Some Thoughts about Spelling

Compiling a list of spelling rules is not an easy task. Many rules that are listed as spelling rules are in actuality, phonics rules that are helpful to readers. A good example of this might be the rule of silent e. We teach students that this rule changes the preceding vowel to a long vowel sound. But there are other ways to spell things with long vowel sounds. Consider, for example, the sound of long E which can be spelled with the rule of silent e (cede), with two ee’s (seed), with ea (read), with ie (receive), with a single e (me), with ey (key) or with a y (baby). The rule of silent e is actually only effective 63% of the time. While the long sound at the end of the word (baby) follows one of the few helpful rules I can think of for spellers, the rest are just ways for a reader to decode sound as written and are not so helpful to spellers.

English is a language that has a weaker letter – sound correspondence than many other languages. The rules we learn to read with are fraught with exceptions. But things get even worse for the speller who rather than getting a clue, can think of an overwhelming number of logical options for the spelling of any particular word. Consider the word: director. A case can be made for phonetically spelling this word: derector, deerector, dierector, direktor, derektor, dairektor, derecter, derecur, derecktir etc. 

So how do people learn how to spell? Well, first of all, exposure to the written word helps people to remember how words look and how to spell them. Research shows, however, that some common mistakes are never fixed; the same words we make mistakes on as children are those that continue to plague us as adults. It would seem that motivation to spell correctly has some influence on how well people spell and how they improve. But the only general statement I have found about spelling programs and their efficacy is in short: some people are good at it and some aren’t – probably related to the strength of visual and auditory learning styles and the desire to write correctly.

In terms of methodologies, two different schools of thought are presented (both pretty weak in producing a change in a person from being a poor speller to a good speller). The first is the grouping of words into logical categories and working on getting the student to generalize set rules. These rules are helpful with adding affixes that change the grammatical structure, but not as helpful with just sounding out a word from scratch so to speak. The other way to teach spelling is to simply concentrate on a set of words, have the students try and spell them according to whatever generalizations they have, and then set forth the correct spelling, helping the student to find some learning strategy for remembering it.

In terms of Burlington English, it would seem to me unwise to use the “rules” approach as a means for teaching correct spelling. Not only is the connection in most cases weak, but it would require a list of unrelated words to suddenly be presented. For native speakers this is not a problem, but for EFL students, lacking the meaning behind the words would cause them to take far too much time to understand the point. Consider again, the word: director. Any mistake a student make would lead to a whole list of rules (long or short vowel sounds, sound of k, -or-er endings) that would further necessitate practice in lists of words related to the phonic rules rather than the meaning of the word itself.

Using the system of correction might be a nice addition to the program, but I can’t help thinking that this is a speaking course and not a writing or reading course. That is what I believe the course is being marketed as. I am unclear what opening up the Pandora’s box of spelling will add. It would seem to me that in creating their own dictionaries, students can simply click and drag the words into place, creating yet another opportunity for them to see them spelled correctly.

I have listed the rules that I think are in any way helpful below, with a column called “Likely Mistakes” where I have just filled in a few to show how difficult it would be for programmers to come up with a hard and fast rule to present. If it is the decision to still market a spelling program, I would suggest putting it in as an additional program, unrelated to any particular Burlington Course.

Spelling Rules

Note: The most important spelling rule is: When in doubt, look it up!

For vowels: X =long sound; x= short sound

	Rules
	Examples
	Exceptions
	Likely Mistakes

	Sounding things out

	Long Vowel Sounds

	1. When you hear the sound E at the end of a word with more than one syllable, it is most likely spelled y.
	baby
	taxi
	babee, babe, babie, babey

	2. When you hear the sound A at the end of a word, it is most often spelled ay
	play
	a
	

	3. When you hear the sound E in the middle of a word, or in a one syllable word, it can be spelled e, ea, ee, or  e_e
	me, eat, tree,eve
	head, been
	Either just e (et for eat) or using the wrong one!

	4. If you hear E before a vowel suffix, it is usually spelled with an i. 
	indian, material
	
	

	5.  If you hear the sound A in the middle of a word, or in a one syllable word, it can be spelled: ai, ay, or a_e
	rain, same, day
	said, weigh
	

	6. When you hear the sound I in the middle of a word, or in a one syllable word, it  can be spelled: i_e, _igh, ie, or _y
	time, light, tie, cry
	gasoline
	

	7.  When you hear the sound O in the middle of a word, or in a one syllable word, it can be spelled: o, o_e , or oa
	go, hope, boat
	to, board, done
	

	Vowel/Consonant Combinations

	8.  When you hear the sound er, it can be spelled: ur, ir, er
	fur, fir, her
	
	

	9. The sound wer is usually spelled wor
	worm
	were
	werm, wirm, wurm

	10. If you hear the sound o after the letter w, or after the sound qu it is usually spelled with the letter a. 
	want, wash, quarrel, squad
	
	

	11. The sound ul at the end of a word can be spelled el or le. After the letters n,r,s,v,w, soft g and soft c, it is usually spelled el.
	able, panel, level, jewel, angel,
	label, model, civil, angel, biblical
	

	12. If you hear er at the end of a word, if it is a comparative adjective, it is spelled er. If it is a word that ends in rr, or ct, it is spelled or. After the letter l, it is spelled ar.
	better, horror, actor, circular
	
	

	13. If you hear us at the end of a word, if it is an adjective, it is usually spelled, ous. If it is a noun, it is usually spelled us or uss
	monstrous, crocus, fuss 
	
	

	14. Words that have the letters i and e next to each other, are usually in the order of i before e…except after the letter c, and when the sound these two letters make is the sound of “A”
	friend, receive, weigh
	weird
	frend, friend – using just one vowel or putting them in the wrong order!

