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to teach or how to teach mechanics, particularly
spelling.

Who Cares about Spelling in High
School?

When discussing secondary English language arts
curriculum, spelling is seldom a focus point. Teach-
ers assume that students will either have learned to
spell or be unable to learn to spell better by the
time they reach high school. When teachers analyze
actual student work samples, however, discussions
focus often on the importance of conventional
spelling. Secondary teachers know only too well the
sigh that accompanies picking up a student paper
that is overwhelmed by spelling errors; the despair
that comes from trying to determine the best ways
of helping students address their spelling problems;
and the guilt and anger that sometimes come when
we simply don’t know what to do to help make the
spelling better. Even papers that are interesting,
well organized, and otherwise well written are
sometimes read with frustration when spelling gets
in the way. 

We know, too, that poor spelling carries a
penalty that extends beyond the school door. Both
employers and colleges make decisions about appli-
cants based on the care and attention given to lan-
guage conventions in application materials;
spelling errors can do serious damage to a positive
first impression. Poor spelling in routine written
communication—from business letters to thank-

n the spring of 2007, I worked with
high school teachers in Ann Arbor,
Michigan, to create instructional
units that would support the fall

implementation of new state standards for English
language arts. The new Michigan standards consist
of four strands made up of fourteen standards and
ninety-one content expectations; these provide a
definition of exit outcomes for all high school stu-
dents (Michigan Department of Education). Our
task: to decide what these outcomes meant for
ninth graders. 

Excellent teachers who had a clear vision of
the needs of their students and what worked in the
classroom built multiple sample units in a matter
of days. As our initial outlines for units took shape,
we carefully reviewed each strand and its standards
to determine how well we had addressed expecta-
tions through the units. We realized that we shared
a high level of agreement about the importance of
broad reading experiences, of understanding
process as a part of writing, of writing in multiple
genres, and of speaking and writing for multiple
purposes and audiences. 

We also made another important discovery:
There were virtually no expectations for under-
standing and correctly using spelling as a conven-
tion for writing. Grammar and conventions were
addressed only twice in the standards and then only
for addressing proofreading and correct usage.
What’s more, we realized that we did not have the
same level of agreement about what was important

Rebecca Bowers Sipe describes the experiences of challenged spellers and recommends a range of
strategies for helping students take responsibility for their spelling. She suggests that teachers
begin by observing samples of students’ writing and weaving in skills lessons related to the needs
observed.
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you notes—can result in embarrassment for the
writer. Though a tiny part of the overall English
language arts program, for the student who strug-
gles, spelling is a major concern and one that
deserves attention in high school English class-
rooms. Learning more about our challenged spellers
may provide some clues for better addressing their
spelling and writing needs. 

What Do We Know about Challenged
Spellers?

It would be easy to assume that challenged spellers
are either not taught spelling in elementary school
or that they are simply careless with or uncommit-
ted to their writing. While these factors may be
true sometimes, my research suggests that the
causes for poor spelling may be far more compli-
cated (Sipe, “Does”). In interviews with hundreds
of middle school, high school, and college-level
students, I have found that most can describe in
detail the type of spelling instruction they experi-
enced in earlier grades: lists of words given each
week, practice exercises, pretests, a final test on Fri-
day, and a new list of words the following Monday.
Many discuss practice sessions at home when Mom,
Dad, or another caregiver repeatedly drilled them
on words. An amazing number recall the spelling
lists on the refrigerator door each week and how
reviewing those wordlists became part of family
routine. Some describe painful memories of
spelling tests when their minds “went blank” with
the first word called, of anxiety about “feeling stu-
pid” in front of their friends every week of the
school year (Sipe, They). 

What none of the participants seem to
remember is any logic to the words on lists they
studied. Many report how impossible it is to learn
to spell all the words since each one must be mem-
orized separately! If we think of how complicated it
would be to memorize several thousand words in a
new language with no logic, no patterns, no pre-
dictability at all, we begin to see the dilemma fac-
ing an uninformed, challenged speller.

