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Step-by-step guide to helping children 

improve their spelling, without resorting to 

weekly spelling tests. By Misty Adoniou 

Recently I wrote an article explaining why some children struggle with spelling, where I 

suggested teachers stop giving spelling tests and start teaching spelling instead. As a result, I 

received hundreds of emails from parents and teachers. 

The parents told me of the angst the weekly spelling list was causing their children with no 

obvious improvement to their spelling. They wished teachers would stop sending them. 

The teachers told me that they knew their spelling lists/tests weren't improving the spelling of 

their struggling students. They wished parents would stop demanding them. 

Clearly there is a communication gap around the issue of spelling! 

https://theconversation.com/why-some-kids-cant-spell-and-why-spelling-tests-wont-help-20497


Learning spelling [can be] fun and purposeful – more like a code breaking treasure hunt 

than a chore. 

How hard is English spelling? 

English spelling gets a bad rap – most people think it is somewhat random and inexplicable. 

Why do we have all those silent letters, and so many different ways of writing the same 

sound? And because we think it is chaotic and unpredictable we tend to think it has to be rote 

learned – hence those spelling lists. Or we just give up on it, resigning ourselves to the 

thought that some people have just got the knack for it and some haven't. 

But English spelling is actually very systematic, and we all benefit from being shown the 

system. It also makes learning spelling fun and purposeful – more like a code breaking 

treasure hunt than a chore. 

Which words should children learn to spell? 

With 250,000 words in the English language we are obviously not going to learn them through 

weekly spelling lists. Our children need to learn strategies for spelling which they can apply to 

any word. So the best words for spelling work are the ones your children are interested in, but 

even if you are faced with a long list of spelling words your child doesn't have much 

enthusiasm for, here are some things you can do. 

Steps for working with words 

1. Make sure your children know the meaning of the words they are learning to spell. 

I know that sounds logical but so often when I ask children what their spelling words mean - 

they can't answer me. What would be the point of spelling words if you don't know what they 

mean? If you don't know what they mean you are obviously not ever going to use them in 

your writing. 



2. Look to see if there are meaningful parts within the word (these are the morphemes) and 

break the word into those meaningful parts. 

Recently I watched a young boy writing about his soccer team. He wrote that they were 

‘underfitted' – he meant ‘undefeated', but he was thinking more about the sound of the word 

than the meaning of the word as he tried to write it.  

So I followed Step 1 and asked him ‘What does this word mean?' He replied ‘We weren't 

defeated. No one beat us all season'. So he knew the meaning of the word. On to Step 2! 

I said, ‘Let's take a look at how that word makes its meaning' and I took three pieces of scrap 

paper and wrote ‘defeat' on one, and ‘un' and ‘ed' on the others. We talked about ‘defeat', how 

it was the base word inside this longer word ‘undefeated' and what it meant. 

Then we talked about ‘un' and how it turned the base word into its opposite. 

Next we looked at ‘ed' and talked about how it meant something too. A lot of the time ‘ed' is 

meaningful because it tells us something happened in the past – like in ‘walked', or ‘talked'. 

But sometimes ‘ed' has another job in words. It turns them into describing words – or 

adjectives – like ‘interested', or ‘undefeated'. 

I asked him to push the three pieces of paper together, to join those three morphemes back 

together again to make the one word ‘undefeated'. A long word had now become 

manageable, and even logical. 

3. Look at the letter patterns in the word – and see what you can notice. 

The sounds we make in English can be written in many ways – it is often this wide range of 

choices that trips us up and causes spelling errors. But there is usually a reason for why we 

use one letter combination instead of another and it is often a reflection of the language we 



originally took the word from – or an indication of how the pronunciation of English has 

changed over the years. (We used to pronounce all those letters in light and night!) 

The young boy and I had a closer look at ‘defeat', and wondered why it wasn't ‘defeet'. He 

knew about ‘feet' and how to spell that word, but I told him about another word that sounds 

the same but is spelt differently -‘feat'. We looked it up in the dictionary and he found that it 

meant ‘achievement, usually displaying boldness, skill' and we could see how ‘feat' was part 

of the word ‘defeat' rather than ‘feet'! 

4. Check out the word's origin – the story behind the word is often fascinating. 

It not only sheds some light on why the word is spelled the way it is, but the story makes the 

word memorable. It will also make spelling work something you enjoy! Here's an interesting 

one for grown ups to look up – ‘amethyst' – which may have you rethinking your jewellery 

selection on your next night out. Most online dictionaries have a reasonable description of 

word origins, but there is a specialist website called etymonline.com that you will find helpful. 

5. Share this article with your child's teacher. 

Start a conversation about what the two of you want to achieve with your child's spelling – I 

guarantee it will be the same thing, so now you can work together to achieve it. 
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