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AN ANALYSiS OF SPELLING ERRORS IN THL 1971 TRYOUT OF A FIRST GRADE
SPELLING COMPONENT

Donna R. Schwab

ABSTRACT
Error rates for individual words tested and for sound-to-spelling
correspondences occurring within those words are reported for 18 tests
given during a tryout of a First Grade Spelling Component.
Several types of spelling errors are discussed with suggestions for
reducing each type of error. Commonly occurring word element

’

substitutionsrare listed.
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AN ANALYS!S OF SPELLING ERRORS IN THE 1971 TRYOUT OF A FIRST GRADE
SPELLING COMPONENT

SWRL's First Grade Spelling Component (Butler, 1971) was the

vehicle to provide data for an analysis of spelling errors. Over

a 21 week period, 18 spelling lists were presented and weekly tests

I The total

were taken by children in four participating classrooms.
number of words tested was 178. This included 59 sight words and 34
transfer words. All other words were learned as initial consorants
plus VC(C) word elements (e.g., d + en spells 'den'') .- Although each
‘weekly test began with one or two items testing initial consonants
or word elemeqts, only whole word spelling items are treated in this
paper .

Table | indicates the number of students making no errors or no

Y]

responses at all on tests given during each of three testing periods
which correspond roughly to periods after which review 'tests vere
given (weeks 1-4, weeks 6-10, and weeks 12-21). !t shows that tests
given during weeks 1-4 were not difficult for many students. As more
correspondenées and rules were ta;ght, perfect spelling papers were

not as common but, by weeks 6-10, all except one student was able

G
to produce reasonable answers for most items tested.

- uq,,
IBecause of time constraints at the close of the school year, only
three classes took the weekly test during week 18, two classes during
eek 19, and one class during weeks 20 and 21.




TABLE |

OVERALL INDIVIDUAL PERFORMANCE ON WEEKLY TESTS

Students Making | Students Producing | Students Making
esting No Errors on No Answers on Spelling
Period Tests Taken Tests Taken’ Errors

|

Weeks 1-h 52 8 613
k

Weeks 6-10 15 1 ) 1053
T

Weeks 12-2] 10 0 109

0f the possible responses from students present for testing over

the 21 week period, 81/ were correct responses, 5/ were whole word
omissions and 144 were misspellings. Table Il shows corresponding

data broken down into the three separate weekly test period.

There was a steady increase in spelling errors as a greater number
of more complicated correspondences and rules were introduced.

The number of omissions remained fairly constant.

“This includes unreadable answers and answers which had no relation
to dictated spelling words such as ''tap' spelled bahbr.

‘A few of these made letter revy&sals only (e.g., p spelled q). [‘\\




TABLE 11

OVERALL CORRECT AND INCORRECT RESPONSES BY TESTING PERIOD

Testing Correct Wholé Word
r  Period Responses Omissions Misspellings
" Weeks |-k " 8Ly 5% 1%
W;eks 6-10 827% 5% 13%
Weeks 12-21 78% - 6% 16%

From 1 to 2% of the misspellings were accounted for by letter
reversals alone. Thg<[eversals d written b and b written d were
consistently the/ﬁost frequent sources of word errors caused by letter
reversals alone. Other letter reversals made rather frequently were

B_written H'and §.written z or vice versa. Letter reversals resulting

in non-letters (e.g., f written 3) were made, but very infrequently.
Performance on Individual Tests and Words

Appendix A summarizes student performance on each of the spelling
tests and on individual words on each test. The percentage of correct
responses per test ranged from 70 to 91. Figure | plots student
performance on each test. It can be seen that earlier tests were
comewhat easier and that later tests were more difficult withfthe
exceptions of tests 20 and 21 which were taken at the end of the
year by a single class. Tests given during weeks 12 and 18 were notably

nore difficult for students than the other tests. This may have been
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because the -ack/-ake distinction appeared on test 12 and the suffixes,

-ing, -er, and -ed vere tested on 18. Both were particulary difficult

spelling problems for the children, the latter perhaps only because
suffixes formed long words. Otherwise, tests were of approximately
equal difficulty. Although students did well in general, they did not
average over 90 corrcct on any of the tests, with the exception of
test 21 which was taken by only one class.

