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Introduction 

Problem Statement 

Chapter I 

Every morning the students in my first grade class can be heard laughing and 

giggling as they trudge down the hall. When they finally reach my door, they come 

barreling through with big, bright smiles. Immediately, I cannot help but notice their 

innocence and positive attitude toward school. They are eager to learn and ready for a 

brand new day. After they overwhelmingly bombard me with the events from the 

night before, my first graders quietly look to me for instruction. I begin the day by 

explaining our daily objectives and activities. Their day depends on me. I am held 

accountable by many people to teach the best practices. Administrators, parents, and 

my students hold me responsible to teach the most effective strategies using successful 

programs. Therefore, I feel it is important to examine the curriculum in order to 

provide the best possible instruction. 

The first grade team at my school utilizes the Open Court Reading program as 

the main reading, writing and spelling curriculum. The Open Court Reading program 

is published by McGraw Hill and has been approved by the No Child Left Behind Act as 

an appropriate research-based reading program. The program focuses on teaching 

phonetic rules and patterns. Students begin learning patterns like CVC (hop, pet, can) 

followed by CVCe (rope, kite, make) and finally end with CVVC (beep, toad, mail). 
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Numerous irregular spellings such as -mb and -ng are also taught. Every day, all of my 

students learn the same phonetic rules, blend the same words, and complete the same 

focused workbook page. 

Spelling is not taught the way current research suggests. The Open Court 

Reading Program does not incorporate qualitative spelling inventories nor does it offer 

an individualized spelling program. Instead, it focuses on teaching phonetic rules and 

patterns to a whole group lacking differentiation for low achieving students. Rather 

than considering children's current orthographic knowledge, Open Court phonics 

instruction is taught the same way and at the same pace to all students in the classroom. 

The purpose of this research is to explore the effects the Open Court phonics 

instruction has on students' spelling. The current study intends to find the answers to 

two questions. The first question is: What Open Court phonetic rules and patterns are 

first grade students using in daily writing and. on spelling assessments? In order to 

discover this, I vv-ill be analyzing rwo sets of data. At the beginning of the study, a 

qualitative spelling inventory will be given to determine the students' current stage. I 

will also look at children's informal journal writing to look for Open Court phonetic 

rules and patterns. After the study, the same qualitative spelling inventory will be 

given to measure learning. 

The second question is: What strategies are children using to spell words? They 

may be sounding out or looking to the Open Court wall cards which are labeled with 
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the spellings. They may even be retrieving these rules from memory. I will learn this 

by examining two more sets of data. First I will be observing children as they journal 

write to determine what strategies they use. Additionally, I will interview children and 

ask them what strategy they used to spell the words. For example I will ask, "Why did 

you spell the word this way? or "What did you do to decide these letters?" By 

triangulating data, I hope to get a clearer picture of children's orthographic knowledge 

and their strategy use. 

Significance of the problem 

Currently I teach in a first grade inclusion classroom. Many of the students need 

extra services met by a variety of teachers. Four of my students are pulled out of the 

classroom every day for Reading Recovery. Four more students receive Academic 

Intervention Services for reading each day. A consultant teacher pushes in daily to 

assist during our language arts period. My students are very needy. Spelling will be a 

challenge for my stLldents no rnatter how it is taught. Differentiation is a key 

characteristic in my classroom; I am curious to see how low achieving students utilize 

the Open Court phonics instruction. 

If this study finds that children are not applying some rules and patterns, then 

maybe the phonics curriculum should be reconsidered. The last thing I want to do is 

overwhelm children who are not developmentally ready with an abundance of rules 
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and patterns. Spelling can be difficult for some children. I do not make it harder by 

asking them to apply rules they are not ready for or do not understand. 

Rationale 

Teachers are extremely important when it comes to communication. The 

leadership role of a teacher is multidimensional. I am held accountable for 

communicating instruction that works and fails. I hope to uncover the rules and 

patterns children utilize from the Open Court phonics curriculum and reveal students' 

strategies for spelling. After its completion, I will be able to share the important results 

with other teachers. My expectation would be that teachers might use this vital 

information to guide their spelling instruction. 

If the phonics instruction proves to be ineffective, the appropriate personnel 

need to be informed. For example, the principal and the school board should be 

notified in the event a new curriculum would be more beneficial for spelling 

achieve:rne:nt. 1.1ost irnportantly, I can use the results from this study to guide my 

spelling instruction. The results may compel a further investigation. Overall, this 

research will focus on the important aspects of spelling development and discover an 

appropriate and effective phonics curriculum for first grade students. 

The following literature review highlights some important research regarding 

the development of spelling, the effects of the Open Court Reading program and 

children's spelling strategies. In order to teach spelling, it is important to know how 
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children learn to spell. To conclude whether Open Court is an effective program, a 

variety of studies will be evaluated to determine its success. Finally, it is essential to 

review research concerning spelling strategies in order to get a better understanding of 

children's spelling. 