To complicate things even more, based on the
results of a standard visual memory test (Trahan
and Larrabee), the overwhelming majority of chal-
lenged spellers interviewed demonstrated difficulty

with short-term and/or long-term visual memory.
As early as second or third grade, visual memory
difficulties may contribute to
a perception of being a poor
speller. Children are often
taught to remember how a
word looked when they saw it
in their reading, to put words
into shape boxes, to write
words multiple times each, to
identify words in a “word
find” puzzle, and to rewrite
words in the blanks left in
sentences from a text. All of
these activities draw on visual memory skills, and
for challenged spellers who struggle with visual
memory, these skills do not appear to be effective.

Logic-based strategies are generally intro-
duced later in elementary school. Teaching patterns
through word sorts, careful attention to patterns
that generalize from word to word, and rules that
govern many different words are effective tools for
helping students gain control over language (Bear
et al.; Henderson and Templeton). Unfortunately,
whether rules and patterns have been taught too
late, after too many years of frustration, or simply
with insufficient depth, this sense of control often
eludes challenged spellers. 

Though spelling difficulties often signal other
literacy problems, this was not the case for many of
the challenged spellers whom I interviewed. Stu-
dents who demonstrate high investment in their
reading and writing tend to describe their spelling
woes as a nuisance and a bother. These students
have something to say, and they care about their
words in print; unless their tools (e.g., dictionaries,
spell checkers, use of multiple drafts, editors) are
taken away, they are able to cope just fine. For oth-
ers, however, overall problems with spelling con-
tribute to avoidance of reading and writing as they
associate each of these literacy activities with pain
and not pleasure. Further, difficulty with weekly
spelling tests contributes to a residual and general-
ized sense of inadequacy as a literacy learner. 

The level of personal involvement and invest-
ment students feel for reading and writing provides
us with clues for thinking of ways to support their
growth as spellers. If challenged spellers have high
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literacy investment, adding to their repertoire of
strategies and deepening their knowledge about
spelling patterns often result in immediate gains. If
they have minimal investment in their writing, the
task we face is more difficult. For challenged
spellers, the task is to build interest and investment
in writing first, then systematically address spelling
problems in conjunction with meaningful writing
experiences. 

Teaching Spelling as a Writing Skill

As our professional development group in Ann Arbor
discussed curriculum, it was clear that instructional

time in the high school is short
and the demands of curriculum
great. With high expectations
for teaching the array of
required content, it is under-
standable that secondary teach-
ers might feel bewildered
about how and where spelling
could be taught. What can
teachers do at this late date to
help challenged spellers who
turn in papers littered with

errors week after week? Fortunately, many effective
strategies are available that take little time and fit
seamlessly into our daily work.

Building the Repertoire of Strategies

“What strategies do you use when you write and
want to use a word that you do not know how to
spell?” I asked a group of high school students.
“Make a list and then we’ll share.” Most students
began to scribble a list of things they could do; oth-
ers stared at the paper, looked around the room, and
finally made a note or two. I quickly jotted down
students’ ideas on a large sheet of poster paper. 

> I ask somebody.

> I write the best I can and go back later.

> I stop and look it up.

> I write the word a few ways and go with the
spelling that looks best.

> I substitute another word but sometimes I’ll
change it back when I revise.

> I use a spell checker.

> I try to break the word into parts and sound
them out.

> I think about the ways the pieces of the word
look.

> I look for roots or word parts that I know. 

> I think about rules to see if anything works.

> I associate parts of the word with other
smaller words.

> I remember a funny rhythm or rhyme I made
up to remember the word.

> I close my eyes and try to see the word in my
head.

