The Relationship

of SKkills in Reading
and in Spelling

By W. Kottmeyer!

LL {eachers realize that reading skills and spell-
ing skills are related. Most good readers are
good spellers and most good spellers are good readers.
So, if we keep in mind how people learn to read words,
we can better understand how they learn to spell
words. If we see the relationships between reading
words and spelling words, we can build spelling skill
when we teach reading and we can build and strength-
en reading skills when we teach spelling.

-

‘Look-and-say’ method

If a teacher shows a non-reading child a word and
fells him what it is, he may remember it and be able
to say it whenever he secs it again. He does not, in
this case, need to know the names or the sounds
of the letters. If he sees another word which looks

much like the one the teacher showed him, he may .

nistake it for the one he knows. He has learned,
rather uncertainly, to recognize a word by its shape,
or pattern, or configuration. We say the teacher has
taught him by a look-and-say method.

Now we know that this is a useful method to in-
troduce children to the skills of reading. We know,
too, that some children seem to learn very well in this
way. These children seem, with little instruction,
to look carefully, not only at the total word config-
uration, but at the word parts. They note likenesses

and differences in word forms. They seem to be able

to visualize or to form clear images of some words.
Because of these abilities they can often write many
ot the words they have learned to read. Later, when
words become longer and look much like other words,
such children may often misspell words which they
can read easily. So, although the common look-and-

1 Dr. Kottmeyer, formerly director of the remedial read-
ing clinie in St. Louis, Missouri Schools, is now assistant su-
perintendent of schools,  Books by this author are published
by the Webster Publishing Company of St. Louis and are
handled in Canada by Longmans, Green & Company, Toronto.

“ Reprinted from The ATA Magazine, June 1957, Volume
37: Number 10; (Alberta Teachers Association. Publication
and editorial office.  Buarnett House, 9929-103 Street, Edmon-
ton, Alberta, Canada).

PAGE 44

sayv method of teaching word-recognition in reading
:s useful, and although it carries over into spelling
when a child’s writing needs are limited to relatively
few words of simple patterns, nobody can long de-
pend entirely upon this word recognition skill to serve
his spelling needs.

Conversely, when children have to learn to spell
certain words and do so by memorizing the sequence
of the letters, they do not materially strengthen their
word recognition skills in reading. Obviously, they
can already recognize many more words than they
can spell. Their early spelling experiences deal with
words which have long ceased to be recognition prob-
lems to them. It they do not, they have no business
fryving to spell them.

The use of context is also a useful and familiar de-
vice for unlocking some words in reading but has no
direct relationship with spelling.

Sound blending and structural analysis

The two other groups of word recognition skills
taught in reading are the sound blending techniques
and the syllabication, or structural analysis skills.
Sound blending means any system of associating a
visual symbol, such as a letter or combination of let-
ters, with a sound.

There is a little point here to review the various
arguments about whether we shall teach children
phonics. If phonics means a system of associating
visual symbols with sound, the position is arbitrarily
taken here that no human being can become compe-
tently literate in the English language unless he can
use such a body of skills. At any rate, every basal
reading series- which is currently used in this coun-
try includes suggestions for the teaching of sound
blending skills in reading. How are the sound blend-
ing skills as taught.in reading related to the spelling
skills?

When a child sees a word which he does not recog-
nize by its total configuration or which he cannot guess
precisely from the context, he may do several things.
He may, if he knows consonant sounds, think the con-
sonant sound to get suggestion as to what the word
might be. He may combine context clue with begin-
ning consonant sound and guess what the word is.
He may note that the word is like one he knows ex-
cept for the beginning or final consonant and substi-
tute the consonant sound he sees. Or he may — au-
dibly or silently — blend the sound values of the vi-
sual svmbols individually and approximate a pronun-
ciation of the word.

Now it is obvious that these skills will be useful
to him in spelling as well as in reading. When he
comes to an unfamiliar word in reading, the visual
svmbols — the letters — are before his eyes and c¥1e
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needs to supply the sound — or ‘think’ the sounds.
When he needs to spell a word the auditory symbols—
the sounds — are known, and he needs to supply the
visual symbols — the letters.