Definition of Terms 

Diagraph- A pair of letters representing a single speech sound, such as 

the ph in pheasant or the thin thud. (The Free Dictionary by Farlex, 2010) 

Miscue- error but not a mistake, reveals spelling strengths and weaknesses of 

orthographic knowledge 

Orthography- the correct sequences of letters in the writing system (Bear, Invernizzi, 

Templeton and Johnston, 2004) 

Phoneme awareness- refers to the awareness of and access to phonemes within a word 

(McBride-Chang & Ho, 2005, as cited in Ouellette & Senechal, 2008). 

Phonograms- are any written symbol standing for a sound, syllable, morpheme, or 

word 

R-controlled words- The r takes charge and changes the sound of the vowel it 

immediately follows. R-controlled words include ar, er, ir, and ur phonograms. Also 

known as the "bossy r". 
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Working memory- refers to the active memory system involved in the temporary 

maintenance and processing of phonologically encoded information (Baddeley, 1986) 

and is thus considered a phonological-processing skill (as cited in Ouellette & Senechal, 

2008). 

Phonic examples are as follows: 

CVC- consonant, vowel, consonant (hop, pet, can) 

CVCe- consonant, vowel, consonant e-marker (rope, kite, make) 

CVVC- consonant, vowel, vowel, consonant (beep, toad, mail) 
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

A. Development of Spelling Research 

In order to understand the English language, it is important to highlight some of 

its origins. The English language is about fifteen hundred years old and is a mixed 

language composed of German, Danish, Norman French, Church Latin, classical Latin, 

and classical Greek. It is a very complicated language because of the lack of regularity. 

The twenty-six alphabet letters in our spelling system do not represent sounds 

consistently. Some sounds have no letter to represent them. Further, some letters may 

have no sound of their own. Some sounds can be signaled by different letters, and 

some letters may represent different sounds (Henderson, 1990). There is no doubt that 

our English spelling system appears to be confusing to learners, especially first graders. 

One of the best ways to learn about English spelling is to study the developmental 

stages tl1at children follovv as they progressively rr1aster the systern. 

The definition of development is the process in which something passes by 

degrees to a different stage; especially a more advanced or mature stage (Farlex, 2010). 

Piaget' s theory of cognitive development describes the intellectual capabilities of 

children at different stages of their cognitive development. His theory is built on the 

principle that children acquire knowledge by interacting with the world. He believed 

that at age six, first graders are in the preoperational period. During this period, 
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children's language develops and they begin to organize their world. According to 

Piaget, children need to be active participants in their own learning, constantly 

changing and reorganizing their own knowledge (Morrow, 2005). His stage theory is 

similar to the developmental stage theory in spelling. 

Developmental spelling research has been quite influential in the past. Research 

led by key cognitive developmental theorists such as Read (1971), Henderson (1990), 

Zutell (1979), Gentry (1993; 2004), Templeton (1991), and Ehri (as cited in Templeton & 

Bear, 1992) emphasizes a stage approach to understanding spelling development. A 

notable study conducted by Read in 1971 showed that children's spelling errors 

changed over time as their experiences with English spelling broadened. He collected 

large numbers of young children's invented spellings which showed that certain 

spelling errors were consistent. As children got older, their concept of how words 

should be represented by letters changed. This research paved the way for other 

researchers to determine the generalit-y of stage developrnent. 

A few years later, researcher Zutell (1979), decided to explore the strategies 

children used to spell complex words. He believed there was a connection between 

spelling strategies and cognitive development. Sixty children in first through fourth 

grade took two spelling tests which contained words of different complexities. Results 

showed that older children used more advanced strategies than younger ones, and their 

strategies became less sophisticated as words became more complex. 
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In order to determine there was a connection betWeen children's spelling 

strategies and their cognitive development, the students also participated in a battery of 

Piagetian tasks. Intercorrelations were calculated between spelling test scores and the 

seven Piagetian tasks. Results showed a strong correlation between the two, suggesting 

the older children, probably in the concrete operational stage, used more complex 

strategies when spelling (Zutell, 1979). 

As a result of many predominant studies, it is evident that although stages differ 

in name and number, there is a clear developmental sequence. Children begin to 

represent words with random symbols, followed by some sounds, then all sounds, 

followed by pattern awareness and spelling rules, ending with generally accurate 

spelling (Young, 2007). The following is an overview of various developmental stages 

in spelling by key researchers. For the purposes of this current study, Bear's sequence 

of spelling development has been used. Donald Bear is the director of the E. L. Cord 

Foundation Center for Learning and literacy at the University of ~~evada, Reno and has 

conducted many studies about children's literacy knowledge. See Table 1 on the 

following page for the key researchers and their corresponding stage names. 
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T bl 1 K R a e ey esearc h ers an d Th . St eu age N ames 

