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Abstract

This essay explores the orthographic discipline of spelling instruction. More specifically, the spelling of English words is examined and the resulting suggestions for implementation and instruction in the classroom are discussed and evaluated. Beginning with a broad sweeping look at the entire field, the opposing theories of “caught” spelling and “taught” spelling are examined and critiqued (Graham et al., 2008; Johnston, 2001). Those who ascribe to a “caught” theory of spelling believe that pure literary exposure will yield capable spellers. In other words, the ability to spell correctly is a skill that can be imitated if a student has enough exposure. On the other hand, many educators believe that simple interaction with literary devices such as books and oral communication does not guarantee an accurate acquisition of spelling knowledge and ability. Rather, the majority of students must receive a multitude of instructional techniques that include exposure, but do not solely rely on it for the means of spelling attainment.  Evidence suggests that students must be taught how to spell and not just catch it when reading or writing (Bear & Templeton, 1998; Henderson, 1985; Moats, 2005/2006). Moving forward from this theoretical base, a look will be given to the history of the English language and then the focus will turn towards trends that have shaped spelling instruction. Next, the information presented will gain traction as it is applied to the actual practice of teaching as the implications for curriculum including methods regarding assessment and considerations for adaptations are discussed. Finally, a survey conducted by Carreker, Joshi, and Boulware-Gooden (2010) adds to the literature on teacher preparation and their insights regarding professional development bring depth to the link between teacher knowledge and student achievement. 

Alphabet Soup:
Making Sense of Spelling Instruction

Background

	Spelling, the mention of this one word evokes quite different reactions from people. Some have fond memories of achievement and mastery while others shudder with disgust when thinking back to weekly spelling lists and the inevitable Friday test. As I reflect on my own experiences, I distinctly remember being filled with disgust and dread every time I heard the word spelling. The annual school spelling bee made me sick to my stomach, writing on the board was pure torture, and in class compositions were a nightmare as I agonized over every word and desperately tried to avoid the teachers’ deadly red pen marks. I could get good scores on weekly tests, but my conceptual understanding of the subject matter was greatly depleted and therefore I could not spell with accuracy or fluency. By some miraculous intervention, I made it through school and eventually found my way back to the classroom as an elementary teacher. 
Years of hard work afforded me the opportunity to practice and master the spelling of a great many words, but the background knowledge of why we spell things the way we do was not present in my instruction and this deficiency was punctuated during every spelling lesson. I religiously stuck to the instruction materials, but agonized over students who were falling into the same trap I had encountered. The most disheartening realization was that I could not help these struggling students because my content mastery in this area was basic, at best. The spelling curriculum I was using only worked for a few students and the rest were fumbling around in the mix of words, letters, and sounds. Therefore, I determined that one of the areas I would master before leaving graduate school would be spelling. This capstone essay proved to be the perfect opportunity to learn more about spelling, its background, organization, and implications for instruction.   
Introduction

It has been said that the English language is one of the most difficult languages to master. Some of the level of frustration that is experienced by English Language Learners (ELL) is due in part to the intricate and seemingly confusing spelling combinations throughout the language. Even native speakers of English continually evidence a great deal of difficulty with the arrangement of letters into proper words. 
The reality is letters and words are abundant. They are common and can be mundane. They engulf the world in subtle and unassuming ways. They can be found on street signs, refrigerator doors, book covers, store aisles, and even in cans of soup. But smash a bunch of them together in the wrong way and suddenly, there is lots of attention.  A spelling error has occurred. Spelling errors garner a lot of attention because they signal a breakdown in the writing system and a potential breakdown in communication. Perhaps this is why spelling instruction is still a major component of elementary school curricula. 
Research shows that a majority of elementary teachers devote some of their instruction time each week to the teaching of spelling (Graham et al., 2008). However, one could argue that technological advancements have eliminated the need to teach spelling. Word processors and smart phones seem to show up in every aspect of life. Why is the teaching of spelling important when students can easily use technology to access correct spellings and pronunciations? The Information Age has certainly affected the face of education, but it has not obliterated it. 