it can be seen in Appendix A that length was one important

-

determiner of word difficulty. Longer words were harder to spell.
Transfer words (words which were not taught as wholes but for which
initial consonants and elements were taught separately) were considerably
wore diffcult than words taught and practiced during the week. The

mean percent correct for transfer words was 70/ while, the mean percent
correct for other woras was 8k.. (Sight words and words learned as
initial consonant plus word elcment had approximately the same mean
percent correct.) Therefore, students were perhaps not learning initial
consonants and elements as well as they should have been for the

purposes of transfer.
trrors Made on Individual Correspondences and Word Elements

Of the individual sound-to-spelling correspondence occurrences.
87. were correctly spelled. During weeks 1-4, 92 were correctly
spelled, during weeks 6-10, 89, were courrectly spelled, and during
edks 12-21, only 83 were correctly speiled. This is understandable

as many ususual vowel correspondences (e.g., [a]-» 0 as in “from')

had been 1ntroduced by the final section of the spelling program.

ERI
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Appendix B lists correspondences and error rates by testing period

and by position. Those correspondences found only in sight words are

not listed as it was assumed that children did not learn them as

sound-to-spelling rules.

Appendix B shows that (excluding correspondences which occurred

in tests 20-21 only) initial consonants were the easiest to spell.

Final consonants {(including final consonants in clusters) were more

difficult than initial or medial“  consonants. Vowels appear more of

a spelling problem than consonants and, within the former group, short

vowels were easier to spgll than long vowels. All, however, were

easier to.spell than elements, which had error rates up to LY

It is difficult to interpret the fact that children made more

‘ errors on word elements than on the single sound-spelling correspondences
concerned. To some degree, this would be expected. Gertainly there is
a higher probabili&y of error when two or three letters must be written
correctly and in the right order. However, since children had supposedly
learned the elements as ”sou;ds” or units, the error rate seems rather
high. This may indicate that they were not learning the elements as
units, but this needs further investigation. |t could be that the ‘
restriction to teaching by elements is not an efficient policy (cf,
Cronnell, 197Lb).

Recurring Errors, Error Types and Suggestions for Error Reduction

i tabulation of recurring correspondence substitution errors

. ‘'Medial," in this paper is defined as a post consonantal consonant
le.g., r as in “bride'") or the first member of a tinal cluster {e.g., n
as n Yland'').

Q
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(including single letter omissions) is made in Appendix C. An error
is listed there only if four or more students made it within one or
more testing periods. Errors which did not occur in an isolated

item and which accounted for at least 5% of the total spellings of a
certain sound and for at least 204 of the total incorrect spellings
of that sound are listed in Table 11l. Whe testing period in which

the common error occurred is also indicated.

TABLE 111

COMMON CORRESPONDENCE ERRORS

Correspondence Test Period

Consonants
o] d=--final cluster - weeks 1-4;
(e.g., "land") weeks 12-21

k]~ k--initial veeks 6-10
{e.g., "kill" '

[+] -+ k--final weeks 12-21
(e.g., "take')

12-21

'r]— n--medial 1-4; weeks
(e.g., ""land") weeks 12-21

{2] - s=-medial
(e.g., 'vest")

-.sh=-=initial

(e.q., '"where')

vt refers to a letter omission.
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Correspondence _Error Test Period
Vowels
el a a...e weeks 12-21

(e.g., "rack')

[e]— e a weeks 6-10;
(e.g., ''beg") p veeks 12-21
L] ‘ e weeks 6-10

& 1] - ee e weeks 12-21
!(e.g , "'need")

§

lay] = 14..e i ' weeks 12-21

i

!LQ] - o.’.e o weeks 12-21
(e.g., "[loke")

| .r [ M .

