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Abstract 

This practical workshop is designed to provide educators with a useful tool and practical ideas for 

implementing a comprehensive and meaningful spelling program that effectively meets the 

diverse needs of all students.  It is a tool that can be used at all levels of schooling. 

 

In this workshop we will provide an: 

1. overview of the program 

2. introduction to the assessment tool 

3. opportunity to explore and use a selection of materials linking the tool to sound 

pedagogical practice 

 

BEE Spelling is currently being trialled and used in selected classrooms throughout the ACT.  

Teachers have found this program easy to implement and highly successful in developing the 

spelling skills of students.   

 

BEE Spelling is an innovative spelling program based on recent research conducted both 

internationally and nationally.  It has built on the historical elements from both the traditional and 

transitional perspectives of spelling.  This approach effectively looks at how we can plan and 

teach spelling to meet the diverse and specific needs of the children in our classrooms.  Through 

the use of a sound assessment tool (a spelling inventory) we are able to determine the 

instructional level for each student.  This assessment tool forms an integral part of the teaching 

and learning cycle. 
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Spelling inventory data and evidence is collected to effectively plan and implement a spelling 

program that reflects sound educational pedagogy.  This program is implemented through 

embedding it in the Balanced Literacy Program.  Using a range of text, specific features of words 

are explored in meaningful contexts that allow children to make connections with authentic 

reading and writing tasks.  The needs of individuals are met through explicit teaching and 

activities at their instructional level.  The key element that distinguishes this program from others 

is the explicit teaching of word features in context at a child’s instructional level rather than word 

lists.  Students can’t beat the test because teachers can select and change the words they are using 

to reflect specific features of work as often as they like.  One teacher recently said her daughter 

came to ask her how to spell two words that appear quiet late in the South Australia Spelling 

Test.  This teacher asked why she needed to know.  Her daughter replied “in week 1 of each term 

we do the South Australia spelling test and I always start to get the words wrong there and I just 

want to practice so I can get them right”. 

 

Overview of the program 

Spelling is a complex process.  Despite the rigorous and explicit teaching of spelling over the last 

forty years, evidence shows that achievements of students have neither improved or declined.  

 

Spelling is a thinking task not a rote learning task.  We need to explicitly teach all elements of 

spelling to ensure children have all the tools they need to access, transfer and use in a variety of 

situations.  

 

As reflective practitioners and classroom teachers this workshop came about in response to 

continuous requests by teachers in the ACT to run PD on spelling that will provide alternatives to 

what they were already doing. Many teachers feel frustrated in regard to spelling and seem to be 

continuously reflecting on what they are doing and seeking a better way that really targets the 

needs of their students.  In reading we find an instructional level of reading and then tailor our 

teaching, in writing we have a number of tools to ensure we scaffold our teaching to ensure 
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children can be successful learners.  We hope to share in this workshop a tool that will assist you 

in finding the instructional level of spelling for your students and then provide you with ideas to 

help you structure your program to cater for all students. 

   

This paper has been based on research conducted over the last two years and incorporates the 

work of: 

1. Lee Willett and the Queensland Studies Authority. “Using Spelling Data to Improve 

Student-Learning Outcomes:  More than just numbersÓ  (July 2003) 

www.qsa.qld.edu.au 

2. Words Their  Way: Word Study for phonics, vocabulary and spelling instruction. 

Bear, D.R., Invernizzi, M, & Templeton, S, (1996) 

3. Word Crafting – Teaching Spelling – Grades K-6 (Cindy Marten) 

4. Word Matters (Fountas & Pinnell) 

5. ACTAP – Data from the testing of Year 3 and 5 students in the ACT Assessment 

Program has also been used to assist in the development of this paper. 

 

Changes in approaches throughout time 

For a number of years spelling was taught through a one size fits all or traditional approach and 

from there moved into a time when it was recognised that students had varying needs 

(transitional approach). 