	15. No word in English ends in a j. If you hear the sound j at the end of a word, it will be spelled ge or  dge
	fudge, age
	
	fudj?

	16. If you near the sound nc at the end of a word, it is usually spelled nce
	dance, fence
	sense
	

	17. The sound kw is always spelled qu
	quick
	queue
	

	18. No word in English ends in a v. If you hear the sound v at the end of a word, it is spelled ve
	love
	of
	

	19. If you hear the sound l, f or s after a single vowel in a short word, the letter is usually doubled. 
	call, miss, stuff
	us, if, pal
	Not doubling!  cal, mis, stuf

	20. When you hear the sound sh at the beginning of a syllable (not at the beginning of a word), it is most often spelled ti, ci or si.
	national, musician, mission


	friendship
	Using the wrong one, or using sh = nashunal

	21. If you hear the sound zhn it is always writing sion.
	television
	
	

	22.  The letters c, k, and ck can all be used to make the same sound as k. The letter k is used in words where the next sound you hear is an e, i or y
	call, kite
	 kangaroo
	

	23. . Both k and ck are used at the end of words. When the vowel is long or it follows another consonant, it will be spelled k – if the vowel is short it will be spelled ck
	sick, rake, ask
	magic
	

	24. When you hear the sound of the letter X at the beginning of a word, it is spelled ex.
	
	
	

	Adding endings
	

	Plurals

	25. To form a plural, add an s. If the last sound of the word has a hissing sound (s, x, z, ch, sh, ss), add es. 
	cats, buses, foxes,fizzes, witches, bleaches, misses


	pianos, solos
	cates, bleachs??

	26. Words ending in o, preceded by a consonant, also form their plurals with es.
	potatoes
	
	Potatos – actually a common mistake

	27. When a word ends in y and the y is preceded by a consonant, change the y to i before adding a suffix except those suffixes beginning with i. For plurals add es
	lady – ladies
beauty – beautiful, 

cry-crying
	
	ladys

	28.  If a noun ends in a single f, change the f to a v and then add es to form the plural
	wife - wives
	roofs
	

	29. When forming a plural of a word that ends in y, when the y is preceded by a vowel, simply add s. 
	toy - toys
	
	

	Adding  Affixes

	30. If a word ends with a silent e, drop the e before adding a suffix that begins with a vowel. Do not drop the final e when the suffix begins with a consonant
	state– stating
state - statement
	
	

	31. If a word ends in ce or ge, and the suffix begins with a, o, or u, keep the last e.
	manage – manageable

notice - noticeable
	
	

	32.  To form the past tense of regular verbs, add ed. If the word already ends in an e, simply add d.
	wanted, hated
	
	

	33. The suffix or means a person who. When the root word ends in a ch, soft c or g, it is spelled er. If the root word ends in e, it also becomes er.
	Actor, grocer, teacher, baker
	
	

	34. When adding tion  or sion to a word, if the root word ends in t, use tion. If the root word ends in s or d, add sion, 
	complete – completion
extend – extension
	permit - permission
	

	35. When adding the suffix ly to form an adverb, if the word ends in ll, just add a y. If it ends in consonant le, remove the final e and add y. If it ends in y, remove the y and add ily.
	full – fully
terrible- terribly
happy - happily
	
	


	Rules
	Examples
	Exceptions
	Likely Mistakes

	Doubling

	36. If a word ends in the consonants b,d,g,l,m,n,p,r, or t, preceded by one vowel, and is accented (all one syllable words fall in this category) double the final consonant before adding a suffix that begins with a vowel (ed, ing, er, est). 
	bat –, batted, batting, batter, baddest

submit – submitting

open – opening

refer – referral

relent – relenting

deal - dealing

	
	

	37. The consonants v,j,k,w and x are never doubled
	mixing, 
	
	

	38. When adding the affixes all, well, full and till to a word, the second l is dropped
	almost, welcome. Wonderful, until
	fulfill
	


	Glossary of Terms

	Vowel
	The letters a,e,I,o,u

	Short Vowel
	The sounds made by vowels in the following manner:

hat, bed, pig, dog, sun

	Long Vowel
	The sound the vowel make that matches how the vowel letter itself is pronounced.

	Consonant
	Any letter that is not a vowel

	Affix
	Anything added onto a word

	Suffix
	An addition to a word at the end

	Prefix
	An addition to a word at the beginning

	Root
	The base word

	Plural
	More than one

	Singular
	one

	Syllable
	One beat of a word – the number of syllables = the number of vowel sounds since in English, each syllable must contain a vowel 
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