From phonics to fluency: Effective teaching of decoding and reading fluency in the elementary school.
15.1 Learning about Written Language through Spelling Approximations
Young literacy learners begin to think about written language as a system and hypothesize about how it works. They learn that lines of print in English run from left to right and top to bottom on a page, for example. Children also develop concepts about units of written language. They learn that print carries meaning and that we use certain rules or conventions of print to represent meaning. Developing a concept of word as a unit of written language is particularly important, and this is no small task. First, the child must think about language as a system, to separate the form of language from its function. Then the child must segment a steady stream of oral speech. Think about this for a moment. Recall the last time you heard someone speaking a language that was foreign to you. Could you segment the oral speech into words? Probably not, because you lack a concept for word in that language. This demonstrates the enormity of children’s conceptual learning about written language. They must learn to separate, think about, and become aware of individual words within spoken language. And then, of course, children must use their knowledge of oral speech to discover that words are also units of written language. As children write (not copy), they must think about written language and about how letters and letter combinations represent sounds in language.
Children learn about written language gradually and informally. The overall learning process is the same as for any other language learning: hypothesis generation and testing. For example, simply telling children that words have spaces around them may not do much good. Children must invent their own concepts and then test them through reading and writing. This same principle applies to sound-​symbol relationships in writing. Children who invent spellings get valuable practice with the sound‑to‑letter system. Moreover, young writers learn that the beginning‑to‑ending sequences of sounds in words relate, although not exactly, to the left‑to‑right sequences of letters in words. And this practice pays off in word learning:
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The value of encouraging and allowing young children to invent their spelling has been strongly supported by well-​conducted studies. . . . ​When children attempt to represent their speech with letters, they are applying phonics in a truly authentic context. (Templeton and Morris 1999, p. 108)
15.2 Discovering What Children Know about Sounds through Spelling
Scholars have been exploring the characteristics of young children’s spelling since the early 1970s, when Charles Read’s (1971) landmark work showed us that young children’s spelling errors are predictable and change in predictable ways over time. This research has helped us understand how spelling develops: from random, incomprehensible strings of letters (and sometimes other symbols) to spellings that show some understanding of sound-​symbol relationships to conventional spelling.
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Children’s spelling ability begins to develop well before they enter school. In this “extended period of emergent literacy . . . ​children learn much about the forms and functions of print. This understanding lays the groundwork for moving into the exploration of the alphabetic layer of spelling” (Templeton and Morris 1999, p. 105). Exploring this alphabetic layer of spelling involves thinking about the relationship between sounds and individual letters of the alphabet. Eventually, children’s focus shifts to patterns in language, such as groups of letters (e.g., -tion) or conceptually related words (e.g., act, action, reactor). Thus, children show us their knowledge of words and sounds through their approximations or inventions.
A great deal of this learning occurs during children’s preschool through primary years. Here we explain some key features of spelling development for children at these ages, using examples from Ben’s writing. Ben was a kindergartner, and his ability was average among the children in his urban classroom. Each day Kay, his teacher, encouraged students to visit the writing center, which was stocked with a variety of writing paper and instruments. The children had access to printed letters of the alphabet, which they could use or not as they wished. Ben had no other writing or spelling instruction.
Figure 15.1 is an example of the prephonemic or precommunicative stage of spelling development. At this stage, children know how letters are formed but not how they work. They have not yet discovered that letters represent speech sounds in words. Some children write random strings of letters, numbers, other symbols, or scribbles. Gentry and Gillet (1993) compare this stage to babbling as children learn to talk. In late October, Ben chose to draw about Halloween. He has memorized the spelling of his name.
Figure 15.1 Ben—​October
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By March (see Figure 15.2), Ben has progressed to the early phonemic or semiphonetic stage of spelling development. At this stage, children begin to use letters to represent sounds, but only very sparsely. They sometimes begin words with one or two letters/phonemes and end them with a random string of letters. Or they may represent an entire word with one letter/phoneme. Teachers will see more consistency in consonant sounds than vowel sounds. In fact, some early phonemic spellers don’t even use vowels yet. Lack of a stable concept of word is another characteristic of early phonemic spelling.
Note that Ben is beginning to write, a sign of growth from October. Note, too, that he knows how to spell to and that he can hear and represent middle consonants (e.g., Legos, store) as well as beginning and ending consonants. Examine Ben’s sound-​symbol understanding for a moment. What consonant sounds does he know?
Figure 15.2 Ben—​March
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Figure 15.3 Ben—​April
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By April, Ben has progressed to the letter-​name or phonetic stage of spelling development (see Figure 15.3). Letter-​name spellers have discovered word as a concept, and we can see this in Ben’s writing. They spell consonant phonemes with some regularity but may omit (or have difficulty with) vowels. What consonant sounds has Ben learned since March? Letter-​name spellers break words into phonemes and represent the phonemes with letters of the alphabet (e.g., sound of long e in porcepin).
Transitional spelling is the last stage before conventional spelling. At this stage, children tend to spell words in a hyper-​correct manner, including all sounds (e.g., daysees for daisies). Since they can read, transitional spellers also use visual memory of how words should look as a spelling aid. Figure 15.4 summarizes stages of spelling development and offers a few instructional suggestions for each stage.
Spelling and English Language Learners
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English language learners (ELLs), who are often new to important sound-​symbol aspects of English, may encounter particular challenges related to developing alphabetic and word knowledge. In a study of more than 4,000 ELLs, grades 1 through adult, Helman and Bear (2007) found that stages of spelling development hold, but that ELLs lag behind their native-​English-​speaking counterparts in spelling development. In fact, “more than 50% of Spanish-​speaking English learners in first through third grade are not meeting benchmark levels” (Helman 2005, p. 670), compared to 18 to 22 percent of English-​only children.
Knowledge of the alphabetic systems of children’s native languages can help teachers support ELL children’s spelling development. In Spanish, for example, vowels have single sounds, which differ from their pronunciations in English. Moreover, “the short vowels in English can be quite difficult for Spanish speakers because most of these sounds do not exist in Spanish” (Helman 2005, p. 671). Additional challenges for ELL spellers include the various and sometimes confusing sounds for letters or letter combinations in English. For example, consider the child who said W made the duh sound (say the letter and you’ll understand the child’s logic) (Meier 2004). Accurately determining ELL children’s development of alphabetic knowledge, then, relies on an understanding of the similarities and differences in sound-​symbol relationships in English and Spanish. Charting letter-​sound knowledge, as shown in Figure 15.5, can help teachers discover what children have learned through writing that can apply to their reading.
Figure 15.4 Stages of Spelling Development (Gentry and Gillet 1993; Henderson 1990)
	Stage
	Characteristics
	Instructional Ideas

