
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Spelling : Teaching and Learning 

 
Introduction 
 
Why are there so many poor spellers ?  What works in spelling instruction ?  
Should children be studying lists of words ?  For generations we have been 
giving children lists of words to memorise for a weekly test on Friday.  They 
then forgot them over the weekend in preparation for the new set of words on 
Monday.  Memorising lists of words has very little to do with learning to spell.   
 
There are no subjects – science, driving, plumbing – in which an instructor 
does nothing more than give students lists of facts to memorise.  What really 
counts in learning is knowing why things work the way they do, and how to 
apply the knowledge in the future.  Spelling is no different.  Children need 
more than a bank of memorised words; they must be able to spell new words 
as they need them.  Once you know the patterns of spelling, you can apply 
them to words you have never seen before and there is a good chance you 
will get them right. 
 
Useful spelling-teaching involves helping children learn these patterns. 
 
              (taken from ‘Spelling Instruction That Makes Sense’, Jo Phenix,2007) 

 
Actions 

 
 Teach a range of strategies for working out and memorising spellings.  

 
 Run visual, auditory and kinaesthetic (VAK) workshops. 

 
• the choice of strategy will depend on the word to be learned 

and/or the child’s preferred learning style 
• the desired outcome is for the child to learn how s/he can learn 

and make his/her own decisions about how to commit words to 
memory 



• when a child uses an aid to spelling (a dictionary, an adult etc.) it 
is good practice to ask how the child will commit the spelling to 
memory 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A range of strategies 
Examples of suitable words are given under each strategy. 
 

1. Learn the spelling rules 
    “ i before e except after a c, when the sound is /  / “ 

pluralisation – use of s, -es, -fs, -ves, -ies 
 

2. Use phonic strategies 
a) say the word very slowly and identify each phoneme 
  went 
  stand 
b) break the word into syllables, then say each syllable slowly and 

identify phonemes syllable by syllable 
  hos-pit-al 
  rem-em-ber 
 
3. Pronounce words as they are spelled, when writing them 
  Wed-nes-day 
  pe-o-ple 
  g-nome 
  k-nee 
 
4. Look, cover, write, check 
Suitable for use with any word.  Useful for a child with a strong visual 
memory. 
 
5. Say the tricky letters as you write 

“ b-e-a-u-tiful” 
 

6. Use mnemonics 
because – big elephants can always understand small elephants 
br……….it’s cold in the library 



Some children are helped when the mnemonic is illustrated, e.g. with a 
picture of a big elephant listening to a small elephant, or helped by 
drawing their own pictures to illustrate the mnemonic. 
 

7. Think about the word origin 
octo  – octopus,  
chronos – chronological 
 
8. Think about the root word 

love – lovely 
electric – electricity – electrician 
 

9. Distinguish between homophones 
there, their, they’re 
 

 
10. Use analogy 

right – might, sight 
rough – tough, enough 

 
11. Write the target word with red vowels and blue consonants 

This helps the children to visualise syllables and memorise double 
letters, or the lack of them. 
e.g.   accommodate 

inoculate 
 
 

VAK Workshops 
 

Divide the classroom into VAK areas.   Children can either choose the area of 
their preferred learning style or be able to use all 3 learning styles to help 
them learn spelling rules and tricky words. 
 
Visual 
 

• Draw word into a pictures so that ‘tricky bits’ stand out. 
 

• Use large sheets of paper and bright felt tips to practise spelling words. 
 
Auditory 
 

• Test each other aloud. 
 

• Make up rhymes/songs/raps to help learn spellings. 
 

• Record themselves spelling words. 
 



• Use musical instruments to beat out rhythm of words when spelling 
them. 

 
Kinaesthetic 
 

• Write words on each other’s backs for partner to guess. 
 
• Write each letter of a word on a separate piece of card and mix up 

letters to make a jigsaw.  Give to partner to complete. 
 
• Use magnetic letters to spell a word. 
 
• Make up sequences of movements/dances to help learn spellings. 

 
 