Though the list is far from complete, filling the room
with strategies that can be posted and shared takes only
a few minutes and helps us deepen the pool of strate-
gies available to everyone. Challenged spellers tend to
have few strategies for addressing their spelling errors,
and these are often limited to using a spell checker or
asking someone. Suddenly, they see that even students
who spell well rely on a variety of strategies to produce
correctly spelled texts. This discussion provides a great
opportunity to discuss spell checkers. I love to share the
wonderful poem by Jerrold H. Zar, “Candidate for a
Pullet Surprise.” An excerpt follows: 

I have a spelling checker.
It came with my PC.
It plane lee marks four my revue
Miss steaks aye can knot sea. 
Eye ran this poem threw it,
Your sure reel glad two no.
Its vary polished in it’s weigh.
My checker tolled me sew. (13)

The full poem has 225 words; 127 of them are
incorrect but sailed right through the spell checker!
As students attempt to scan the poem it becomes
clear that it is almost impossible to read. The poem
provides a teachable moment: spell checkers do not
pick up homophones or other words used incor-
rectly, such as pubic for public, and do not substitute
for strong proofreading skills. I share a favorite
example, written by a first-year literature student:
“Since becoming a college student I’ve become
increasingly concerned about pubic affairs.”
Though amusing (and possibly true), the effect was,
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I think, not intended. I want students to know that
spell checkers are good tools, but they are never a
substitute for final proofreading—either done per-
sonally or by an editor.

Learning from Student Writing Samples

Whether our challenged spellers value literacy
activities or tend to avoid them may affect the tack
we take as we help them in their growth as writers.
Early in the year I ask students to do a quickwrite
in which they describe themselves as spellers. I ask
them to talk about their spelling backgrounds,
about the things they do when they want to spell a
word and can’t, about how they view spelling.
From this first-draft writing, I gather a snapshot of
the students as writers. With a highlighter, I note
particular areas where immediate instruction may
make a positive difference in writing. I also learn a
great deal about their comfort level with spelling.
I note the types of words with which the group
seems to struggle the most. These analyses take lit-
tle time and help me know what types of craft and
skills lessons I need to develop for writing and
spelling. 

Often the spelling lessons begin with a review
of homophones because these tend to be trouble-
some for many students. We list the homophones
that we tend to use but frequently misspell and
place them on posters around the room. We think
together about ways that we can remember each
pair or group, looking for word clues such as ear in
hear or here in there. We may make quick sketches
that correspond to a word such as an ear by the
word hear or draw pictures to illustrate confusing
groups such as rain, reign, and rein. We check out
the word histories for some homonyms such as rite
(from Greek arithmos), using associations with
words such as right (related to righteous) and write (as
in well written). These sketches, definitions, associa-
tions, and pairings can go on 3" x 5" cards that we
attach with a binder ring to a notebook, into a per-
sonal dictionary, on a chart to be posted on the
classroom wall, or elsewhere for ready reference.
Students practice using these words in daily writ-
ing, and they are expected to use them correctly.

It takes me only moments to analyze the
quickwrites of individual students and determine
the types of errors most problematic for them. As

Mina P. Shaughnessy reminded us decades ago, stu-
dents do not make errors randomly. Errors signal
particular patterns of learning. I make notes about
particular spelling problems that I notice and want
to teach. Then, when I give minilessons or confer-
ence on a piece of writing, I have these notes to help
focus our discussion. I provide a skills chart for stu-
dents to keep at the front of their writing notebook.
They are expected to add problem words, notes on
the types of errors they tend to make, and ideas for
avoiding the misspelling in the future. For exam-
ple, one student clearly didn’t remember the “i
before e except after c” rule. Another had misspelled
the same word four different ways in a single short
paper. Still another continually confused where and
were in writing. Clearing up these “big ticket
items” resulted in immediate improvement. I find
these notes helpful, too, when a student experi-
ments with new, more sophisticated words. In such
cases, students may tend to make more errors than
they did previously, and the spelling skills charts
help track and monitor their growth.

Learning to Spell High-Frequency Words

Many challenged spellers describe feeling hope-
lessly awash in a tide of words. They seem aston-
ished to learn that a few words make up a huge
percentage of those used in routine written com-
munication. Despite having over half a million
words in the language, 50 percent of our word use
comes from about one hundred words. A mere one
thousand words represent roughly 89 percent of the
words used in most writing, and this list includes
essentials such as a, and, and the. If we expand our
list to include the most frequent two thousand
words, we account for about 95 percent of all the
words used in routine writing (Fry and Kress). The
words on these lists have remained stable for
decades (Horn). 