Stage Gentry Ehri Henderson Bear 

1 Pre- Pre- Preliterate Emergent/ 
communicative communicative Prephonetic 

2 Semi phonetic Semi phonetic Letter-N arne Letter-names/ 
Semi phonemic 

3 Phonetic Phonetic Within-word 
patterns 

4 Transitional Morphemic Within-word Syllables and 
patterns Affixes 

5 Syllable Juncture Derivational 
Relations 

6 Correct/Convent Derivational 
ional Constancy . 

(Adapted from Young, 2007, p. 206) 

The first three stages are very similar among researchers. According to Bear, 

Gentry, Ehri, and Henderson, emergent spellers range in age from zero to five years old 

and make random marks to legitimate letter~ that bear no relationship to sound. Letter 

name-alphabetic spellers are between the ages of five and eight years old. This stage is 

broken into early, middle, and late periods because of the rapid and dramatic growth 

during this time. By the end of stage 2, children represent beginning, middle, and 

ending sounds of words with phonetically accurate letter choices. 

Children in stage 3, Within Word Pattern, range in age from seven to 10. These 

spellers have mastered the basic letter sound correspondences of written English, and 
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grapple with letter sequences that function as a unit, especially long- vowel patterns. 

Children in stage 4, Syllables and Affixes, are between the ages of nine and 14. They 

learn about the spelling changes which often take place at the point of transition from 

one syllable to the next. This stage is similar to Henderson's fifth stage because learners 

are aware of spelling patterns across syllables. Derivational Relations is the final stage. 

In this stage, most of the spellers are found in middle school, high school, and college 

all the way into adulthood. Researchers agree the final stage is when learners spell 

most words correctly (Bear, et al., 2004). Specific abilities in each stage and a list of 

examples can be found on the spelling inventory checklist used in this study. (see 

Appendix A) 

One researcher was curious to find out how children would fall within Bear's 

developmental stages. Young (2007) believed the stages were too "tidy" to accL.rately 

capture an individual's spelling diversity. Six, eight-year-old children participated in 

her study froro. a school in Sydney, Australia. She began the study by detennining each 

child's current spelling stage. Once she found this using a screening inventory, Young 

was able to implement the rest of her planned activities. The following activities were 

used to capture spelling consistencies across each child's developmental stage: natural 

writing samples, an editing activity, and a word sorting task. While completing these 

activities, children were asked to "think aloud". The "think aloud" activity was very 

insightful as it uncovered children's cognitive processes. 
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Young found that across the range of activities presented, all six children spelled 

words consistently within their identified developmental stage. Further it was found 

that children spell consistently across tasks, whether writing or spelling in isolation. 

The findings from this study suggest that the developmental stage theory of spelling 

has sufficient flexibility and detail to describe children's spelling performance 

accurately and meaningfully. 

Each of the previous studies incorporated students' invented spelling. Invented 

spelling is defined as "early preconventional spellings that represents a very early 

aspect of literacy acquisition" (Ouellette & Senechal, 2008, p.195). Developmental 

spelling theory suggests that invented spelling is a window into a child's knowledge of 

how written words can be used to guide instruction (Bear & Invernizzi, 2004). As 

discussed in the previous studies, it is used to determine a child's developmental stage. 

The researchers of the next study used invented spellings to explore children's 

spelling sophistication. They wanted to exarrline \Vhether children's phonerne 

awareness, phonological working memory, awareness of orthographic rules, and their 

oral vocabulary and knowledge of morphology facilitate early spelling sophistication. 

One hundred fifteen kindergarteners were assessed on a series of tasks that 

evaluated invented spelling, letter-sound knowledge, phoneme awareness, working 

memory, orthographic awareness, ·oral vocabulary, and morphological processing. The 

data were analyzed and evidence of correlations among all measures was present. 
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Performance on the invented spelling measure correlated significantly with participant 

age and analytical intelligence. However, the greatest magnitude of positive correlation 

appeared among invented spelling, letter-sound, and phoneme awareness. In other 

words, the more letter sounds and phonemes children knew, the more accurate the 

spellings were. 

These findings support the view that invented spelling is a developmentally 

complex and important literacy skill that involves phonemic awareness, letter-sound 

knowledge, and other oral language skills and orthographic knowledge (Ouellette & 

Senechal, 2008). Consequently, letter-sound knowledge and phoneme awareness both 

may facilitate or constrain the sophistication of invented spellings. These are two skills 

that are generally found at the beginning of the developmental sequence. In conclusion, 

children's invented spellings can provide a wealth of information including a child's 

developmental stage. 

The st'u.dies cited above provide clear evidence that spelling is a developmental 

process. Even though stages differ in name and number among researchers, there is an 

obvious sequence. Having few experiences with words, young children begin to 

represent words with random symbols. As children grow older and acquire 

knowledge, further spellings and strategies will develop into more complex ones. 

Words are represented by correct letter sounds and patterns. The developmental stage 
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theory of spelling provides ample evidence for describing children's spelling 

knowledge accurately and meaningfully. 

