
Effective Practices for Spelling 
 

© J. Richard Gentry, (2001) 
 

•  Provide explicit spelling instruction 
 
• Study the right words—The words and patterns used in 

 writing 
 
• Pretest to identify words an individual does not know 

(Individualize spelling instruction) 
 

• Have students correct their own pretest (e.g. Circle-dot 
technique) 

 
• Teach a multimodal study strategy (e.g., the flip 

folder—look-say-see-write-check) 
 

• Retest after a study period (test-study-test cycle; assessment 
and review) 

 
• Apply spelling knowledge in various types of exercises 

(matching, sorting, transformations, word construction, 
completion of classifications, analogies, etc.)  

• Supplement study with cooperative activities for student 
motivation board games, team study, spelling buddies, etc.) 

 
• Study spelling patterns systematically (word sorting) 

 
• Connect spelling to writing—teach good spelling habits 
 
• Make other connections (reading, thinking) 

 
 



Ten False Assumptions About Teaching Spelling 
 
 

 
1. All studentscan become expert spellers if they try hard enough. 
 
2. Students who make 100% on a spelling test should be able to spell 

the same words correctly two weeks later in their writing. 
 

3. Expert spelling is “caught” from reading and writing. 
 

4. Spelling instruction should focus on a relatively few high-
frequency words. 

 
5. Spelling is best taught in meaningful context. The best way to 

teach spelling is to focus on writing and teach spelling in use.
 

 
 
 
 
 

Adapted from:  The Literacy Map: Guiding Children To Where They Need To Be (K-3) 
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Spelling Rules 
 
1. TIPS 
 
      "Sound out" a word by breaking it into phonetic patterns and syllables 
(Pronunciation) 
 
      Study Homonyms (words that have similar pronunciations but different 
meanings & spellings) 
 
      eg., through and threw; cite,sight, site 
 
 
2. SUFFIXES 
 
    * able is more common than ible 
    * able used mostly with complete root words (e.g., workable, dependable 
    * only able follows g, i and the hard c ("k" sound) 
      (e.g., navigable, amiable, irrevocable) 
    * ible used after double consonants (e‐g‐, ll), s, st, some d sounds and soft c ("s" 
sound) 
      (e.g, infallible, plausible, edible, forcible 
    * ance and ence create nouns from verbs 
      (e.g., resistance and persistence) 
    * ant and ent form adjectives 
      (e.g., resistant and persistent) 
 
3. WORDS WITH CLEARLY DEFINED PARTS 
 
      1) Combining words into a single word: 
          o Keep the root word as is 
            (e.g., News + Stand=Newsstand; Book + Keeper = Bookkeeper) 
 
      2) Adding a Suffix (e.g., ness) To Make A Noun Out Of An Adjective: 
          o Keep the root word As Is 
            (e.g., Cleverness, Suddenness, Drunkenness 
 
      3) Adding a Suffix (e.g., ly) To Make An Adverb Out Of An Adjective: 
          o Keep the root word as is even if it ends in an L or an E 
            (e.g., Privately, Royally, Beautifully, Sincerely) 
 
      4) Adding Prefixes (e.g., dis and mis): 
          o Keep the root word as is 
            (e.g., dislike, disagree; disappear; misapply, misunderstand, misspelling) 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5) Adding Suffix (ment) To Turn Verbs into Nouns: 
          o Keep the root word as is (e.g., establishment, government, advertisement) 
 
4. IE and EI: from "Correct Spelling Made Easy" (p. 32‐56) 
 
      1) IE spelling is more common than EI: 
          o The i usually precedes e unless it follows a c that carries an "s" sound (e.g., 
niece ... receive) 
            Remember: "Use i before e except after c unless sounding like 'a' as in 
neighbor and weigh. " 
 
      2) Use i before e after c if it carries an "sh" sound (e.g., deficient). 
 
      3) Use ie not ei on long "e" syllables not preceded by a c (e.g., field, relieve, 
achieve) 
 
      4) Use e before i after c followed by a long "e" sound (e.g., ceiling, receipt). 
 