J(yul-— u..?e u veeks 12-21
;(e.g , "cute')

%[ar] - ur - ) weeks 12-21
(e.g., "burn') or

L Suffixes

i

|==d 5 weeks 12-21
i(c.g., Yneeded'")

’ n <\- g weeks ]2-21

=ing
{e.g., "bringing")

There areiseveral categories of errors which children were making
on tests in the First-Year Spelling Tryout. The several categories
appear to stem from various causes and may require unique handling
to reduce error rates,

Some of the spelling problems may stem from difficulty in

f1,criminating sounds and thus n writing the cotrect correspondences,
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CEarly in the program, especially, some children contused similar

sounding consonants (at word ends even when tney haa little troubtle
vith the same consonants at the beginnings of vords) . Confusions
Ot ten occurred betueen letter correspondences of tuo sounds that were
L. PR I T fe LT e bl . .
voiced-voiceless pairs {e.g., dJ—lt], I=1 - Jy - o) or within
. - : . e . B : r
pairs which were phonetically similar in other wvays le.g., (0] ang
. are both voiceless and heavily aspiriated, . ') and [ +] both have
o lovw firicative quality and Ly oand {Qj are hoth nasals). [ ] and
~ 1l are o0 similar acoustically, in fact, that minimal pairs
Jistinguisned by those sounde cniy are probably best not tested in
transfer uords. Only previous tamilarity with word pairs such as
’ ]

S n' oand Mthin'' would adequately determine that coildren would
opell them correctly. Mininal pair listening, production and spelling
drills could help tu peint up the contrasts betueen such pairs as

"fat""'vat [N

Chal-"Lat 't Meub-oup,t
The vouel distinction 5 = _+] appears to be a particularly
difficult one (og children. They often spelled © ] as a. 1t may be
that such following consonants as [ ;] or " wuould pull the vowel
Sou back in their mouths and make it difficult to distinguish from
.} but this explanation is not adequate, o5 the confusion occurred in
other environments as well. 1t 1s doubtfal that the vowels are rot
distinrguished at all in the children's speech, thcrvfmrol minimal pair

Contrasts {e.qg., "pen''-"pan'' or 'be f-bhag'') might help them to
9 p p g g 9 p

nolice the difference and relate each sound to ats oun commen letter

.
‘e
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correspondence. The same may not be true of a vowel confusion such as

S S T R higﬁT;rliLely that the children's local regional

t

. . .o . ¥

Jdialect obliterates that vouel distipction before nawals (Metcalf,
torthcoming). Therefore the spelling error rates oh such word parrs as
Meint-"ten' would provably not be reduced by listening dritls.  They vould

have to be learned in lists or as sight words. The same is true for o
—_— S~

.ords the speilings of uhich are determined by the

- . .
by, 0= L, pronuncias e

.

tion distinction {e.g., "when' or tuent”) . The . sound does not
of ten occul in the speech of young Southern Californians (Metcal f,
p
Stortheoming).
— / , .
The La) - vy distinction, on the other hand, may cause spelling

protlems tor children who have it in their speech. In Southern

talifornia, wany children can be validly taught that ‘o]~ o in all
N 4
environnents, even before y.o Those children whoseglialects cause
1

thert Lo prorounce 0g as « 31, however, may becorw confused about the

spelling of such words as “fog' or 'og' especially if they are given

v
as transfer words. Teachers should(at least be made auare ot the

possible ctfects of these .local dialect influences upon spelling output o
Letter omissions may also result from a problen in dischimination
. s - .
or production tor many children. Umissions of final consonants {e..q,

n, p, B or <n) occurred ocasionally as did omissions of the second
member of final consonant clusters, {t and d).  Post consonantal r
. . 't PNl [
Ja, also omitted in several cases (e.g., "Lride'" <pelled bide).
Medial consonants (r and n) whizh are the first members of finm/
+
wlunters vere of term—amitted from th spetlings (e.d., land" spelled

%
ad') .  Perhaps oral-au-al discrimination and spelling drills om

n
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such pairs as "sad'"/"sand" or "pat''/"past' wonld reduce spelling grrors.

in many cases, especially in carlier tests, children bmitted word .
endings. This may be an indication that the; give up on words the§ -
find difticult, however, rather thar thaot they do v 2+ vord

¢ndings. The omission of suffixes was a serious speieng problem and

more erphasis should be put on listening for the erdings and understanding

their meanings. .