In class we take a short paragraph and try to
eliminate all the words found on the high-fre-
quency one-hundred list. When we eliminate these
words, we have little left. I want students to under-
stand that they do not need to memorize thousands
of words, but they do need to be aware of the high-
frequency words. When we look at how often we
use certain words in our writing, it is easy to see the
importance of knowing the spelling of those words.
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If we had to look up routine words every time we
write them, our writing would be slowed to a
crawl. To prevent spelling from becoming an
obstacle to producing text, it becomes critical to
reach a stage of automaticity with high-use words
(Sipe, “Does”). Once students begin to recognize
which words they use often but tend to misspell,
we can begin to be strategic in addressing their
errors.

There is a plethora of strategies for learning
high-frequency words and even entire programs to
help students master them (Sitton). I share with stu-

dents that I have used the word
accommodate often, and I looked
the word up every time I used
it for years until a friend told
me to remember to always
accommodate the twins. That
did it: two c’s and two m’s! I
haven’t looked up the word
since. We discuss other
mnemonic devices that work

for some people: putting problem words to jingles (a
rat in the house might eat the ice cream=arithmetic),
cheerleading chants, or songs; creating exaggerated
drawings that emphasize the part of a word that has
always left one baffled; recalling the feel of a word by
tracing it in sand or on velvet. Mnemonics are highly
individual, so it is important that each student think
of them as tools they will draw on and personalize for
their spelling demons.

Learning Rules

Understanding spelling rules can also provide a
strategic way to address student spelling needs. In a
busy high school classroom, there is little time to
revisit all patterns and generalizations that students
should have learned, but devoting a little time to
the most common spelling rules can result in sig-
nificant gains in spelling mastery and make stu-
dents’ papers more readable. The most frequently
used spelling rules such as those for adding prefixes
or making words plural are readily available online
or in a wide variety of handbooks. 

I have found that the most effective way of
addressing spelling rules is to do so slowly and
over time. I share one rule with the entire class at

the beginning of the month. We think together
about “everyday” words that fit the rule. The rule
and the words we generate are stored on a poster
that is clearly visible in the room. Over the next
few weeks we revisit the rule occasionally, adding
words that fit the pattern. Students are encouraged
to find other words and add those, too. Once I
sense students have a firm grasp of the rule or pat-
tern, I introduce the notion of exceptions, talk
about why they exist, and add some examples to
the second chart. Approaching the learning slowly,
digging in more deeply, and applying the learning
immediately in student daily writing and then
again over time helps combat the litany of student
complaints about spelling instruction from the
past that echoed through my interviews: too fast,
too shallow. 

Teaching Word Histories and Word Parts

As important as spelling rules are, it is equally
important to assist students in understanding that
our language is rich with influences from many dif-
ferent parts of the world. Some words simply do not
fit English spelling patterns or rules because they
aren’t English words. Think about yacht, bureau-
cracy, beau, and hors d’oeuvres. The more students
know about the history of words, the better they
will be able to discern which words will fit the rules
of Standard English spelling.

Finally, helping students gain understanding
of prefixes, suffixes, and roots will help them to rec-
ognize that many words used in English are actu-
ally built from these interchangeable parts.
Consider the student who believes that all words
must be memorized separately. What a remarkable
discovery to find that hosts of words actually grow
from the same parts. As with earlier strategies, this
need not be time consuming. Putting a limited
number of high-use prefixes, suffixes, and roots on
large sheets of paper to be posted in the room and
engaging students, individually or in groups, in
looking for and posting words that use particular
word parts bridges spelling and vocabulary devel-
opment. Figuratively, the classroom walls marinate
students in language as they are continuously sur-
rounded with new words and new strategies to
extend spelling expertise.
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Shifting the Responsibility

Each of the strategies to assist high school spellers
shifts the responsibility for correct spelling away
from the teacher and to the student. In my 
interviews I heard often of the dad or grandparent
who “couldn’t spell so I guess I just can’t either” as
students assumed their spelling problems were
genetic and, hence, hopeless. Strategies and skills
offer power to students. 

