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sing Choral Responding when Learning 
to Spell 

Merryn Rose and Dennis Rose 

"Practice makes perfect". Teachers appear to agree. For example, 
Bennett, Desforges, Cockburn, and Wilkinson (1994) studied 16 classes 
of 6- to 7-year-old children and found that practice tasks accounted for 
60% of all the activities that they observed. Hart and Risley's (1995) 
study of early language acquisition identified practice as a necessary 
component of language learning. They found that the amount of talkmg 
that occurred in families and the number of opportunities that children 
had to practise and to be corrected were the strongest predictors of 
subsequent learning. 

How can a class teacher arrange to have students actively engaged 
in their learning? Written practice is a simple matter when learning to 
spell. Students write words by copying them from some other source 
or as dictated by the teacher. However, this carries the risk of students 
practising errors; for practice to be effective, it should be accurate. Oral 
practice of spelling provides immediate information to the teacher about 
accuracy, but this is usually done individually while other students sit 
passively. Teachers have found ways of overcoming this problem by 
using peer tutoring (e.g. Limbrick & McNaughton, 1985) or cooperative 
learning (e.g. Johnson & Johnson, 1994). 

One way that teachers can provide practice in the classroom is by 
using Active Student Responding (ASR). Students who make the 
greatest achievement gains are those who are actively and overtly 
engaged with the curriculum (Heward, 1994; Winter, 1997). This is 
sometimes achieved through choral responding. That is, students 
respond to the teacher in unison. Numerous authors (e.g. Heward, 
Courson, & Narayan, 1989) have found that answering questions 
together rather than taking turns provides far more opportunities for 
practice, has pupils more involved in the process, and produces more 
learning. The benefits are not limited to improvements in the recall of 
information. McCauley and McCauley (1992) cite several studies 
showing gains in appreciation of literature, increased interest in and 
enjoyment of reading, improved diction, greater self-confidence, 
increased fluency, and expanded vocabulary. 

A question that arises about this form of practice is the relative 
importance of responding actively compared to listening passively. Will 
students learn more quickly if they respond overtly rather than if they 
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listen while another student responds or while the teacher talks? 
Sterling, Barbetta, Heward, and Heron (1997) isolated the effects of time 
on-task versus active student responding. They taught health facts to 
five students with learning difficulties and found that when students 
responded actively they learned more than when the same students just 
listened to the teacher. 

The present study was conducted to assess the relative effects on 
learning to spell of ASR (choral responding) and individual turn taking 
while other students watched and listened (individual responding). 

Setting 

The study was conducted in Singapore in an English language centre 
that catered for children from Nursery (3 years old) to Secondary 2. 
Students attended class for one two-hour class each week during the 
school terms. The purpose of the classes was to expose students to more 
English language and to supplement their regular English programme 
at school, kindergarten or nursery school. 

Participants 

Each of the 33 participants was in one of four Kindergarten One classes 
taught by the first author. There were seven participants in one class, 
eight in another and nine in the remaining two classes. All of the 
participants turned five years of age during the calendar year of the 
study. In addition, they all attended a daily kindergarten class elsewhere 
for between two and four hours per day where they had instruction in 
basic reading and mathematics. Many participants also received tuition 
in subjects such as Mandarin, computers, or music. Most came from 
bilingual homes where English and Mandarin or a Chinese dialect was 
spoken. 

Experimental Conditions and Design 

Two experimental conditions were used with an alternating treatments 
design. This procedure is an alternative to the traditional between-group 
comparison that is used to assess the relative effectiveness of two (or 
more) treatments or conditions (Barlow & Hersen, 1984). It ensured that 
each word and each experimental subject was subjected to each 
experimental condition, thus negating the potential threats to validity 
posed by important differences in the words or intersubject variability. 
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The Choral Responding condition required participants to orally 
read and spell words in unison. The Individual Responding condition 
required randomly selected participants to orally read and spell a word 
while other members of the class listened. Ths ensured that participants 
received more overt practice when spelling words in the Choral 
Response condition than they did when spelling words in the 
Individual Response condition. Table l details the teaching procedure. 

The participants were pre-tested during the first week of the 
experiment. As well as being used to select words, these results also 
provided pre-test scores for each subject and were then averaged to find 
a pre-experimental accuracy level for each word and for each 
experimental condition. The teaching procedures for each condition 
were implemented near the beginning of each class session for the 
following four weeks, taking about ten minutes each time. A post-test 
was administered two weeks after the fourth teaching session. 

Table 1. Format for Teaching Words Using Choral or Individual 
Responding 

Teacher Action Teacher Script Pupil Response 

Show card and point This word is when: 
to word. 

Point to each letter. Listen. W - h - e - n. 

Point to the word. Everyone, say the word 
with me. when. when 

Point to each letter Say the letters with me 
W - h - e - n .  W - h - e - n  

Point to the word. Everyone say the word. when 

Point to each letter. Everyone say the letters. W - h - e - n  

Point to the word. Everyone say the word. when 

W: All participants made the pupil response orally for words in the 
Choral Response condition. Only one subject made the pupil response 
orally for words in the Individual Response condition. 