Some spelling errors probably occurred becausc children had not

learned the carrespondence rules well enough. Long-short vowel errors,

5 CB e
for example, were Pprobably not made because of inabiltty fo,distinguish
sounds. After long vowels were introguced, considerable confusion

occurred as to whether to add a final silent ¢ or not. In general,

errors were made\by omitting the final silent ¢ but, in some cases, T
. . m———
(notably when both the long apd short vouel occurred in the same
m,,,,/
‘\ynv1ronment in the same lesson, nid-hide, tor example) a short vinie |
\ . :

uad%y written with a final silent ¢, The Py o= i ee §ocontrast (as 1n

v
4

Urack! - ”pak%;) causcd great confusion but ot vas probably not as
~
. . - . - t N ‘\' 0
much an inability to hear the ditterence as it was to remember which

vas spelled ack and which was spelled ake. 1t appears that muc b
contrast work (both aural and written) is needed betore chaildren relate
the lung=short vowel pairs to therr correct spellings. Whether the
grstinctiors are better learned together or apart is not clear but

seer = to be an inportant question Lo consider

Lo Read (16749) reported in a study ol pre-scnool children's

peltlings, there s sone tendency ol Jivtdien to spell vowe ! sepunds
3

a» Lthe, coriespond (o letter naiwes.  For example, the sound o0 is

s
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heard at tha beginning of the letter name e. Many errors on the

—

coi snce [ 1] = i were because children spelled it with e.

Similarly, the sound [ ] i's heard at the beginning of the letter name

a. Many errors on the corrcespondence [c] ~e are accoyhted for by

* the spelling a. {2yl was sometimes spelled ie, a perfect letter name

substitution (aithough it may be a letter position reversal in a word
such as ripe). Although not listed in Appendix C because it occurred
only in a/sight word, the (el of '"they' was commonly spelled ay or ae,
again, letter name influences. These could perhaps be reduced by ‘the
teachers' referring to letters in terms of their sounds rather than
in terms of their letter names.

Other recurring spelling errors appear to be unrelated to

guestions of sound perception or production.

O

ERIC
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Sounds which had tuo possible spellings were confusing (e.qg., ] -

b oor 11, (o] -» 0, oe, ou, or o...e, [w]—=w or wh, l[or] = er, ir, or ur,

Chf e c, K, or Sﬁ’- Some of this confusion coujﬁ be alleviated by
cmphasislt;)environmenLaJ constraints (e.g., /] -+ c before a, u, and
0, k buefore i and e, and ck after short vowels at the end of a word).
Where no environmental constraints exist and dialect docsluot differentiate
the souhds (e.g., lwl- wh or w), memorizing words in lists or as sight
unrds would <eem to be the only answer.

Digraphs (e.g., sh, ch, ng, ck) were more difficult to spell than
the single letters making them up and the most frequent errors were

. . ¥ . .
omission of ene jetter or the other of the pair fe.g., [5] spelied s

or h, L1 spelled noor g, 1&] spelled ¢, final tv ) spelled E_Br k).

/




Sometimes sh and ch were confused, which s understandable considering

~
their phonetic similarity. Visual memory should probably be stréfssed

tc aileviate digraph misspellings.

Letter position reversals were common when r was involved (e.g.,

"“from" spelled iglﬂ)' Perhaps children hear an intrusive vowe | between
consonants and Lr]. Reversals were also common when rare vowel
correspondences occurred (e.g., "does' spelled dose or Usaijd' spelled
liiﬁ)' This may indicate a need for more visual emphasis.

Uncommon vowel correspondences were Of[;n spelled wrong as
children wrote the letter they had first learned to correspond to the
sound. They were transferring sound-spelling rules already learned
(e.g., Lo] spelled u in the word '‘was" 6} [a] spelled o in the word

. iuant'') without remembering that certain spelling items were "sight

1

words.' '

Such overgeneralizing could be curbed by stressing the

'lrrcgulm';I nature Gf words with such uncommon—7owet 1u.rc3p0ndengeé
Words might be presented in some distinct manner that would make it
clear that ihey were to be learned by sight rather than by sound
(e, Cronnell, 1971a).

Although the spelling errors made by participants in the FirsL:
Year Spelling Program tryout showed that elements were difficult for
children to spell, there was not much consistency in the errorc that
'uvrc made o word elements taught a;d tested. There were only a few
elerents uh}ch vere tested by at least 100 spelling responses and which

hat o single substitution occurring for 5 or more of those responscs.