B. Effects of the Open Court Reading Program 

As stated earlier, the Open Court reading program is promoted as a "research

based curriculum that is grounded in systematic, orderly and explicit instruction of 

phonemic awareness, phonics and word knowledge, comprehension skills and 

strategies, inquiry skills and strategies, and writing and language arts skills, strategies 

and plans" (Open Court website, 2005, p. 1). The No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 

(Title I, Part B) requires that the phonics component in federally funded initiatives be 

explicit and systematic (as found in Memser & Griffith, 2005). Open Court describes its 

curriculum as explicit and systematic. But what does that mean and does the Open Court 

reading program fulfill its claim? 

Mesmer and Griffith (2005) -vvere curious to explore the n1eaning of the phrase 

explicit, systematic phonics. They noticed the phrase was overused and misused so much 

that its meaning became unclear. Countless companies were applying the label to 

different types of reading programs. The authors decided to give a survey in order to 

understand teachers' perception about practices that are explicit and systematic. 

Three hundred eighty two primary teachers of kindergarten through third grade 

responded to a questionnaire. Teachers were required to rate various practices as 
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highly, somewhat, or not at all systematic and explicit. The phonics practices included 

songs, word sorts, making words, scripted teacher directions, worksheets and games. 

Results revealed that the majority of teachers believed direct teaching, high-level 

student engagement, and individual accountability were highly systematic and explicit 

approaches (Mesmer & Griffith, 2005). Open Court uses direct teaching in daily lessons 

as there are many activities that promote student engagement. Students are held 

accountable to participate and respond during phonics instruction. A number of 

schools have had success using the Open Court Reading Program. Districts in Illinois, 

Florida, Ohio, Washington, and Colorado are among many ("Results with Open." 2005). 

The following prominent studies from Texas and California show that Open Court is a 

highly systematic and explicit reading program. 

In the mid-nineties, reading instruction at the Fort Worth Independent School 

District was based on the whole language approach. The district realized this approach 

was not effective as students -vvere not reading at grade level. Fourteen high-rrtinority, 

low-income and low-performing schools were chosen to implement the Open Court 

Reading program in pre-kindergarten through second grade. The fourteen schools 

were compared to other Fort Worth schools that taught with traditional reading 

programs. To measure success, the SAT/9 reading test was administered ("Results with 

Open." 2005). 
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After two years of implementing Open Court, the at-risk schools showed greater 

gains than schools using traditional programs. Children's reading levels began to 

increase. O'Brien stated, "first graders taught by Open Court showed a far greater 

increase in reading comprehension than students taught through more traditional 

methods" ("Results with Open", 2002, p. 15). These results further solidify the fact that 

intensive phonics-based instruction appears to benefit students in the earliest grades 

(O'Brien, 2002). Open Court is highly phonics-based. 

Districts in the state of California had similar results using the Open Court 

Reading program. Through Reading First, states and districts receive support to apply 

scientifically based reading research to ensure that all children learn to read well by the 

end of third grade. Some Reading First districts across the state of California chose 

SRA/McGraw-Hill's Open Court Reading as one of the scientifically based reading 

interventions. In 2004, 339 Reading First schools implemented the Open Court Reading 

prograrn exclusively in the state of California. Researchers wanted to detern1ine what 

impact Open Court Reading had on the reading levels of elementary school students 

who were reading at or below their own grade level. 

To measure the success rate of Reading First schools, the California Department 

of Education devised its own formula. It consisted of the California Standards Test 

scores for grades 2-3; the California Achievement Test scores for third grade; and the 
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C-TAC End-of-Year assessment scores. The sum of each portion of the equation is equal 

to the Reading First Achievement Index (RFAI). 

When used alone, Open Court Reading had a greater effect on reading 

performance than did any other program alone. Results show schools that subscribed 

exclusively to Open Court in 2004 and 2005 outperformed those that subscribed to 

another literacy program. The average RF AI score in 2004 was 37.06 for exclusively 

Open Court schools and 33.78 for Non-Open Court schools. In 2005, the average RFAI 

score was 40.46 for exclusively Open Court schools and 37.67 for Non-Open Court 

schools. In other words, students learning from Open Court exclusively in 2004 

outperformed nearly 65 percent of Reading First students learning from some program 

other than Open Court Reading ("Summary of educational,"2005). 

The previous findings prove Open Court to be a successful reading program for 

children. More specifically, children that were at risk, reading at or below grade level 

from high-minority, low-income schools benefited from the phonics based reading 

program. It is evident that systematic and explicit instruction that includes direct 

teaching and high-level student engagement clearly helps children become successful 

learners. 
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C. Children's Spelling Strategies 

Numerous studies provide clear evidence that spelling is a developmental 

process. As children grow older and acquire knowledge, further spellings and 

strategies will develop into more complex ones. One common perception is that visual 

memory is the basis of spelling knowledge. Joshi, Treiman, Carreker, and Moats (2009) 

often encountered children memorizing words using flash cards and writing words 

multiple times. Teachers frequently told them they taught spelling by encouraging 

whole-word memorization (Joshi et al., 2009). But is memorization the best spelling 

strategy? One study found that among others, children relied mostly on the retrieval or 

memory strategy when spelling. 