Teaching spelling is important because it directly affects students’ success in reading (Bear & Templeton, 1998; Ehri, 2000; Ganske, 2000; Henderson, 1985; Invernizzi & Hayes, 2004; Moats, 2005/2006; Scharer, 1992; Templeton & Morris, 1999). The distinctions between reading and spelling get fuzzy because spelling is used to teach reading, yet reading is used to check spelling. Furthermore, research suggests that aspects of spelling instruction such as phonemic awareness, morphology, and word recognition ease the working memory load for students, which allows for greater automaticity[footnoteRef:1] and consequently greater reading comprehension (Cardoso-Martins, Mesquita, & Ehri, 2011; Gaskins, Ehri, Cress, O'Hara, & Donnelly, 1996; Goodwin, Lipsky, & Ahn, 2012; Moats, 2010; Reed, 2012). In other words, once students can read fluently their attention is on the meaning of the passage rather than the individual words and letters that make up the passage. Longitudinal studies conducted on high school students have found strong ties between early sound to letter instruction (or phoneme[footnoteRef:2]-grapheme[footnoteRef:3] correlations) and reading fluency later in life (Moats, 2010). More fluent readers showed a stronger grasp of phonetic and morphemic principles than those students who struggled with reading fluency (Vaughn & Linan-Thompson, 2004).  Specific attention will be given to the individual aspects of spelling instruction later in the essay. Reading, however, is only one reason why spelling instruction is important. As Scharer (1992) succinctly states, “The purpose of accurate spelling, therefore, goes beyond enabling readers to simply pronounce words to enabling writers to communicate meaning through spellings” (p. 43).  [1:  Automaticity is defined as “fluent performance without the conscious deployment of attention” (Moats, 2010, p. 272)]  [2:  A phoneme is the sound made by individual letters and letter combinations. ]  [3:  A grapheme is “a letter or letter combination that spells a single phoneme; in English, a grapheme may be one, two, three or four letters” (Moats, 2010, p. 275). ] 

It follows then that spelling instruction matters for the purpose of composing written works. Studies have shown that apprehensive spellers use fewer words and a smaller variety of words when composing (Graves, 1994). Students who are forced to use smaller lexicons while writing often produce less creative and interesting pieces (Ray, 1999). In addition, the struggle students feel with words often translates into difficult and painful writing practices (Graham et al., 2008). Therefore instead of seeing writing as an opportunity to express themselves, poor spellers often see it as a trap that is filled with endless possibilities for error. The use of technology has done a lot to assist poor spellers in the writing process, but even the tools provided by word processing programs are only intended to assist spellers and not spell for writers. 
Lastly, spelling holds importance for students when it is viewed through the lens of social justice. In 1994, Graves aptly put the situation into perspective.  
Spelling does matter. It matters far more than we in the profession realize. Spelling, probably more than any other aspect in the school curriculum, is used to mark social status…The American public still sees good spelling just behind reading and mathematics in importance. In the eyes of many, spelling is even more important than what it’s for: writing. (p. 255)
Teaching students to spell correctly should concern teachers because the stigma created by an inability to spell has great potential to keep students from meeting their full potential and achieving their dreams. If educators desire to equip their students for success in a competitive world, then the ability to spell correctly should hold a prominent place in the scope of literacy instruction (Graham et al., 2008). But given the vast expanse of the field of spelling, what is the best way to teach it?
Spelling Theory
	According to Johnston (2001) there is an underlying disagreement on the methods used to teach students how to spell. Some educators and experts believe that pure exposure to literary devices will afford students the opportunity to soak in or “catch” the ability to spell. This belief is sometimes associated with a strict interpretation of the whole-language approach to literacy (Templeton & Morris, 1999).  At the other end of the spelling spectrum are those who ascribe to a systematic or alphabetic approach. This “taught” approach focuses on step-by-step instruction (Invernizzi & Hayes, 2004; Johnston, 2001; Scharer, 1992).  