 

There has been a change throughout time in how we have been approaching spelling.  In BEE 

Spelling, we haven’t thrown everything out, but built on elements from past approaches.  The 

traditional approach recognized the need for explicit teaching.  Later came the transitional 

approach in which we saw the individual needs of children being catered for  and the introduction 

of developmental phases.  In the transitional approach we were able to identify where children 

were, but there was limited support for teachers in terms of how they could address these needs 

and move children into the next phase of development.  In the transitional approach the term 

“invented spelling” was coined.  As professionals we understand what this term means and how 

valuable it is as a part of our approach to teaching spelling.  However within society this term 

produced very negative images of how spelling was being taught.  For some teachers this also 
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meant that they didn’t explicitly teach spelling and instead believed that children would just 

cotton on through setting up a supportive environment.   

 

The current approach is referred to as the student-oriented perspective.  This approach borrows 

elements from both the traditional approach (phonetics and spelling rules) and also the 

transitional approach to spelling (visual, morphemic and etymological principles).  In this 

approach we realise the need to identify where children are at and the importance of explicitly 

teaching children about words and how they are made up.  In this approach we are able to 

determine an instructional level of spelling and then identify the core elements that need to be 

taught to children within each phase.  This can then be weaved into our program and addressed 

through our reading and writing experiences.  To be effective our program needs to be explicit, 

meaningful and taught in context.  Then children can make the connections they need to transfer 

this learning.  This approach is “focused on the construction of orthographic, strategic, 

conceptual and social knowledge”.  (Willett, L, 2003)  It also highlights the importance of 

developing students’ metacognition through reflecting on their learning and being able to identify 

the strategies they are using when spelling.  Through these conversations, teachers can better 

understand their students’ thinking. 

 

Metacognition involves three forms of knowledge: 

♦ declarative – ‘know that’ 

♦ procedural – ‘know how’ 

♦ conditional – ‘know when’ and ‘why’ to apply 

actions. 
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It is the key to lifelong learning.  The BEE (Brain, Eyes, Ears) Keys provides an example of 

how metacognition operates.  To begin with students learn that spelling involves the ears, eyes 

and the brain.  A more sophisticated understanding develops later as they learn how, when and 

why to apply this information.  Having this knowledge is powerful in providing students with the 

skills they require to be able to tackle new words.  In learning about how the brain helps us to 

spell.Eddy (a year 1 child in an ACT school said) “I never knew my brain helped with spelling”. 

 

As a consequence of this current research there are three things that students need to know: 

1. There are layers of pattern that create our spelling system 

2. The way in which these layers work 

3. How and when to apply the knowledge 

 

Meaning 

Pattern 

Alphabet 

 

We need to empower students and equip them with the tools they need to be successful and life 

long learners.  They need to be able to confidently transfer what they know to a range of 

situations.  Students are actively engaged in their own learning and the teacher facilitates learning 

based on the developmental levels and individual student needs rather than the giver of 

information.   

 

Bee Spelling is based on the current approach to teaching spelling and utilises the spelling 

inventory to provide us with the information we need to be able to effectively teach students at 

their point of need and value add. 
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Introduction to the assessment tool 

Before we can plan an effective program that adequately meets the diverse needs of all students 

we need to first learn all about our students and their knowledge and understanding of spelling 

(Maten, C; 2003; pg19-20).  The use of a spelling inventory is an excellent way to do just this.  It 

is an easy tool to administer and incredibly time efficient.  The analysis of the responses provides 

in depth information to inform purposeful planning. 

Phases of spelling development 

It is important as professionals that we are of aware of the stages of spelling development as well 

as the specific characteristics associated with each phase to ensure we can adequately and 

effectively plan a purposeful and meaningful program targeted at the specific needs of all our 

students.  Knowledge of this information is powerful and allows us to continuously analyse the 

writing of our students and informs our teaching and planning.   

 

Henderson, Templeton, Bear and Invernizzi (2004) describe the following stages of knowledge 

development: 

• emergent 

• letter – name alphabetic 

• within-word pattern 

• syllables and affixes 

• derivational relations 

 

In each of these stages there are specific behaviours displayed that help us to determine where 

children are currently functioning and thus allow us to plan experiences to cater for these.  It is 

crucial that we can identify where children are at in order to plan effective experiences that meet 

the needs of our students at their instructional level.  It is also important to note that children 

revert back to previous stages and strategies when attempting unknown spellings. 