Farrington-Flint, Stash and Stiller (2008) examined 34 eight and nine-year-old's 

spelling strategies over a period of three months using immediate verbal self-reports. 

Children were asked to spell words of different complexities as accurately as possible. 

The spelling task incorporated a series of consistent, unique, and exception word items. 

Responses were then coded according to their strategy use. Researchers decided that 

children were credited with using retrieval if they stated they just knew the answer (''I 

remembered how to spell this word from last time"). Children were credited with using 

a phonological strategy (application of grapheme-phoneme correspondence rules) 

when they reported segmenting the word into individual phonemes and blending the 

sounds together to form the correct word ('sounding out'). Children were credited with 
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using analogy when they reported using a previous word as the basis for spelling the 

new word (e.g., 'It is the same word as mouse but with a different letter at the 

beginning of the word'). Children who replied 'I don't know' were credited with using 

an' other' strategy, which could also include guessing (Farrington-Flint, et al., 2008, p. 

138)". 

Results showed children frequently used a range of different spelling strategies 

including phonology strategies, drawing analogies to familiar words, and the more 

advanced procedure of retrieving spellings from memory. The majority of children 

utilized a combination of two or more strategies across the three sessions and showed a 

gradual shift towards retrieval. Children were highly adaptive in their choice of 

strategy and this was dependent on the type of word they were attempting to spell. 

Retrieval use was highest for children's spelling of common words, lower in their 

spelling of exception words, and lowest for unique words. It appeared that children 

favored phonology and analogy when atte1npting to spell unique words. 

Beginning spellers used grapheme-phoneme correspondence rules and then 

progressed to more sophisticated spelling procedures like drawing analogies and 

retrieving word spellings directly from memory. The researchers of the next study had 

similar results. They found that children utilized multiple strategies when spelling 

words. Sharp, Sinatra and Reynolds (2008) were curious to learn what strategies first 
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and second graders used to spell words. The main goal was to determine a more 

precise description of children's spelling strategies. 

Thirty-one first-grade students spelled words on six spelling inventories. The 

participants were randomly assigned to two conditions; restricted and unrestricted. In 

the restricted condition, children were asked to spell words however it came to their 

minds as quickly as possible. This reduced children's opportunity to use multiple 

strategies to produce a spelling. In the unrestricted condition, students were given 

ample time to spell the words on the inventory. Children were encouraged to do 

whatever they needed to spell the word correctly and invited them to use any strategy 

at their disposal. The conditions provided an opportunity to compare children's 

spelling error rate when retrieval was encouraged. Children were then interviewed 

about their strategy use. 

Results showed that nine strategies were present; complete retrieval, partial 

retrieval, guessing, sounding out, rule use, analogy, visual checking, copying, and 

chunking. Findings showed that every child used multiple strategies during each 

session. The most common strategy used was sounding out. The least common 

strategy was copying. Similar to the results from Zutell' s (1979) study and Farrington

Flint et al. (2008), some strategies were more developmentally appropriate than others. 

For example, guessing was a prominent strategy for early stage spellers. The guessing 

strategy declined as spellers emerged into higher spelling stages such as the within-
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word stage. However, the sounding out strategy remained a predominate strategy 

throughout all stages (Sharp et al. 2008). See Table 2 for the spelling strategy and its 

definition. 

T bl 2 S 11' St t a e : ,pe rng ra egy an dD f ·r e rnrron 

Strategy Name Definition 

Complete retrieval Accessing spelling features from memory 
to correctly spell words 

Partial retrieval Accessing partial spelling features from 
memory to spell words incompletely 

Guessing Choosing a string of letters with no 
phonological or morphological logic 

Sounding out Using phoneme to grapheme matching 

Rule use Applying orthographic rules to help spell 
words 

Analogy Using another word to help spell a current 
word 

Visual checking Perceptually checking a word to see if it 
looks right 

Copying Visually consulting a visible source 
Chunking Using common letter patterns to help spell 

unfamiliar words 
(Adapted from Sharp, Sinatra & Reynolds, 2008, p. 215) 

According to recent research, it is evident that children not only use one spelling 

strategy but multiple strategies to spell words. Spelling strategies become more 

complex as children grow older. The two most common strategies present in the 

previous studies were memory and sounding out. Strategy use mostly depended on 

word complexity and developmental appropriateness. 

In summary, schools that used Open Court as their reading program showed 

greater gains overall. Children's reading comprehension began to increase which 
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improved their reading levels. Open Court is highly phonics based which appeared to 

benefit all children. More specifically, children that were at risk, reading at or below 

grade level from high-minority, low-income schools benefited from the phonics based 

reading program. 
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Applications and Evaluation 

Introduction 

Chapter III 

The purpose of this research was to explore the effects the Open Court phonics 

instruction had on students' spelling. There were two goals. The first goal was to find 

out what Open Court phonetic rules and patterns first grade students used in daily 

writing and on spelling assessments. The second goal was to discover the spelling 

strategies the target group utilized. In order to accomplish this, pre- and post 

qualitative spelling inventories were administered before and after the Open Court 

phonics instruction. Students' journal writing and oral responses to interview questions 

were analyzed. 