	When comparing these theories with what is known about cognitive development, it appears as though both have aspects that are beneficial and detrimental. Therefore, a balanced literacy approach that seeks to guide students in their development while providing authentic instruction seems to hold the greatest benefit (Martinez, 2010). In addition, the majority of research regarding the acquisition of spelling tends to point towards an integrated approach that incorporates both whole-language and systematic components, yet also designates a phase like progression of development (Scharer, 1992). 
Developmental Spelling Continuum
	Experts in the field of spelling have identified three basic layers of spelling development, alphabetic, pattern, and meaning (Bear & Templeton, 1998; Bloodgood & Pacifici, 2004; Ganske, 1999, Moats, 2010). These general patterns, however, have been broken down into more meaningful stages by Henderson and have become the commonly accepted progression for spelling development – preliterate, letter name, within-word pattern, syllable juncture, and derivational constancy (Ganske, 1999). It should be noted that though each progression is referred to as a stage, the lines between each one are fluid and often flow into each other. Consistent with Vygotsky’s ideas about the Zone of Proximal Development, students progress through each phase as they are assisted with appropriate scaffolding techniques (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012; Martinez, 2010). This distinction will become more important as assessments and adaptations are considered. 
	Preliterate. Marked by a lack of strong letter to sound correspondence, children in this stage are emergent learners and do not yet understand the meaning of graphemes and their corresponding phonemes. Rather, attempts at writing are usually prompted by the desire to imitate the actions of parents and other adults. Towards the end of this stage, sometimes referred to as semiphonemic, children begin to evidence a basic knowledge of the alphabet and endeavor to match letters to sounds. In addition, individual sounds are written in a left- to-right match up, but the focus is on consonants as vowel sounds are troubling and therefore usually omitted (Bear & Templeton, 1998).  
	Letter name. Having mastered the concept of a word, students in this stage of development begin to draw stronger correlations to phonemes and their corresponding grapheme(s). However, substitutions for related vowel and consonant sounds are often made (Ganske, 1999). Vowels emerge in writings and a vocabulary of simple sight words is constructed. Reading at this stage is often done aloud and is still very deliberate as each word is sounded out.
	Within-word pattern. As its name suggests, students in this stage tend to make significant developments in recognizing patterns within words. Exposure to more words and letter combinations allows the student to come into contact with various letter combinations. More complex vowel combinations, including long vowel constructions, and consonant combinations are mastered and reading fluency increases.  
Syllable juncture. Maintaining the pattern components of the previous stage, students in the syllable juncture phase must apply their knowledge of patterns to correctly spell polysyllabic words. The pronunciation of words also plays an important part as native English speaking students apply their tacit knowledge of emphasis towards known and unknown words. 
Derivational constancy. The last stage of spelling development is derivational constancy. Students in this stage begin to break words apart by meaning units, also called morphemes[footnoteRef:4], and transfer their knowledge to unknown words. Grappling with issues relating to changes in sound, students must shift their dependency from sound to meaning units and pattern rules. Grouping words of similar origin and identifying known affixes is a key component in this stage. Spelling instruction often correlates to vocabulary instruction and words encountered at this stage are usually found in print as opposed to oral conversations (Bear & Templeton, 1998). [4:  The smallest unit of meaning in a word. ] 

Before continuing with the implications for spelling instruction, it will be helpful to apply Henderson’s interpretation of the spelling schema to the history of the English language. Many experts believe that each phase of development can be correlated to the changes the English language has undergone (Henderson, 1985; Invernizzi & Hayes, 2004; Moats 2005/2006;).
History of the English Language
	One of the more common assumptions about the English language is that it is highly irregular, unpredictable, and lacks any sort of structure or pattern. The famous playwright, George Bernard Shaw, contributed to this belief when he espoused that the word fish could be spelled “ghoti – gh as in rough, o as in women, and ti as in vacation” (Henderson, 1985, p. 6). English speakers can quickly and easily recognize that ghoti is not the word used to represent fish. However, Shaw’s explanation does resonate with anyone who has struggled mastering the art of spelling. The English language is filled with examples of seemingly contradictory spellings and this leads many to believe that there is a complete lack of structure. But what Shaw and others of like mind have missed in their assessments is the rich history that has affected the way words are written and orally expressed. 