 

Assessing spelling 

To determine where children are at and what they know and can do we can use a variety of tools.  

These may include both formal and informal methods of assessment.  Although observations 

made during writing and reading provide some insight into students’ development, the best 
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assessments include a combination of writing samples, observations during oral reading, and 

analysis of spelling as part of a spelling inventory.  Together, reading, writing, and spelling 

samples obtained from inventories provide a rich collection of information to understand 

students’ knowledge of the three layers of our English orthography.   

 

Spelling Inventories 

What are spelling inventories? 

A spelling inventory involves the use of a list of words that have been specifically selected 

because of the specific features or patterns that can be highlighted and used from them.  The 

words selected become increasingly more sophisticated in the spelling patterns or features they 

highlight.  A spelling inventory is not an exhaustive list of words that tests all spelling patterns or 

features.  Instead it provides us with a great understanding of what features and spelling patterns 

our students have under control and highlights any confusions or gaps a student may have.  It 

provides us with a clear point to begin instruction.  A spelling inventory is given just like a 

spelling test.  Following is guide to how you might like to use a spelling inventory. 

 

Using a spelling inventory:  3 steps to assessing spelling 

You can do this with the whole class initially and then with small groups if the need arises. 

1. Select and administer a spelling inventory – there are a range of commercial inventories 

available for use, or you can develop your own. 

Call the words out – say each word twice and use it in a sentence if the context is useful. 

(You need a collection of spelling errors to establish a stage so some spellers may be 

asked to spell more words than other students and some may even need a different 

inventory - easier or harder).  

2. Analyse students’ spelling using the feature and error guide. 

Interpretation – 

determine each child’s spelling level 

look within the stage and decide whether the student is in the early, middle or late part of 

the stage 

use the error and feature guide to help analyse students’ orthographic knowledge. 
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3 Monitor growth and plan instruction – instead of gathering data from weekly test results, 

teachers evaluate spelling over time as students integrate numerous spelling strategies 

throughout a variety of literacy experiences.   

 

How to group for teaching 

Through completing the spelling inventory and analysis we are able to determine each student’s 

instructional level and determine what they require instruction on.  We are able to then complete 

a grouping chart for the whole class and this helps us to determine the groupings we have within 

our class. 

 

Within the Balanced Literacy Program students are grouped at their instructional level for guided 

reading experiences.  Word Study can be incorporated into guided reading sessions.  In other 

classes, word study may occur at a separate time of the day, however students’ still need to be 

grouped to ensure the diverse needs of all students’ are met.  Research indicates that children 

benefit from developmentally appropriate instruction. 

 

Groups should be fluid and children moved as the need arises.  Some groups may be very similar 

in development, and it is fine to conduct the same activity with two groups.  Small groups of 

between 4 – 8 students are preferred.  If you have children who are working individually at a 

stage it can be helpful to include them with students in the closest developmental group, and 

work with them on separate activities within the group. 

 

Some experiences will be planned for the whole class, whilst others will involve children 

working in small homogenous groups. 

 

Planning (content) Ð what do you teach?  

A well constructed spelling program should provide for:  

¥ Developmentally appropriate list words that the students are familiar with through their 

reading and need to use in the writing 
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¥ Instructionally sound activities that involve students examining words from a variety of 

perspectives 

¥ Teach strategies for applying spelling knowledge and extending word knowledge. 

Content  

Once we have an understanding of what our students know and do our instruction becomes much 

more focused because we are able to target our planned learning experiences to reflect the 

developmental stages at which our students are functioning and what they are ready to learn.  It is 

crucial that learning experiences are targeted at a child’s instructional level.   

 

According to Marten (2003, p61) we “need to create the atmosphere that will allow them to learn.  

You need to increase children’s spelling consciousness, teach them spelling strategies and 

patterns, have them memorise high frequency words, and invite caregivers to participate as well”.   