Words were selected from A New Zealand Basic Word List: A revision of 
the Dolch Basic Sight Vocabulary (Elley, Croft, & Cowie, 1977). A list of 
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words was made, beginning with the most frequently used words. One 
and two letter words were eliminated, as was one of any pair of words 
that may have caused confusion because of similar pronunciation (e.g., 
when/went). Words that had been presented frequently to the 
participants as part of their language centre programme were also 
eliminated. The resulting list of fifteen words was then given as a 
spelling pre-test. From these, the five easiest words (i.e., the words that 
these participants most frequently spelled correctly) were eliminated 
and the remaining ten words were used for the experiment. They were: 
because, when, but, came, had, like, out, some, then, were. 

Assignment of Words to Experimental Conditions 

One of the four classes of participants was randomly chosen and called 
Class A. Five words were randomly selected and assigned to the Choral 
Response condition for Class A. By default, the other five words were 
assigned to the Individual Response condition for this class. A second 
class (Class B) was then randomly selected. The five words that had 
been assigned to the Choral Response condition for class A were 
assigned to the Individual Response condition for Class B, and vice 
versa for the other five words. Thus, each word was assigned to the 
Choral Response condition for one class and the Individual Response 
condition for the other. This entire procedure was repeated for the 
remaining classes (Classes C and D). Table 2 shows the final allocation 
of words to conditions. 

Table 2. Allocation of Words to Conditions and Classes of Participants 

Class A Class B Class C Class D 

Choral when some when some 
Response but had came had 
Condition then came then were 

because were because like 
like out out but 

Individual some when some when 
Response had but had came 
Condition came then were then 

were because like because 
out like but out 

Each experimental session began with the words from the two 
conditions being stacked alternately. The first word was always from 
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the Choral Responding condition followed by a word from the 
Individual Responding condition and they were alternated through the 
stack of ten words, although the order was varied from session to 
session. When participants were called on to respond in the Individual 
Responding condition, their names were noted on the rear of each card 
to ensure that particular participants did not gain more practice with 
certain words. 

When errors were made, the teacher said, "Listen again," and 
repeated the procedure. This occurred very rarely. 

Measurement 

Participants were provided with lined paper and a pencil and were 
seated as far apart from one another as space permitted and they were 
encouraged to cover their work with their pencil cases. The teacher read 
aloud each word. Some words were read up to four times to ensure 
that each word was clearly heard. At first, most participants were 
anxious about making errors and hesitated to write at all. They were 
encouraged to write the first letter and as many letters as they could. 
The words were randomly presented each time the spelling was tested. 

Measures were made (a) the week before the experimental 
conditions were first used (Pre-test), (b) about an hour after the 
experimental conditions were used in each session (progress measure), 
and (c) two weeks after the final week of the experimental conditions 
(Post-test). 

To ensure accuracy, the first and second authors separately 
inspected all spelling test papers and all statistical calculations. Words 
were only counted as being correctly spelled if all letters were present, 
in the correct sequence, and there were no additional letters. Any 
variation was marked as incorrect. Any use of capital letters was 
ignored. There was 100% agreement on the correctness of all words and 
on all averages and statistical calculations. 

Of the 33 participants tested at the Pre-test, 30 were present for all 
experimental sessions. The results that follow are based on the spelling 
performance of these 30 participants. The averaged results for each 
measurement session are shown in Table 3. 
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Table 3. Average Test Scores for Each Treatment During Successive 
Progress Measures. 

Condition Pre-test Lesson 1 Lesson 2 Lesson 3 Lesson 4 Post-test 

Individual 0.17 0.77 1.40 1.87 2.27 1.93 

Choral 0.23 1.20 1.83 2.40 2.70 2.17 

Figure 1 shows the progress data in graphical format. The 
differences between the Pre-test and the Post-test for both conditions 
are shown in Figure 2. 

PreteSt Lesson 1 Lesson2 Lesson3 Lesson4 Posttest 

Measurement Session 

Figure 1. Progress measures for Choral Responding and Individual 
Responding conditions. 

Both methods of teaching spelling resulted in substantial 
improvement. During the Pre-test, virtually no participants at all 
correctly spelled the words selected for each method but, by the Post- 
test, participants had learned approximately two words from each 
condition after just four brief lessons. The differences between the mean 
gains between the Pre-test and Post-test averages were tested 
statistically using a one-tailed t-test and found to be statistically 
significant for both conditions (p < 0.01). 

The mean number of words spelled correctly during the Pre-test 
was almost identical for both conditions (0.17 and 0.23). After the first 
teaching session (Lesson l) ,  the average number of correctly spelled 
words taught using the Choral Responding condition was 0.43 words 
greater than the average number of correctly spelled words taught using 
the Individual Responding condition. This represented almost double 
the gains from the Pre-test. This separation between the two conditions 
was maintained in subsequent lessons. The difference between 
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Pretest Posttest 

Figure 2. Average pre-test and post-test spelling scores for the Choral 
Responding and Individual Responding conditions. 

conditions at the end of the experimental conditions (Lesson 4) was 
tested using a one-tailed t-test and was statistically insignificant. 