Much like the three general phases of spelling development - alphabetic, pattern, and meaning - the English language has undergone three major transformations. “Knowledge of this system better equips teachers to teach their students how English orthography[footnoteRef:5] works systematically to represent a balance of sound and meaning” (Invernizzi & Hays, 2004, p. 217).	The alphabetic phase is associated with the time when Old English was prevalent. During this phase, there was a strong letter-sound correlation. Vowels still had a short and long representation, but the long vowels were different from the ones we have today. According to Invernizzi and Hays (2004), the one-to-one relation between graphemes-phonemes was so strict that Old English writings can still be read with the help of a phonetic guide. Students in the preliterate and letter name phases would share a great deal of similarities with Old English speakers and writers.  [5:  Orthography is defined as “a writing system” (Moats, 2010, p. 277).] 

Sadly, however, the simplicity of Old English did not last. Shortly after William the Conqueror led the Norman invasion of England in 1066, a plethora of French words flooded the scene and began the pattern phase of development. The ruling Norman Frenchmen, most of whom were biliterate, influenced the amalgamation of French spellings and vocabularies on the English language. Most of the long vowel combinations such as ea for the long /e/ sound directly relate back to this time period. In addition, the 1300s brought about what is known as the Great Vowel Shift. The long vowel orthography we use in modern English today can be traced back to this time when long vowel sounds were moved about and assigned to higher and similar, but different letters. As way of adding perspective, consider this vowel shift in light of an emergent reader. Beginning with a concrete understanding of long vowel to letter relationships, young readers must progress and shift their thinking to reassign sounds to different letters. This is no small task indeed, especially when one considers that most emergent readers are only five or six years of age. Regardless, this change generally happens as students move into the within-word pattern and syllable juncture phases. 
The last major development in the English language occurred as the Renaissance Era began to take hold in the sixteenth century. A renewed quest for knowledge and enlightenment caused many scholars to return back to the classical languages of Greek and Latin (Invernizzi & Hays, 2004). Many of these roots are still used in Modern English and have once again gained popularity in classroom instruction. Students in the derivational constancy phase of development, typically those in upper elementary and middle school, study these roots and affixes under the label of morphology (Dalton & Grisham, 2011; Goodwin et al., 2012).
Though the Modern English dialect that was spoken hundreds of years ago is different than the Modern English dialect that is spoken today, the basic foundational elements of the language have remained unchanged for quite some time. 
Trends in Spelling Instruction
In light of the information presented on the theories regarding spelling, a brief overview of the trends in spelling instruction provides an interesting comparison between theory and practice.  
The education methods present during American’s colonial phase contained spelling instruction that was largely based on memorization and recitation (Scharer, 1992). The alphabet was taught in segmented chunks and students were supposed to memorize and regurgitate long lists of words. Very little attention was given to understanding and comprehension. The focus seemed to be on the product with little thought given to the process. 
This trend was perpetuated through the mid part of the nineteenth century as Noah Webster’s publication, The American Spelling Book, grew in popularity. Teachers were specifically instructed to have students memorize their spelling words because this was the only way to ensure accurate spelling retrieval because the irregularity of the English language was too unpredictable. It should be noted, however, that it was common for short religious or moral reading selections to follow the lists of words, which speaks to the notion that Webster was endeavoring to show the use or functionality of spelling.  But as the stereotype of this era in America’s education suggests, many students failed to learn their letters and received harsh punishments. 
It seems though that some students were successful in Webster’s system because by the middle of the 1800s his books were being held up as the standard for spelling instruction. But this time period also saw the expansion of spelling instruction materials. With the introduction of McGuffey’s Eclectic Readers and Spellers, teachers now had several choices for instruction materials. McGuffey’s books looked very much like Webster’s spelling and reading books, but a few slight modifications had been made. High frequency words, or primitive words, began to show up and the rules that constrain and guide spellings also became more explicit. McGuffey’s slight adaptations seem to suggest his desire to provide some resources or tools for those students who were unable to produce the right product merely through memorization.