These clements and theit commonly .occurring substitutions appear in

. Tdt)](‘ iV,

O
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TABLE tV

COMMON ELEMENT SUBSTITUTIONS

Commen Percentage of Responses
Element Substitution Accounted for By that Error
ide id [/ISZ
ceqy ag \ 11
ack ake gq¥
ack ak 8%
in en 8/
(777 on *'tin")
ake ack 8%
(all on 'take")
ipe ip 8
ed ad 8
—ot— at 5
en an , 77 f
eced cd 77
ine in 67
oﬁc ok 5%
il ell 57
\ Just below 5/ are tnc}following substututions
ake acke / 4.7
(a11 on '‘take')
|
, ube ub h.67 |
ong 0g L L4y

(92, oo "lounger"')

Y




_|6-

‘It should be ncted that the element errors shown in Table IV are

really only single letter errors which may indicate again that children

learned to spell by single correspondences rather than by-whole elements.

-~

The errors may well be reduced by aural and written contrast exercises
(¢.g., "Leg" - '"bag'"). Whether or not other elements would be more
often spelled correctly if contrasted with elements previously learned

cannot be substantiated by analysis of the tryout results.

ERIC
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APPENDIX A

PERFORMANCE OF 121 STUDENTS ON WEEKLY SPELLING TESTS

Correct Omissions and 5
1
Responses  Unrelated Responses’ Other Ervors:

937 37
917, 3/
91/ 77
394 37
897 | 5%
87% Lz
867 74

N W

N2 A2 O N A X

ro-w\o-w

by 107 students)

o
&3

89~ 5v

man 937 Ly,
rag 887
tag 867
tan- 837
ran 81/
tap 797
map 79
hag’ 17

—
v
-
Y
Re]
o
-t
g
o~

>
0

[l
J

Fost |- Totats — I~

fat 91,
and 88 .
past 85/
last 83~
fast 82/
land 82
sand 797
pad’ 79/
band 757
pan’ Zéi

by

)

107 students

by

Test V11 totals 827 f AJ

e -

11 responses unrelate! to the stimulus word arokp0unted as OMissinns.
A1 Tetter reversals are counteg ds errors.

This word appears particularly difficult as it was dictated bhetucen
fpand" and '"fand''. Many students spellec it pand.

!Transfer words.

"Sight words.
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Correct Omissions and
; Word Responses  Unrelated Responses Other Errors
|
' do” 89% . 5/ 6%
[ |
: to: 887 \‘/ 2/ 107
P - top 884 34 9¢
T é rot’ 1% 6/ 7%
T o pat . 854 L, 117
.= :"3 dot 857 . 54 9%
Y shot © 85y \ 57 10%
- ol tot~ 83/ 5% 124
- = fog 80/ 57 15%
| 22 shop 777 3 57 187,
| |
i Test IV totals 85/ 5 114
|
: red 937 2/ 5/
; not 887 L/ 8
. eat’’ 86/ ' 5% 97
- v
ey bed 86~ 37 117
< = . .
33 got 84/ 77 97
— 3| log 827 L, 147
‘ Lo net 82/ 6/ 12%
= gi get 80/ 77 134
i beg 767 5/ 197
Lo Bm shed 66/ 8§ o 26!
! peq: 564 1 35/
i Test VI totals 30/ 5. 15
fr
| the 93~ by, 37
l yes 90 - 5. 6/,
€~ yell 89/ 6’ 6
—::: . tep 85/, 5~ 10/
- tell 80~ 1y 16/
— T3 . .
;3 this'" 74/ 10/ 157
- r pest: 737 77 20/
- than | 737 5/ 22/
il then | 69/ 10~ 22,
2 EI den- 62/ 8. 30/
|
i Test vy} totals 79/ 6/ 157
l