Many teaching strategies are available to sup-
port putting the student in charge of his or her
spelling. Simple tools such as personal dictionaries
and homophone cards (see above) that are main-
tained by students in or attached to the students’
writing notebook help them to keep up with their
errors and give them a quick tool for finding correct
spellings when needed. Engaging students in short
reflection exercises helps them analyze why they
make particular errors and devise a strategy to assist
in remembering the word in the future. A simple
form (see fig. 1) can be used repeatedly and stored
in each student’s notebook for future use.

Making Writing Matter

We must also think carefully about the challenged
speller’s investment in writing if we hope to build
interest in spelling. Challenged spellers who have
minimal investment in writing generally still have
high investment in things that matter to them.
Building a sense of purpose and audience for writ-
ing becomes particularly critical for these students;
without it, spelling has little value. Writing about
topics that are relevant to their lives and in genres
that are apt to bring active response may be a path-

way for making sure that they care about how their
words are registered on a page. Giving opportunity
for writing persuasive pieces directed to real audi-
ences and for real purposes fulfills the requirements
of state content standards
while building investment in
the process and essential writ-
ing skills. 

It is beneficial to help
students who demonstrate low
investment in writing under-
stand that we write for many
different purposes, and for
some of them—such as writ-
ing notes, journals, text mes-
sages, or diaries—spelling doesn’t matter. In other
situations, such as writing a letter to the editor that
will be published, an argumentative piece that will
be shared with a school principal or a parent to
sway an opinion, or a letter to a potential employer
for a part-time job, spelling does count. When
writing matters, so does spelling.

High school students often write in new or
unfamiliar genres. As they explore more formal
genres of persuasive or expository writing, offering
them multiple opportunities to write about topics
that interest them, that have an impact on their
lives, and that offer the possibility of eliciting a
response may help build investment as they risk a
new writing mode. For example, inviting a local
employer or college recruiting officer to talk about
applications may help students consider the impor-
tance of conventions in particular types of real-
world writing. 

For students who deal with visual memory
difficulties or other learning interferences, the play-
ing field isn’t level and learning to spell is more
challenging. We need to be honest with students
about that and about the fact that writing directed
to a public audience—writing that is intended to
represent us in the world and to create a particular
result—may require careful attention to conven-
tions. Without that knowledge and a full repertoire
of strategies and skills to help students remember
correct spellings and use proofreading strategies
when they don’t, they may leave high school vul-
nerable and unprepared to place their voices and
their words into the world. 
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FIGURE 1. Student Spelling Reflection

Misspelled word from my writing: __________________

Correct spelling of the word:  ______________________

Description of the error I made and why I think I made it:

Strategy I’ll use to prevent making this error in the
future:
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Making Room for Spelling

Teaching spelling in high school doesn’t have to be
time consuming nor does it need to distract us from
our curricular focus. It certainly does not mean that
we need to implement spelling lists and tests, espe-
cially since they have proven to be so ineffective for
our most challenged spellers. Instead, weaving in les-
sons that relate directly to the needs we observe in stu-
dents’ writing, strategically reviewing patterns and
skills and keeping examples of words on the walls,
helping students develop tools for quick support and
reference and building their abilities to think reflec-
tively about their use of language all become a part of
our daily work in the classroom. In the process, we
offer our most vulnerable writers a sense that the lan-
guage does have logic, that they do have powerful
tools for producing acceptable texts. Surely offering
all students skills for independently managing real
processes in real-life situations beyond high school is
what state content standards are all about. 
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Sipe shares many strategies for working with spelling in the classroom. Teachers who want to deal with spelling
during drafting while preserving fluency will find further ideas in “Shared Spelling Strategies.” Using this lesson
plan, students work to increase their spelling accuracy and their retention by “constructing” spelling using sound,
sight recall, and analyzing strategies, among others, instead of memorizing lists of words. http://www.readwrite
think.org/lessons/lesson_view.asp?id=48 
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