The number of words spelled correctly two weeks later was lower 
than after Lesson 4 and was about the same level as after Lesson 3. The 
Choral Responding condition remained superior but with a smaller 
margin. 

Anecdotal remarks from the participants suggested that they were 
concerned initially about spelling the words as they feared making 
errors. However, as the experiment progressed, they enjoyed the lessons 
and expressed disappointment when they ceased. Participants were 
aware that they were being tested and asked for the results. These were 
withheld until after the Post-test as knowledge of their results would 
have introduced another variable and confounded the results of the 
experiment. 

Few participants spelled any words correctly during the Pre-test. 
Four participants spelled one word correctly, two spelled two words, 
and one spelled four words correctly. One subject never spelled a word 
correctly throughout the entire experiment. Most participants showed 
steady improvement. A few participants achieved the maximum score 
of five correct spelling words within one of the conditions. 

These results indicate that very young children can be taught to learn 
to spell simple words by orally saying the correct letters in the correct 
sequence. Actively responding through unison choral responding 
produced an initial advantage over individual practice and this 
advantage was maintained throughout the instruction period but then 
largely lost two weeks later. 
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It is difficult to explain why the advantage of the Choral Response 
condition was not maintained. The treatments were not entirely 
independent. The Individual Response condition also provided some 
oral practice and, as the experiment progressed, this may have proven 
to be sufficient for some participants to spell words correctly. This 
overlap of methods could be managed in a future study by nominating 
one student to be the only student called upon for a particular word 
during individual practice but to classify that word as comprising the 
choral practice condition, or to eliminate it from the analysis, for that 
participant. 

It is also possible that marking words as being correct or incorrect 
was not sufficiently sensitive. Had some marks been given for words 
that were partially correct, one method may have been shown to be 
superior in producing spelling that more closely resembled commonly 
accepted spelling conventions. 

Although students asked if they could take a list of the words home 
to practice them there, lists were not provided for this purpose. 
Nevertheless, some participants may have remembered the words and 
asked their parents to provide them with spelling practice. No controls 
were possible for this potential confound. However, if this did occur, it 
is most likely to have occurred for words in both conditions. 

The experiment did not assess whether these children would have 
learned to spell these words from other activities in their natural 
environments. A no-treatment control condition would have provided 
such an assessment while controlling for the effects of repeated testing. 
However, this condition was not used because it would have introduced 
an additional five words into the testing programme and it was 
considered that a spelling test of 15 words was too long to maintain 
the attention of children of this age. Fatigue and avoidance might have 
made the children restless. 

Other factors may also have interfered. Because the study was 
conducted as part of an ongoing class programme, it was not as strictly 
controlled or monitored as it could have been had it been a laboratory 
study. For example, the teacher was unable to not provide praise and 
there is no evidence about whether this was evenly distributed across 
conditions. The experiment was conducted on a once-per-week basis. 
Had this programme been tested in a regular class, it is likely that the 
practice would have occurred daily. How this might have affected the 
results is not clear but it is possible that different schedules of practice 
will have different effects. 

The participants in this study were all Asian, mostly Chinese. Asian 
education is more formal than in Western countries (Stevenson & Stigler, 
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1992) and Asian children are more used to the formal structure of the 
procedures used in the present study. If the same procedures were used 
with Western children, the results may well be different. For example, 
Western children of this age may be unwilling or unused to complying 
with such procedures. 

The alternating treatments design was appropriate for this type of 
study and effectively controlled for intersubject variability. Future 
studies could also investigate other arrangements such as practising 
more than once weekly and other methods of practice such as written 
practice. 

It is clear that, while practice may not make perfect, it does improve 
learning. The following are ways in which teachers can provide practice 
and make it interesting. It is important to vary activities, to keep them 
brief, and to ensure that children enjoy them so that they want to repeat 
the experience. Lastly, these activities are designed to practise material 
that has already been learned. They will not usually be successful in 
teaching new material. 

1. Have students refresh their memories about recently learned 
material by answering in unison. This should be simple recall of 
important information such as the spelling of a word, the name of 
an important person, the symbol of an element (or the name when 
given the symbol), basic facts, etc. 

2. Ask true/false questions. On a signal, everyone is to instantly give 
a thumbs up (true) or thumbs down (false). This lets the teacher 
monitor understanding. 

3. Use small whiteboards and water-based pens. Students should 
write a brief answer (one or two words or symbols) and hold it 
up for the teacher see. It is a good idea to use a signal for this so 
that everyone shows their boards at the same time. It prevents 
"peeking" and allows the teacher to see who is correct. 

4. Use buddies and cooperative learning activities where many 
students are simultaneously processing content. 

5. Have time trials where students see how many problems they can 
solve, words they can spell, elements they can name, etc., in one 
minute or in an even shorter time for younger children. 

Merryn Rose is a part-time tutor at the National Institute of Education and 
also teaches English to Singaporean children. Her research interests are in 
e8ective instruction and the use of English. 
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Dennis Rose is an  Associate Professor in  the Specialised Education Academic 
Group at the National Institute of Education. His research interests are in 
applied behaviour analysis, direct instruction, and precision teaching. 
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