Correct Omissions and
Responses Unrelated Responses  Qther Errors

9

1

/

N

run 967
cat 957
bun’ 927
us- " 92/,
up 927
but 317
“ jug 86
juste 81/
cast® 757

O3 a0 AN

Vilt--(taten

by 106 students)
S SOOI NN

O 00O W —
NN AN N AN

Test

Test Vil totals

~J
N

in
sit
kit
him
did
thin
vest
rid
vet
tin

In-={taken
104 ~tudents)

est
Y

Z00
will
end
bill
viig
lend-
send
went- -
zebra’
kiil-

=

~-=(taken
students

1

by

Test

Test A totals
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Correct Omissions and
Word Responses Unrelated Responses  Other Errors
|
. | you?* ) 937 . 67 27
;“\3;; my« 92/ L, . 5
= name 79% 87 127
> % happy:':.': 78/ 87 147,
itz which’ 76% 7% 17%
- back 667 87 25/
| >3 take 587 74 357
A rack’ 56/ 9/ 35
|25l __shack’ 50% 127 38
i
‘ Test X11 totals 727 8 207
ﬁ *
r
} g 967, 14 3/
‘ his#- 89% a 5% 6/
F has®+ 85% 77 74
_Q:) = was ¥ 817 8% 17
e vipe ’ 787 67 177
' ~ pine 757 6/ . 197
' 3 does ¢ 73/} 3v ]9’/]
= s hide 72+ 3/ 25,
= © hid 717 77 21
S st 687 b 26
g __ripe. Y 6 ot
Test £111 totals 787 6. 16
r
reed 917, 6/ 4
sheet 88/ L 8/
them: = 88~ 6, 6/
c - feel:” 87/ 6/ 67
22z are '’ 85% 57 137
2% here: 85/ 57 10"
T3 beet’ 797 6/ 14~
Los help 787 6/ 16~
—ﬂ deed’ 734 77 19/
~ - they- 717 107 19,
D > said'” 707 6/ 24
- 0 _— —_
Test v|, totals 81/ 6 12~
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; Correct Omission and
i Word Responses Unrelated Responses  Other Errors
' | voke 877 5/ 8%
§ 50" 857 10/ 5%
LoD hole 85% 7% 8%
: Vo = outsr 84 oY 107, {
L %5 cutes” 79% 6/ 15%
©o— 3 pole= 784 124 10%
Lol use 77% 1% 12%
; < o house - 72% 5 247
L= soles 714 12 174
v o> cube " 65% 13%; 22%
— O ~ _—
: . Test XV totals 787 9/ 13/
| b
;. rAt long 89/ L. 77
Ea viishw 87 by 9/
Z5l brick 877, 2% 1
~ 3, song 877 37 107,
| L~ i with 85/ 57 10%
LD chop 84, 77 8
=) thing 837 77 4
= | sick 837% 5/ 12/
R bride 634 6/ 34
‘ Fest xy11 totals 83/ 5. |
;
|
why % 85/ 87 8/
e when-: 80/ Y 14/
£ 2 bringing 80~ L, 16%
25 there: ‘ 784 6 157
' 3 tested 767 67, 187,
i what '~ 71/ 6/, 23%
. where"” 71 8/ 22/,
~ s longer 65/ 5, 307
~ > needed- 53, 9¢, 38/
2 bending’ L2/ 137 L6s
Test ¥VIIL totals 707 7 237,




Courrect Omission and
Word Responses Unrelated Responses Other Errors
: one’ -~ 90 ; 6 b,
3 car 90 b 16/
[ ! have - 88 b 8/
I é';~ want ' - 8“( by 12~
< 2 part 827 b~ 14/
=2 dark 80 b4y, 16/
P2 party’’ 80 L7, 167
> 0 arm 80" " b 16/
> Q0 chart: 707 104 204
P from - 70 b 26/
R shark - 68/ b 287,
Test |y totals 80 5/, 15/
i
bird 10074 0/ 0.
some- 100~ 0, 0/
come: 100/ 0 ' 0~
_ 1 Cgird 95 0/ 5/
@ 2T sy 95 0 :
I she’ 95/ 57, 0/,
R first 91~/ 0/ 9
, [ .
Lo birthday- 86 0 147,
< £
- dirty 86/ 0~ 14
oo shirt g2~ 07 iRivy
Ny birch 68. 0 32,
Test 4 totals g1 - 0 9
|
i flow 100" 0 0.
| gouod 100 0~ 0/
boes for 95 0- 5
il e % 5 :
. ook Stop 90 0 10~
% ! 3 short 86 0 14,
— mueh 81 0 19
- hurt 67 G 33
- choke 57 0 43
o purn’ 52 9; L8
Teot 4] total, g2 0 18
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