	Prephonetic (Precommunicative) 
	· Know some letters but not how to make them work
· Random letters or letter-​like forms
· No sound-​letter correspondences
	· Practice phonemic segmentation (syllable claps)
· Practice letter-​sound correspondence (picture sorts)
· Write a lot

	Early Phonemic (Semiphonetic) 
	· Know that letters represent sounds
· Often begin words with one letter (usually a consonant) followed by a random collection of other letters
· Know left‑to‑right progression but do not yet have stable concept of word
	· Develop concept of word
· Use big books or other enlarged texts
· Practice voice-​pointing
· Write a lot

	Letter Name (Phonetic) 
	· More sounds represented
· May not represent vowel sounds
· Usually have stable concept of word
· Spell words like they sound
· May use letter names as spelling strategy
	· Encourage inventions through demonstration
· Word hunts, picture sorts
· Riddles or other guessing games (e.g., I start like happy and rhyme with dill. What am I?)
· Write a lot

	Transitional 
	· May over-​apply rules
· Spell by attending to sounds and visual memory
	· Begin formal spelling instruction
· Word searches, word sorts, games (e.g., Concentration)
· Teach strategy for word learning: look, cover, write, check
· Write a lot


Many of the instructional recommendations provided in Figure 15.4 apply to ELL students. In addition, teaching contrasts, most explicit first, between first language and English may prove beneficial (Helman and Bear 2007). In a series of case studies of 4‑ and 5‑year-​old biliterate (Spanish and English) children, Reyes and Azuara (2008) found that children developed metalinguistic knowledge and knowledge about print in both languages, so children’s first-​language knowledge can serve as a platform for learning to spell in English.
Figure 15.5 Charting Children’s Letter-​Sound Knowledge
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15.3 Supporting Young Writers
Perhaps the most important aspect of support for young writers is the classroom atmosphere itself. Children must learn to believe in themselves as writers and to develop confidence in their ability to share what they have to say with others through writing.
Young children, who ordinarily come to school expecting to learn to read and write, may need little more than the suggestion to write. Older children, however, may not take the teacher up on invitations to write. They may have learned negative lessons, such as “I can’t write” or “Writing is boring” from their previous experiences in school. The teacher’s patience, passion, and persistence are critical in order for these negative lessons to be unlearned; so we advise teachers to continue to invite children to write, to praise their attempts, and to establish the expectations that everyone can write and everyone will.
First efforts from all writers, especially young ones, may be drawings rather than writing, but letters and words soon appear. Some children seem to use drawing as a way to think up or refine ideas for their writing. Other children use drawing as a sort of note-​taking tool; they sketch the things they want to remember to write about. Whatever its purpose, drawing seems to facilitate writing for many children.
Opportunities to talk and listen are important. Graves (1983) describes several ways children use oral language when writing. They sometimes plan their writing by talking to themselves or others. They may also read parts of drafts to themselves, as if to get a running start on what should come next. Some children compose aloud and then translate their speech into writing. Children may also talk themselves through writing by making procedural comments such as “There! Now I need to write ‘The End.’ ” And of course, children read drafts of their work to others, either to help solve problems they’ve encountered or to get more general feedback.
Children also need teacher support. Some of this support is mundane, such as having necessary supplies readily available. Children need access to many kinds of paper, lined and unlined, and a variety of writing instruments, which can be collected in the classroom writing center. Time to write is another aspect of support. Children need predictable chunks of time every week to write and to share their efforts with interested others.
Other aspects of support, especially the encouragement of spelling efforts, appear to be critical. Teachers who accept invented spellings allow their students to be precise in their use of language and true to their own meanings because they can write what they want to say, not just what they know how to spell. More important, these opportunities to manipulate words and discover spelling principles clarify phonological relationships for children.
So how can teachers support this experimentation with print? In response to a child’s question about how to spell a word, for example, the teacher might ask the child to say the word, and then ask, “What sound do you hear at the beginning? What letter would that be? Good. Write it down. Now say the word again. What sound do you hear at the end?” and so on. This strategy talks children through the speech‑to‑print connection and encourages them to develop independence as spellers. Listening for sounds and then representing them with letters supports children’s efforts at phonemic segmentation, or separating words into their component sounds.
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Mini-​lessons for groups or the entire class about ways to handle spelling challenges can also be worthwhile (Williams and Phillips-​Birdsong 2006). For example, the teacher can
· Encourage children to think about words or word parts that rhyme with a word they want to spell 
· Help children see how “chunking” a longer unfamiliar word can unlock secrets about its spelling 
· Tell children to stretch the unfamiliar word out, to say it very slowly and to think about its component sounds 
· Help children see the resources available to them: peers, the classroom word wall, a personal dictionary, environmental print, and so on 
Other classroom activities that focus on sounds and words are also useful for supporting children’s invented spellings. Teachers can add a brief comment about spelling when engaging children in phonemic awareness word play, for example (see Chapter 6): “So if you wanted to write a word that begins like baby or ball, what letter would you use first?” Gentle reminders to use what they know about reading and sounds as they write will help children develop proficiency as spellers.