      5) Use e before i with words with long "ain" sound (e.g., feign, reign) 
 
      6) Five exceptions: caffeine, leisure, protein, seize, weird 
 
5. DOUBLING A FINAL CONSONANT WHEN ADDING A SUFFIX: from "Correct 
Spelling Made Easy" (p. 69) 
 
      1) The word must end in just one consonant. 
          o Compel (l + ed or ing) = Compelled; Compelling 
 
            But Not : Resist (+ ed or ing) = Resisted; Resisting 
 
      2) There must be only one vowel before the final single consonant. 
          o Refer (r + ed or ing) = Referred; Referring 
 
            But Not: Appear = Appeared; Appearing 
 
      3) The last syllable of the verb must receive the accent. 
          o Commit (accent on mit) = Committed; Committing 
 
            But Not: Profit = Profited; Profiting 
 
      4) The suffix to be added must start with a vowel‐‐in order to double the final 
consonant. 
          o Defer (r + ed) = Deferred 
 
            But Not: Defer + ment) Deferment 



 

 

 SPELLING   STRATEGIES   !!!! by J. Richard Gentry 
 
Promote smart spelling with partner quizzes 
 
Many aspects of an individualized spelling program are daunting.  What teacher, for example, has 
time to give each student a separate weekly test?  Getting kids to quiz one another is one solution.  
This idea not only saves you time, but it also strengthens skills because students work together on 
words they care about.  To prepare for partner quizzes, students need to 
collect and study six to ten words that they have not yet mastered, but 
would find useful.  These “need to know” words should come from 
weekly whole-class quizzes that you conduct and from students’ own 
writing.  (For details on “need to know” word lists, see my article in the 
September, 1977 Instructor.) 

  Grades 2 - 6  
 Matching 
 Partners 

 
 
       

 
 Carrying Out 
 Partner Quizzes 

 
PURPOSE: 
To establish a 
weekly 
routine for 
bringing 
spelling 
partners 
together. 
 
MATERIALS: 
 
A set of 
student name 
cards, 
students’ 
“need to 
know” word 
lists 
 
TIME 
NEEDED: 
5 minutes at 
the end of 
each week 

 
1.  To prepare / create cards 
with individual student 
names on them. 
2.  Ask students to get out 
their “need to know” lists 
for the week and gather in 
the classroom meeting area.  
Be sure their lists are neat 
and readable.  If a list 
contains homophones, such 
as our and hour, the student 
should draw a picture clue, 
such as a clock, next to one 
of the words to help the test 
giver distinguish them. 
3.  Shuffle the cards and 
draw pairs randomly to 
determine who will work 
together. 
4.  Have students find their 
partners and select a spot in 
the classroom. 

 
PURPOSE: 
To clarify 
procedures 
for 
administer-
ing partner 
quizzes. 
 
TIME 
NEEDED: 
10 minutes 

 
Once students have agreed 
on a place to work, explain 
that the purpose of partner 
quizzes is to help them help 
each other become better 
spellers.  Then ask them to 
follow these steps. 
1.  Exchange lists and decide 
who will be quizzed first. 
2.  Quiz givers should call 
out each word and use it in a 
sentence, while the quiz taker 
writes the word down.  
Remember no hints - your 
partner is responsible for 
knowing his or her own 
spelling words. 
3.  If you’re the quiz giver 
and you can’t read a word, 
let your partner help if he or 
she can (without looking at 
the word), or ask the teacher 
to whisper it to you. 
4.  When you’ve finished the 
first quiz, switch roles and 
repeat the process. 
5.  Work quickly and 
efficiently.  Two partner 
quizzes should take only 
about ten minutes. 
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    Grades 2 - 6 Scoring Partner Quizzes 
  
PURPOSE: 
To assess students 
and 
use results to 
inform 
teacher. 
 
TIME 
NEEDED: 
5 minutes 
 

 
1. After students have quizzed each other, have quiz givers call out 

the correct spelling of each word, while quiz takers mark the 
ones that they misspelled. 

2. Ask students to turn in their quizzes so you can quickly check 
their work. 

3. Have students recycle misspelled words by putting them back on 
their “need to know” lists. 

4. If a student is continuously scoring poorly, confer with him/her 
to find out why.  Students may need to try harder, work on fewer 
spelling words at a time, or choose easier words. 

5. Have your super spellers use spelling time for vocabulary 
enrichment.  Encourage them to identify words that they might 
use in their writing, but aren’t sure how to spell.  One-fifth 
grader, for example, chose the word millennium to use as the title 
of a movie he wanted to write about.  Most adults misspell 
millennium, but this student mastered it by researching the word 
and including it on his individualized spelling list. 

 
Tips for Making 

                    partner quizzes work 
 
1.  Keep spelling lists short.  Second graders should choose about six words a week, 
while older children should choose about ten. Short lists will reduce the time needed for 
partner quizzes and other spelling activities, leaving more time for reading and writing. 
 
2.  Make sure lists are composed of words and patterns that your students use.  
Egypt, for example, is generally more appropriate for fifth graders than sarcophagus! 
 
3.  Don’t underestimate the power of recycling words.  Continued practice is a good 
way to build spelling consciousness. 
 