 

Fountas and Pinnell ( 1998, p87) suggest a number of key elements or core goals of a word study 

curriculum.  We believe these are the essential learning that need to be addressed within the 

Balanced Literacy Program. 

Key elements  

 

“Core Goals of a Word Study Curriculum 

As readers and writers, children need: 

• Knowledge of how to look at and use features of print. 

• Knowledge of a large core of high-frequency words. 

• An understanding of simple and complex letter-sound relationships. 

• The ability to notice and use patterns in words (how words sound, look, and 

mean). 

• The ability to use a repertoire of word-solving strategies. 

• Skill in using references, resources and proofreading.” 

Fountas and Pinnell ( 1998, p87) 
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Planning for spelling in the Balanced Literacy Program 

We need to embed word study within the current framework of our Balanced Literacy Program 

which engages students at a variety of levels.  The model looks at first providing instruction at a 

whole class level, then in small groups where children apply what has been explored and then 

finally come back to share together. 

 

Word Study is a powerful and effective way of addressing spelling within the framework of a 

Balanced Literacy Program.  In word study we plan for experiences where we explicitly teach 

students the necessary skills and engage their interest and motivation to learn about how words 

work.  There has been controversy about what the best way is to do this.  Commercial phonics, 

spelling, and vocabulary programs often teach explicit skills, have a systematic scope and 

sequence and provide opportunities for repeated practice which is often drill, however in these 

programs students do not have the opportunity to manipulate word concepts or apply critical 

thinking skills which is crucial for students to be able to transfer their learning to the spelling of 

new words.  Teaching does not equal telling.  There are a number of different ways students can 

sort words.  The two most common ways are either an open sort where students select how they 

would like to sort the words or a closed sort where the criteria is given to them. The approach 

selected will depend on the purpose of the task.  The most important aspect of this is the sharing 

from the students and them clearly articulating what they have done and why. 

 

Students need hands-on opportunities to manipulate word features in a way that allows them to 

generalise beyond isolated, individual examples to entire groups of words that are spelled the 

same way.  Excelling at word recognition, spelling, and vocabulary is more than memorising 

isolated rules and definitions.  According to Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton and Johnston (2004, p4) 

“The best way to develop fast and accurate perception of word features is to engage in 

meaningful reading and writing, and to have multiple opportunities to examine these same words 

out of context.  The most effective instruction in phonics, spelling, and vocabulary links word 

study to the texts being read, provides a systematic scope and sequence of word-level skills, and 

provides multiple opportunities for hands-on practice and application.  In a sense, word study 

teaches students how to look at words so that they can construct an ever-deepening understanding 

of how written words work”.   
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In each of the components of the Balanced Literacy Program we are able to plan meaningful 

word study experiences that help students to develop their understanding and knowledge of how 

words work at their current point of need.  Learning is contextualised and meaningful targeting 

the diverse range of needs of all learners in the classroom. 

 

There are a number of ways we can address spelling effectively within the Balanced Literacy 

Program.  Providing it is meaningful and contextualised and teachers ensure explicit teaching 

occurs at the point of need for each child we are only limited by our imaginations in how we 

choose to integrate the information gleamed from this tool into the teaching and learning 

program.  Within the ACT Government School system we have seen a variety of approaches that 

have effectively used the information obtained from administering a spelling inventory.  All of 

these approaches were tailored to reflect the unique teaching style of the teachers and to reflect 

the individual and diverse needs of their learners.  Feedback from teachers utilising this tool has 

been positive.  One teacher said “I feel more empowered with my programming as I have a clear 

understanding of  what the children know and where I need to go” (Natasha Ryan – Latham 

Primary School, ACT, Kindergarten / Year 1).  Benefits aren’t limited to teachers.  Parents at the 

Cooperative School in the ACT said they found it an easy tool for assessing because there were 

no wrong answers.  The focus is on what the children know.  Instead of being a deficit approach 

it is exciting to have positive discussions about their learning. 

 

We hope that through sharing this tool we are able to provide a useful tool for teachers to access 

and use to provide their students with a teaching and learning program that effectively addresses 

the needs of ALL students. 
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