Participants 

The present research was conducted with five students from a first grade 

classroom in a rural school district. The participants in this study vvere enrolled in a 

rural school district in Western New York. The school consisted of pre-kindergarten 

through second grade classes and enrolled approximately 282 students. According to 

the 2007-2008 New York State District Report Card, the population was approximately 

97% Caucasian while Black or African American students accounted for about 2o/o of the 

district's population. The rate of free and reduced lunches at this district was 23o/o. 
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The target group consisted of five, first grade students from an inclusive 

classroom. It included three girls and two boys. The students' ages ranged from six to 

seven years old. The participants were selected by a voluntary process based on the 

students desire to help. Consent from the child and parent were required. Names were 

changed to protect the privacy of the participants. 

Faith 

Faith was an extremely impulsive child. She often had to be reminded to slow 

down and think before she spoke or acted. Faith was an average student in all first 

grade areas. At the beginning of this study, she was reading at grade level. Faith had 

an Individualized Education Program (IEP) which targeted her speech and language 

skills. She struggled with formulating syntactically and grammatically correct 

sentences. Her speech often affected her ability to hear the correct sounds in words. 

Faith demonstrated a "f/th" sound substitution. For example, she would write "wif" for 

"with". In order to improve this, Faith v1as pulled out of the classrooru to receive 

speech-language services three times a week for 30 minutes. Additionally during this 

study, Faith received Consultant Teacher services five times a week for 30 minutes. The 

Consultant Teacher worked with Faith in a small group focusing on the groups' reading 

and math needs. 
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Amanda 

Amanda was an extremely sweet child. She loved to read and enjoyed math. 

Amanda was an average-to-below average student in all first grade areas. At the 

beginning of the year, Amanda struggled with reading and writing. Her reading level 

was below average. She was recommended for Reading Recovery. Reading Recovery 

is a highly effective short-term intervention for low achieving first graders. Amanda 

met with a reading teacher on a daily basis for a half-hour lesson during the 

implementation of this study. All Reading Recovery lessons targeted the individual 

child's reading and writing needs. 

Ben 

Ben was a very active boy. He loved sports and had many friends. Ben was an 

average-to-above average student in all first grade areas. At the beginning of the study, 

Ben was reading at grade level. He could easily be distracted which affected his 

listening skills and tirrte on task. Directions and concepts needed to be repeated often 

because of his lack of attention. 

early 

Carly was a very social child. She loved to read and write in her journal. Carly 

was an average-to-below average student in all areas. Like Amanda, Carly struggled 

with reading and writing at the beginning of the year. Based on her below average 
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reading level, she was also recommended for Reading Recovery. Carly could easily be 

distracted which affected her listening skills and time on task. 

Chris 

Chris was an average-to-below average student in all academic areas. At the 

beginning of the study, Chris struggled with reading. He was reading below grade 

level. As a result, Chris was recommended for Academic Intervention Services (AIS) for 

reading. During this study, Chris received extra reading and writing support in a small 

AIS group, every day for 30 minutes. The reading teachers focused on the needs of the 

small group that Chris was in. 

Procedures of the study 

To determine what rules and patterns students use from the Open Court Reading 

Program, five first graders' orthographic knowledge was examined. Before the Open 

Court lessons were taught, a pre-qualitative spelling inventory was given to determine 

what spelling rules and patterns the students knevv at the begifiL"'ling of the stu.dy. The 

spelling inventory served as a reference that could be used to measure learning at the 

end of the study. The five students were asked to spell15 words the best way they 

knew how. The students were told the inventory would not be graded. The spelling 

assessment took about 10 minutes. The 15 words incorporated rules and spellings 

taught from the Open Court lessons. Once the spelling inventory was completed, Open 

Court lessons were taught. 
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Eighteen Open Court lessons were taught during the four weeks. On a daily 

basis, students wrote in their journals about a given topic. Five of each of the student's 

journal entries were randomly selected so their spellings could be analyzed. Words that 

included Open Court rules and spellings were extracted from the journal entries and 

analyzed for correct use. One journal entry was chosen from each child and was used 

to conduct an interview. Once the child was done writing their journal entry, he/she 

was asked to read it immediately. Following the child's reading, interview questions 

were asked about the particular spellings in the journal entry. To sum up the study, the 

same qualitative spelling inventory was given in order to measure gained orthographic 

knowledge. 

Instruments of the study 

The pre- and post- qualitative spelling inventory consisted of 15 words 

containing rules and patterns from the Open Court reading program (See Appendix B). 