	Sadly, though, the rules that McGuffey introduced took a strong hold on spelling instruction and were dominate by the 1900s. Students were still expected to memorize and recite; but instead of just being accountable for spelling words they were also expected to know the accompanying rules. It was not until Horace Mann criticized the alphabetic approach and proposed the whole word method that instruction began to change. Mann’s method taught whole words in isolation, but spellers were still expected to memorize and recognize these words. 
	Reform was clearly needed and two major ideas began taking hold. Educators such as Hildreth, Lee, and Lee were advocating for fewer words on spelling lists and for these words to be presented in meaningful ways. Spelling lists should be constrained to words that would be used in children’s writing and students should have a chance to practice the feel of spelling these letters in real written pieces. Consequently methods such as dictation and “see, say, write” grew in popularity. 
	The 1950s also brought about several changes in spelling materials. Lists still existed, but they were supplemented with stories that contained pictures. The idea of phonics and word segmentation also began to creep into instruction. Phoneme-grapheme correspondences got specific attention and phonics rules once again began showing up (Scharer, 1992). Debates arose between systematic and intrinsic phonics methods and have continued to affect curricula since then. 
	The survey conducted by Graham et al. in 2008 indicates that today’s classrooms are littered with a collage of instructional methods. Teachers in early elementary grades use phonics, phonological awareness[footnoteRef:6], word lists, spelling strategies, minilessons, games, spelling rules, invented spellings, reference tools, and word sorts to teach students about spelling. Instruction is divided first between whole-language and alphabetic methods and then by differing opinions about phonics, sight words, and practically every other suggested method. Given the vast diversity in the field, there is a gap in the literature about all of the spelling methods used by teachers (Graham et al., 2008). But suffice to say, many teachers in today’s classrooms are using a variety of methods in an attempt to increase their students’ spelling abilities.  [6:  Phonological awareness is defined as a “metalinguistic awareness of all levels of the speech sound system, including word boundaries, stress patterns, syllables, onset-rime units, and phonemes” (Moats, 2010, p. 278). ] 


Implications for Teaching
Given all of the information presented on spelling theory, history, and trends, how should teachers in today’s classrooms respond? The first consideration teachers must make when adopting any curriculum is to look at the methodologies driving the program. A successful instructional program, regardless of the subject area, will be balanced between considerations for the learner, the content knowledge, assessment opportunities, and the interactions with the larger community (Bransford, Brown, & Cocking, 2000).  A curriculum program that lacks consideration for any of these areas or that does not maintain a balance between each one will be ineffective and ultimately a waste of time. For example, the rote memorization trend that was popular in America’s early history failed to be completely effective in part because it did not make considerations for the learner. Any program is susceptible to an unbalanced approach and therefore each instructional method should be carefully screened for validity. 
	After surveying the vast amount of literate regarding suggested spelling methods, one particular method stood out above the rest. Word study is “a learner-centered, hands-on approach that has evolved over the years as a result of developmental spelling studies and direct classroom application” (Ganske, 2000, p. 2). This approach encourages students to discover and investigate words in an integrated way. Word study also moves away from the intentional focus on memorization that has been so common in years past (Williams, Philips-Birdsong, Hufnagel, Hungler, & Lundstrom, 2009). Using a variety of meaningful activities, teachers guide students in purposeful encounters with words in a way that elicits learning and discovery. Students construct and adapt their understanding of words as they progress through the alphabetic, pattern, and meaning stages of development. 

Components of Word Study
The unique aspect of word study is that it does not contain a prescribed list of techniques that must be used. Instead, a theoretical framework guides educators to compile meaningful lessons that equip students with the necessary tools to successfully read and write. This framework incorporates aspects of both the whole-language and alphabetic approaches while still keeping in perspective the necessity of a balanced approach to literacy. It should be noted that the following list of components are research based suggestions that are typical in most word study programs. However, this list is not intended to be exhaustive or prescriptive. Simply incorporating a few of these components does not guarantee a successful word study program. The theoretical base is equally as important as the enacted instructional components. 
