy 
other activities, such as seeing how many little words can be 
obtained from one long word. Identifying and using initial and final 
letters can be practised in "In two minutes, write down as many 
words beginning with the letter 'c' as you can see in this room" or, 
in a chain drill round the class, pupils making words from the last 
letter of the previous word. Alternatives, to include practice at non- 
initial letters, include "Give five objects in the room that do not 
have the letter 't"'. (One needs to include 'ch', 'th' and other 
spelling patterns that depend on more than one letter in 
combination). For pair work, the game of hangman is still a 
favourite. Dashes are written by student A. Student B attempts to 
complete the word by guessing which letters the dashes 
represent. For every wrong answer by B, student A adds a section 
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to the drawing of a gallows. If the gallows is completed student A 
wins. 'Hangman' and, to some extent, crosswords depend upon 
the predictability of English spelling. 

It must be emphasized that spelling practice through games 
is not being suggested just for the entertainment value. If the 
students find the activities motivating, there is more of a conscious 
effort to memorise and recall words and spelling patterns. 

A practical problem with competitive spelling activities is that 
children easily identify the good spellers in the class and rely on 
them to answer. Any attempt to quiz a weaker individual may 
result in yet another failure to spell correctly and, as "nothing 
succeeds like success", so also a prime cause of failure is previous 
failure. One game, a testing game, which I have not seen in 
previous publications is of the television panel game type, centred 
on football. The class is divided into two teams. The quizmaster 
gives a word. The first individual to spell it correctly "kicks off", 
that is, has first chance at the questions to follow. (Failure to spell 
this ficst word correctly automatically gives the otherteam the first 
chance). Having "kicked off" the team with the first chance, one 
has the choice of three routes to goal. The first route will be to spell 
one difficult word correctly. Routes two and three will be two or 
three easier words to spell. Correct spelling of any route scores a 
goal so that weaker students can participate by choosing an easier 
route. However, to prevent the easier routes being taken every 
time, if an easier route is chosen then the opposing team can 
"tackle" and interrupt with a challenge. The challengers are then 
obliged to spell any word the quizmaster picks from a special pile 
(usually, difficult words). Failure to challenge and then spell 
correctly gives the other team a goal. 

I have heard many good reports of this game which certainly 
is motivating, requires care and accuracy and which allows weaker 
students to participate. Such a game would clearly occupy a whole 
lesson with a wholeclass. Just as important, if not more important, 
are the short reminders on a regular basis of the importance of 
spelling which can occupy only a few minutes, perhaps at the end 
of a lesson. It is probably the steady reminders by teachers that 
spelling is important that really matter: motivating activities that 
encourage pupils to be careful can be the means of these 
reminders. 
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Books on language games generally include 

Lee, W R, Language Teaching Games & Contests, (OUP, 1979). 

RELC, Guidelines for Language Games, No. 5 (RELC, 1981 ). 
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