Although all the sound blending skills in reading
will help the child in spelling, some will be more use-
ful than others. A knowledge of beginning and final
consonant sounds, for example, will enable a child to
begin or to end a word correctly when he spells it.
Thus when teachers teach children to spell, they will
often ask the child to say and listen to the beginning
and ending sounds of the word. We can readily see,
then, that the commonly used word recog'nition device
of substituting a beginning or final consonant will
help build spelling power.

But when we spell, we need more than the begin-
ning and final consonant sounds. * We know that we
can utter no syvllable without a vowel sound. Hence,
to get effective power in spelling a child needs to
know the vowel sounds. As a matter of fact, he
needs them in reading also to develop his word recog-
nition skills to a point of real usefulness. We must
remember too that when we refer to sounds we mean
the short vowel sounds, the long vowel sounds, the
“a” followed by “r” or “ll,” the au-aw, oi-oy, ow-ou,
and other combinations.

Auditory-visual relationships important

The need for accurate and precise association be-
tween visual forms and sounds is, of course, more
pressing in spelling than in reading. In recognizing
words in reading we can use configuration and context
clues and use them in combination with more rudi-
mentary sound blending skills. In spelling these de-
vices or combinations do not apply. In reading we
can approximate the pronunciation of a word and
guess the word if we come close enough. In spelling,
an approximation is not enough. If we err but once
we are wrong. Therefore, if children are taught
in spelling to listen for the sound elements in words
and if they are taught the common visual representa-
tions which stand for those sounds, they develop a
useful power beyond visual memory to guide their
spelling. If they learn these auditory-visual relation-
ships in spelling, where the need for precision is
greater, their application in reading is a relatively
simple reversal of the process. As a matter of fact,
word recognition skills can be taught more appropri-
ately and effectively during spelling instruction than
during reading activity. In studying spelling, minute
scrutiny of word parts is desirable; in reading we are
after meaning — not word .analysis.

Look at words discriminatingly

At this point the objection is commonly made that,
as may English words are not phonetic, the learning
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of auditory-visual relationships is not onlv useless,
but is confusing and leads to spelling errors. It
should, however, be obvious that deviations from
regular phonetic patterns do not limit the usefulness
of the device. Thus when a child scrutinizes a word
he wishes to learn to spell, he may observe that it is
spelled phonetically — that is, it is spelled as he ex-
pects it to be spelled. He notes this fact and tries
to remember to spell it phonetically when the need
arises. If, on the other hand, the word deviates from
regular phonetic pattern — that is, it is not spelled
as he expects it to be spelled, he notes the nature of
the deviation. In other words, he looks discriminat-
ingly at the word. Looking at a word discriminating-
lv means that we observe agreement with or devia-
tion from our body of phonetic generalizations.

Thus as children encounter unfamiliar word in
reading and as they apply sound blending techniques
competently to unlock them, they are obliged to look
at the words discriminatingly. And that is what we
really mean when we say we study spelling — to look
discriminatingly. When a child has been taught the
basic body of auditory-visual relationships he quite
naturally learns to spell most words which are word
recognition problems for him in reading. If teachers
teach effective word recognition skills beyond the
level of the beginning and final consonant substitu-
tion technique, they are tooling them with the body
of generalizations which are indispensable to the
discriminating scrutiny which is the basis of spell-
ing power. Conversely, when children learn to anal-
vze words they need to spell, they strengthen and
refine their word perception skills for reading.

The mastery of the structural amralysis skills in
reading — recognizing ‘compounds, seeing common
prefixes and suffixes as units, detecting root words,
dividing words into syllables — clearly contributes
to the growth of the analytical skill which is required
in learning to spell multisyllabic words for spelling
purposes when, again, we observe agreement with or
deviation from expected multisyllabic patterns.

Similar skill clusters

If these observations are valid, we may explore
more thoroughly the possibilities of using the teaching
time we have for spelling to teach the sound blend-
ing and structural analysis skills for reading. There
is still some confusion as to just when a how we
shall teach word perception skills during the typical
reading period. If we teach children to look discrim-
inatingly at words, as here defined, they will strength-
en spelling skills whenever they look at print sym-
bols for any purpose. At any rate, there is some
evidence to show that we can give children greater
competence in both spelling and reading when we
make the relationships of these similar skill clusters
more apparent.
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