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When children have reached the transitional stage of spelling development, some more formal attention to spelling is beneficial. The words chosen for focus should be few—​perhaps 10 or 12 per week. The words should reflect spelling features and patterns that children use but confuse; that is, they should be developmentally appropriate for children (Gentry and Gillet 1993; Templeton and Morris 1999). Many teachers prepare groups of words at different levels of difficulty that represent the same letter-​sound patterns so that instruction can be differentiated for children of varying spelling abilities while the entire class focuses on the pattern of interest (Fresch and Wheaton 1997). Other teachers rely on diagnostic spelling tests (see, for example, Bear et al. 2012) to create spelling groups, which may differ from guided reading groups. This diagnostic assessment is helpful for all children but seems to be especially important for ELL children (Helman 2005). Regardless of how the classroom spelling program is organized, teachers will need to make a conscious effort to help children transfer their new spelling knowledge to their writing and reading. Williams and Phillips-​Birdsong (2006) found that effective word study programs build on children’s strengths, help them use what they already know, and increase their confidence in using this knowledge.
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In a review of research about spelling instruction, Templeton and Morris (1999) comment,
Of the few methodological studies that have been conducted, none answers to everyone’s satisfaction the question of whether spelling is learned primarily through reading and writing or primarily through the systematic examination of words. . . . ​What does emerge from the research is the suggestion that some examination of words is necessary for most students. (p. 108)
The ideal spelling program, then, is a balanced combination of writing for authentic purposes and focused word study.
Many primary grade teachers struggle with the issue of standard spelling. They express concern that words be spelled correctly if the child’s written work will be read by others. As children become more conscious of standard spelling, they too may express concern about their spelling efforts. Then teachers should help them deal with these concerns. Jane Davidson suggests that teachers should reply to students’ queries in their initial drafts of “Is it right?” with a statement like this: “It’s good enough for now. You can read it, and I can read it. We both know what you’re saying here. Later, we can change some things, if you’d like, to make them look like they do in other books.” These comments help lessen concern about spelling when students are generating ideas, yet assure them that their efforts will receive the polish they deserve.
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When children’s spelling is fairly well developed, perhaps grade 3 or beyond, spell-​checkers on word-​processing programs can be useful. (At earlier stages, the program can’t recognize many approximations because they bear so little resemblance to the correct spellings.) Some teachers express concern that spell-​checkers might become a crutch. This may be, but they’re also an aspect of modern life and likely to be even more influential in the future. To ignore their potential does students a disservice. Instead, teachers may want to reserve their use for the final draft stage of writing, when the spell-​checker can do what teachers have done for decades—​identify misspelled words. Unlike teachers’ circles of “sp” notations, however, the spell-​checker also provides options for correcting the error, which promotes independence and the development of visual memory.
To support a young writer, the teacher needs to understand both the child’s current thinking about written language and the stages through which spelling knowledge develops. In addition, children need opportunities to write for reasons they deem important. All this, and a consistently positive “you can do it” attitude from the teacher, will yield remarkable results.
15.4 Parents and the Spelling Program
Spelling, particularly invented spelling, concerns many parents. Approximations may look like errors to parents; they may wonder why these errors are not corrected. Through communication and information sharing, teachers can help parents see the value in invented spellings and the role that writing plays in their children’s development as readers.
Parents should be informed about the merits of frequent writing and the integrity of their children’s attempts at spelling. They may also need to think about what counts as writing in an early literacy classroom. Indeed, it’s quite likely that parents themselves didn’t write much as young schoolchildren. They may have copied letters and words, but they probably didn’t write. So they may need to understand that learning to write is a more complex process than learning to make letters.
Many teachers compare written and oral language development to help parents see the developmental nature of writing and spelling growth, the importance of children’s early efforts to put their ideas in writing, and the critical role of adults’ support and encouragement. They ask parents to recall how they celebrated children’s first attempts at talking and paid much more attention to what children were trying to say than how they were saying it. And, in fact, they didn’t worry that a child would say “Boo Boo” for Grandma forever; they simply rejoiced in the child’s ability to communicate. In other words, parents need to see that the support, encouragement, and acceptance they provided as their children learned to talk also apply to learning to write and spell.
Some parents may wish to learn about the stages of spelling development; others may worry that their children will never learn to value correct spelling. Simple charts can be shared with parents to help them learn about both of these issues (Rosencrans 1998). A chart depicting the stages of spelling development, for example, might list characteristics of stages and ideas for supporting children’s learning at home. This brief example shows how information might be shared about the prephonemic stage of spelling development.
	Prephonemic Spellers
	Parents Can