4.  Set a tone of comfortable rigor.  Encouraging shorter lists or easier words for good 
reason doesn’t mean you’re lax about spelling. 
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2nd grader’s list   5th grader’s list 
 
1. making    1. receive  Missed on spell check 
2. doing    2. neighbor 
3. riding    3. patient 
     4. frontier 
     5. pierce 
     
     
4. brown    6. bargain  Missed in writing 
5. they     7. modern 
6. house    8. rearranging 
     9. interesting 
     10. orchestra 
 
 
These are typical individualized spelling lists, containing words derived from spell 
checks and kids’ writing.  On the 2nd graders list words 1 - 4 were misspelled on spell 
check.  Words 5 - 6 were misspelled in writing.   On the 5th grade list words 1 - 5 were 
misspelled on spell check and words 6 - 10 were misspelled in writing.  
 ********************** 
                                                                                                                        
 Focus kids’ efforts with need-to-know words 
 
Forget those romantic notions of learning to spell automatically by reading and writing.  Children 
need focused word study.  However, the practice of assigning 20 generic words weekly is 
inefficient because good spellers wind up working on words they already know, while poor 
spellers may not be ready to rake on those words. 
 
One solution is to help kids create individualized weekly spelling lists made up of 
developmentally appropriate words.  By doing so, students will see the relevance of spelling 
because they’ll be working with words they use.  These activities will help you and your students 
find words for lists. 

 
 
  Grades 2 - 6 Finding Words Through Spell Checks 
  
PURPOSE 
To help students 
identify typical, 
developmentally 
appropriate spelling 
words that they haven’t 
yet mastered. 
 

 
1. Prepare for the activity by choosing ten developmentally 

appropriate words for your grade 3-6 classes, or six words 
for second graders.  From this whole-class list, students 
will identify words for their individualized lists. 

2. Introduce the activity by explaining to students that each 
week you will check their spelling of words writers like 
them often use.  The ones they misspell should go on their 
Words-I-Need-to-Know list. 



 

 

MATERIALS 
spelling notebooks 
 
TIME NEEDED 
two 15 minute sessions 
per week 

3. Call our each word, use it in a sentence, and repeat it.  
Have students write the word down.  Then, once you’ve 
presented all the words, write them correctly on the 
chalkboard or an overhead. 

4. Ask students to check their spellings of each word using 
the circle-dot method- put a dot under each correct letter 
and a circle around any incorrect letters. 

5. Have students choose up to five misspelled words for their 
individualized weekly lists; complete weekly lists with 
words from their writing (see the next two activities).  
Keep in mind, a good word list mixes pattern words, such 
as compounds, and nonpattern words. 

6. Keep records on all students, even those who consistently 
spell all words correctly.  Unlike traditional methods, a 
spell-check is not a waste of strong spellers’ time - it 
simply confirms their ability to handle age-appropriate, 
high-frequency words and patterns.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

  Grades 2 - 6     Green-penning Words in Kids’ Writing 
  

PURPOSE 
To help teachers pinpoint 
spelling words in students’ 
writing 
 
MATERIALS 
spelling notebooks, 
 green pen 
 
TIME NEEDED 
10 minutes to introduce the 
routine 
 
 
 
  
 

 
1. Keep a green pen on you 

at all times, with the goal 
of using it to help writers, 
not punish them. 

2. If you spot a 
developmentally 
appropriate, 
high=frequency word 
misspelled in a student’s 
piece of writing, write it 
correctly in green at the 
bottom of the page.  Look 
for words during writers’ 
workshop or whenever 
you’re reviewing drafts, 
science logs, and even 
intercepted notes. 

3. Have students place 
words on their 
individualized spelling 
lists - green means “go 
add this one.” 

 



 

 

 

  Grade 2 - 6       Kids Catch Words That Don’t Seem 
Right 
 
 

 
PURPOSE 
To help students locate 
spelling words in their 
writing by building 
consciousness of correct 
spelling. 
 
MATERIALS 
spelling notebooks, 
chart paper 
 
TIME NEEDED 
10 minutes a week 

 
Once a week, have students follow 
these steps. 
 
1. Circle three words on your 

draft that don’t seem to be 
spelled correctly. 

2. “Have a go” at spelling those 
words again by asking yourself. 
" Can I see the word in my 
mind’s eye? 
" Have I accurately 
represented all the sounds I 
hear? 
" Is there a meaning relation to 
help me with the spelling 
pattern, such as nation and 
national? 

3. Find the correct spellings by 
looking in the dictionary, using 
a computer spell-checker, or 
asking. 

4. Add incorrectly spelled words 
to your individualized list.  
Consider posting these steps as 
a reference for students. 
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