Word knowledge versus knowing words. Perhaps the seminal mark of a word study program is its focus on teaching students about words rather than simply teaching words to students. Spelling lists full of decontextualized or over contextualized words are thrown away and replaced with intriguing activities such as word sorts, word walks, word hunts, comparisons, and root activities (Bloodgood & Pacifici, 2004). Word lists certainly do appear in word study instruction, but they are deliberately crafted in a manner that yields exploration for greater meaning and understanding. Teachers often refer to their students as word detectives and encourage them to look at words in unique ways (Gaskins, 2004; Goodwin et al., 2012). The idea of learning about words is to give students the necessary tools so they can segment and understand words that they encountered in everyday occurrences. Integration between spelling, phonics instruction, reading, and writing is another key characteristic of word study. Maintaining a broader perspective that incorporates a variety of subject areas helps to ensure authentic instruction components, which then leads to a higher possibility of concept transfer (Wiggins & McTighe, 2006).
Assessment. Another major component of word study is assessment. Teachers are encouraged to use assessment tools that will be able to identify where each student is at on the developmental continuum. Ganske’s Developmental Screening Analysis (DSA) is one such tool  that is available to educators (Ganske, 1999). The initial part of this analysis is intended to highlight the developmental stage of students. The second part is then intended to direct educators in assisting students through each stage. The Primary Spelling Inventory (PSI) or the Elementary Spelling Inventory (ESI) are other types of initial screening analysis that can be quite helpful to educators (Williams et al., 2009).  Though the DSA, PSI, and ESI are useful tools, they should not be the only assessment components in a word study program. Successful instruction provides many opportunities for assessment and feedback (Stiggins, & Chappuis, 2011). 
It then follows that effective word study programs provide numerous opportunities for assessment and evaluation. One way teachers can gauge students’ progress is by using interactive writing activities (Williams & Lundstrom, 2007). Using students writing as a formative piece of assessment allows educators to conference with students about their writing and to give necessary feedback for improvement and correction. 
Another critical piece of evaluation is gauging students invented spellings. Teachers are encouraged to accept invented spellings for most words as this will highlight strengths and weaknesses within the students’ specific developmental stages (Gentry, 1978; Invernizzi, 1994). An effective word study program will incorporate a great deal of assessment and feedback opportunities. The ones listed here are just a few of the options available to educators.  
Small group instruction. Student centered instruction, which is another key characteristic of wordy study, is a goal that can be more easily achieved in small group settings. Individual learners have varying strengths and weaknesses. Consequently each learner has a unique set of needs that the teacher must endeavor to meet (Bransford et al., 2000). However, physical constraints and time constraints often make meeting each student’s needs a formidable hurdle. One way to help provide the essential instruction for every student is to form small groups and to tailor spelling instruction to the specific needs within each group (Williams et al., 2009). Small group instruction versus whole-class instruction allows for greater interaction between teacher and student and therefore also allows the teacher to carefully monitor students’ progress. 
Strategy instruction. Because word study is ultimately endeavoring to equip students with tools that will enable them to be successful readers and writers, the direct teaching of strategies is a large component of instruction (Williams et al., 2009). Research shows that students who have explicit strategy instruction and are given the opportunity to practice those strategies will use them during times of individual study (Dahl et al., 2003). An exhaustive list of strategies is beyond the scope of this essay, but some prominent examples are visualization, the use of word walls, individual spelling lists, pattern recognition, sight word instruction, and phoneme-grapheme correspondence. Most complete programs incorporate a wide expanse of strategies, but their implementation is dictated by the needs of the students. 