The spelling inventory sheet consisted of 15 blank lines. The sheet vvas folded in half, 

hiding the correct spellings. The 15 words were lock, chick, chest, fetch, patch, badge, fudge, 

shop, rush, thin, bath, star, card, turn and bird. The spelling rules targeted were spellings 

that needed a short vowel before it. For example, -ck comes at the end of a one syllable 

word after a short vowel. The spelling words that followed this rule included lock and 

chick. The qualitative spelling inventory included other short vowel rules such as -tch 

in fetch and patch and -dge as in badge and fudge. The rest of the words did not follow 
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any particular rules so they were broken into patterns or phonograms. Phonograms are 

any written symbol standing for a sound, syllable, morpheme, or word (Farlex, 2010). 

For example the word card has 3 phonograms- c, ar, d and the word sister has 5 

phonograms- s, i, s, t, er. Each word was broken up according to the phonograms it 

included. Correct phonograms were checked. Phonograms were not checked if it was 

incorrect or missing. 

After the pre-qualitative spelling inventory was complete, a checklist from Words 

Their Way (2004) (see Appendix A) was used to determine each student's spelling stage. 

The checklist was used to analyze children's uncorrected writing and to locate their 

appropriate stage of spelling development. "Yes" was checked if the spelling feature 

was always present. "Often" was checked if the spelling feature was present 

occasionally and "No" was checked if the spelling feature was never present. The last 

place checked "Often" corresponded to the student's stage of spelling development. 

The checklist was used tw·ice: at the pre- and post-qualitative spelling inventories. An 

interview was conducted with each student to discover their spelling strategies. 

Responses were recorded on the Interview Guide (Appendix C). The questions on the 

interview guide were "Why did you spell the word this way?", "How did you decide 

on these letters?" and "What do you do that helps you spell words?" The interviewer 

wrote notes as the child spoke. 
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Chapter IV 

Results 

Pre-Qualitative Spelling Inventory Results 

Faith 

Faith's speech and language impairment affected her spelling on the pre

qualitative inventory. The th phonogram was spelled with a !fl. She often used this 

substitution in her daily speech. According to Faith's spelling, she was aware of the th 

and ch phonograms since she included them in her words. However, she confused the 

two. For example, she wrote thee for chest and chop for shop. This may have been a 

result of her speech and language impairment as she heard the sounds incorrectly. 

Most of her words included vowels except for the r-controlled words. Words that have 

the "bossy r" are difficult to spell because the vowel is silent. The r takes charge and 

changes the sound of the vowel it immediately follows. For example when you say star, 

the sounds Is/ It/ lrl are generally heard. Faith did not kt·.-lovv- that all vvords require a 

vowel present. Additionally, Faith did not follow any of the short vowel rules since she 

did not include the correct phonograms in her words. See Table 3 on the following 

page to view Faith's results. 
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bl Ta e 3: F . h' P Q 1· a1t s re- ua Itative s 1r r >pe 1ng nventory 

Correct Faith's Correct Rule #of Correct 
Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 

# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest thee 1/4 
shop chop ·' 2/3 
lock loc no 2/3 

badge bag no 2/3 
thin fin ·• 2/3 

chick thik no 1/3 
star sor ·.· .. · .. 1/3 
rush rach I 1/3 
fetch fech no 2/3 
turn trn 2/3 
bath baf .. ·. . 2/3 

. 

card cod 1/3 
patch path no 2/3 
fudge fog no 1/3 . 
bird brd 2/3 

TOTAL= 24/46 
52°/o 

Amanda 

At the time of the pre-spelling inventory, Amanda was misusing the th and sh 

phonograms as she wrote threst for chest, shin for thin, shic for chick, freth for fetch and 

rath for rush. Amanda did not include the ch phonogram in any word. Some of her 

words lacked a vowel. Amanda did not apply any short vowel spelling rules at the 

time. The r-controlled words were incorrectly spelled. Amanda included beginning, 

middle and ending sounds, though some were incorrect. See Table 4 on the following 

page to view Amanda's results. 
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T bl 4 A a e man d ' P Q rt ti s 1r I t as re- ua 1 a ve ,pe 1ng nven ory 

Correct Amanda's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest threst .· 3/4 
shop shop .· 3/3 
lock loc no 2/3 

badge bag no 2/3 
thin shin 2/3 

chick shic no 1/3 
star star 3/3 
rush rath 1/3 
fetch freth no 2/3 
tum trn 2/3 
bath bath .. · .. · 

.... 

·•······ 

3/3 
card krd .. 2/3 

patch prath no 2/3 
fudge frag no . 1/3 
bird brd 2/3 

TOTAL= 31/46 

67°/o 

Ben 

Ben's pre-spelling inventory revealed many things about his orthographic 

knowledge. Ben did not include a vowel in every word he spelled. More specifically, 

the words that did not include vowels were r-controlled words- str, trn, crd, brd. Ben 

was unaware that every word needs a vowel. Therefore, he did not spell any of the r-

controlled words correctly. However when vowels were present, Ben included it 

correctly. Most of the time, Ben wrote key sounds in his words- beginning, middle and 

end. 
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The only phonogram that Ben understood was th because it was used correctly 

each time. The ch and sh were not included in any of his words. Six of the words 

followed spelling rules however Ben did not spell these words correctly because he did 

not know the short vowel rules. See Table 5 to view Ben's results. 