	Know how writing looks but not how it works 
	Read to children often 

	Use random letters and symbols 
	Play rhyming games 

	May know their letters but haven’t figured out sounds 
	Encourage writing at home 


Similarly, a chart can help parents see the role that accurate spelling plays in the classroom:
	Levels of Accuracy
	Examples

	Ideas only 
	Notes, drafts 

	Readable 
	Journals, personal writing, assignments 

	Good copy 
	Writing to be displayed and read by others 


Home-​school communication can take several forms. At meetings early in the school year, teachers can use writing examples from the previous year’s students to explain how writing develops and show parents the progressive growth in sound-​symbol relationships that results from consistent opportunities to write. Letters or newsletters can serve the same purpose. Dialogue journals between parents and children with or without entries from the teacher are another great way to foster home-​school communication (Shockley, Michalove, and Allen 1995).
Parent conferences also offer valuable sharing opportunities. Using dated samples of children’s writing, teachers can show parents concrete examples of children’s growth in word learning as evidenced by changes in their invented spellings. Early efforts at writing can seem quite peculiar from a parent’s perspective, so helping parents understand instructional goals and children’s development as spellers is important. Communication and information sharing should focus on how support and encouragement from interested adults, both at home and in school, will foster word learning that children can apply to both writing and reading.
In Conclusion
Learning to spell is more than just a memory task (Henderson 1990); it is also, and more important for our purposes in this book, “a process of coming to understand how words work—​the conventions that govern their structure and how their structure signals sound and meaning” (Templeton and Morris 1999, p. 103). The process of writing words draws on the same underlying word knowledge as the process of reading words. This is why unaided writing supports students’ phonics and word recognition development; this is also why opportunities to write and spell should be part of word-​learning programs.
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Rasinski, T. & Padak, N.D. (2013). From phonics to fluency: Effective teaching of decoding and reading fluency in the elementary school. NJ: Pearson.
image2.png




image3.png
1T WE: To T ST |- &St
1905 TE Ad
T weont to the store. J got
Zegos The End




image4.png




image5.png
English Language
Learners




image6.png
o Kathy Juan
ey
war | DG KM
Pl B E FH,L,
il N,PRSV





image7.png
=]

Technology




image1.png
]

Research-Based
Strategies.