For example, after conducting research on a new sight word program in an area school, Gaskins et al., (1996) found that students were not successful in using known words to help identify unknown words. Their research study indicated the students lacked phonemic knowledge about individual word parts. As a result, an extensive analytic phonemic component was added to the word study instruction and the effect was outstanding. Students were able to combine their knowledge of sight words with their extensive knowledge about phoneme-grapheme correspondence in a manner that allowed them to have greater fluency in reading and spelling. 
Though research has proven word study to be a solid and effective program for spelling instruction, perhaps the greatest implication for teachers is to be reflective and to be willing to adapt. Flexibility is vital. Instructional trends have come and gone partly because educators arrived at the realization that certain methods were ineffective and later began seeking new ways to train young minds (Sipe, 2003). They were willing to change. Regardless of the program, ineffective teachers are those who refuse to evaluate themselves and their practices. Education and programs often fail when teachers stubbornly stick by their tried and true methods without taking a thoughtful and intense look at the impact these methods are having on students. Putting to use this mindset of thoughtful consideration, the next section will examine some aspects of spelling instruction that are areas for future research. 
Further Considerations
	As was just noted, a key component of effective spelling instruction is the use of a variety of methods and strategies that will help address the needs of all learners. However, a shocking realization is that:
Even though the majority of teachers reported that they frequently used a variety of research-supported practices to teach spelling, it is important to note that they also indicated that 27% of their students, on average, experienced difficulty with spelling. Thus, according to their estimates, there was a sizeable proportion of students for whom their spelling instruction was not effective. (Graham et al., 2008, p. 813). 
This situation is even further complicated as Graham et al. (2008) report that only one quarter of the respondents were responsible for over half the adaptations made to spelling instruction. Why is it that teachers continue to instruct students in a way that leaves at least a quarter of them as incompetent spellers? Furthermore, why is it that only one out of every four teachers addresses the needs of struggling spellers by making appropriate adaptations?  If teachers are using research-supported methods, why is there still such a high degree of failure? 
	One plausible suggestion is that little research has been done to address the combination of strategies that should be implemented in spelling instruction (Graham et al., 2008). Addressing this issue may be harder than it seems. Given the vast amount of diversity in most classrooms, it may be quite difficult for literacy experts to prescribe a specific instructional approach because each design will need to be adjusted in accordance with learners’ needs. In addition to complications with strategy combination, teachers’ spelling programs may be less effective because teachers may not be implementing each method in the way it is intended to be used. These complications bring up the issue of teacher preparation. 
	Carreker et al. (2010) noted that teachers’ content knowledge directly affects their ability to successfully guide the direction of their spelling instruction to meet the needs of students. This knowledge is critically essential when endeavoring to help special needs students who often require more explicit and direct instruction regarding analytical components of phonics and orthography (Vaughn & Linan-Thompson, 2004). Sadly, however, Carreker et al. (2010) found a severe deficiency in the majority of teachers’ knowledge regarding phonology, morphology, and orthography. The encouraging news, though, is that professional development programs did help remediate the problem and teachers’ knowledge of the content area increased. 
	In addition to these findings, some of the respondents in the survey conducted by Graham et al. (2008) noted that they graduated from their teacher preparation programs with little or no explicit training in spelling instruction. Theses respondents also indicated that they felt incapable of directing a comprehensive and effective literacy program. 
These surveys bring to mind some interesting considerations about teacher education programs. If education majors are graduating without sufficient knowledge, then a second look needs to be given to their education schools. Perhaps the instruction is to blame or perhaps the students are at fault. Whatever the case may be, this area of preparation is of high importance for researchers as it affects the education of America’s youth.
Conclusion
	As teachers, each day is filled with decision making. Some decisions are big, some are small, some have a minimal effect, but most have a significant impact. When it comes to the area of spelling instruction, research suggests that explicit instruction is crucial for most students, especially because the orthographic base affects students’ reading and writing success. In addition, thoughtful, well-planned, and diverse curricula that prioritize a balanced approach will be beneficial. Though words and letters are prolific in everyday life, their usefulness can only go as far as one’s knowledge allows – that is of course, unless they are in alphabet soup.
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