T bl 5 B ' P Q 1· t ti s ll. r t a e ens re- ua 1 a ve >pe 1ng nven ory 
Correct Ben's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest cest · .. 3/4 
shop sop 2/3 
lock loc no 2/3 

badge baj no 2/3 
thin thin 3/3 

chick cic no 1/3 .. 
star str .• .. 2/3 
rush 

. · .. . . 
1/3 ras •. 

fetch fee no 2/3 
turn trn . · .·.·· . 2/3 
bath bath 

. ··· ..... 

3/3 ............... ···.• . 

card crd .· 2/3 
patch pac no 2/3 
fudge faj no 1/3 
bird brd .. · •. 2/3 

TOTAL= 30/46 
65°/o 

Carly 

Carly included phonograms like th and sh but used them incorrectly. She spelled 

thp for shop, ruth for rush, and pash for patch. Additionally, each word that included the 

ch phonogram was spelled with a ljl as she spelled just for chest and jic for chick. Some 
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of her spelled words did not include vowels. Carly confused some of the vowel sounds 

spelling u fore, and o for e. All of her words included beginning and ending 

consonants, occasionally lacking the middle sound. At the time of the pre-spelling 

inventory, Carly was unaware of the spelling rules as she did not follow them in any of 

her spellings. See Table 6 to view Carly' s results. 

T bl 6 c 1 ' P Q 1· t. s ll. I a e arly·s re- ua rta rve ,pe rng nventory 

Correct Cady's Correct Rule #of Correct 
Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 

# of Possible 
Phonograms 

.· 

chest just 2/4 .. 
... . .. 

shop thp .. 1/3 
lock loc no 2/3 

badge baj no 2/3 
thin thin 

. 
3/3 

chick jic no 1/3 
.. 

star star ... . ·C. •· ·• ...• 3/3 
rush ruth 2/3 
fetch foth no 1/3 
turn trn . • .. 2/3 
bath bath 

. .... 

3/3 I. · .. · ........ . 

card cud 2/3 
patch pash no 1/3 
fudge fuj no 2/3 
bird brd .. · 2/3 

TOTAL= 29/46 
63°/o 

Chris 

It was obvious that Chris had been exposed to some phonograms at the time of 

the pre-spelling inventory. He correctly used the ch and th phonograms in words. 
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However, he confused the th phonogram spelling it out of order (ht). The -tch 

phonogram was unknown to him as he did not include this spelling. Additionally, 

Chris did not include a vowel in all of the words. There was some confusion with 

correct vowel sounds. Chris wrote the short i sound for the short e and short a for short o. 

Parallel to the other students, Chris had difficulty with the r-controlled words as he did 

not spell them correctly. See Table 7 to view Chris' results. 

T bl 7 ch · ' P Q 1· t t · s n· I a e ns re- ua 1 a 1ve •pe 1ng nventory 

Correct Chris's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest chist 3/4 
shop htap 

.... 
1/3 I .. 

lock lok no . 2/3 
badge baj no 2/3 
thin htin •.· ... 2/3 

chick chik no 2/3 
star sur .... · 1/3 .... ·· .•• 

rush ' 
... ..... 

rus · •. 2/3 
fetch fich no 1/3 
tum 

.·. 

2/3 trn .. . ... 
· ... 

bath bath ··. 

. ·· 

3/3 
~ 

card krd .. ·. .· 2/3 
patch pach no 2/3 
fudge fug no 2/3 
bird brd 

··;:::-

2/3 
TOTAL= 29/46 

63°/o 

After the pre-qualitative spelling inventory was complete, a checklist from Words 

Their Way (2004) was used to determine each student's spelling stage. The checklist was 
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used to analyze students' uncorrected writing and to locate their appropriate stage of 

spelling development. Using the Qualitative Spelling Checklist, it was determined that 

all five students' spelling stage was Early Letter Name-Alphabetic. At this stage, 

beginning consonants are included. According to the checklist, each student was 

unable to advance to the next stage because he/she did not include a vowel in each 

word. 

Journal Writing 

Students were asked to journal write every day. Five journal entries were 

randomly selected during the study. Words that included the ten phonograms were 

extracted from the student's writing and were analyzed. This included words that 

followed the short vowel spelling rules. Because the students were able to free write, 

some phonograms and rules were not present in their writing. Each student's data 

were put into a graph according to the number of words examined and the number of 

miscues. The following i:nforro.ation pertains to journal \Vriting. 

Faith 

It was evident that Faith's speech and language impairment played a huge role 

in her inconsistent spelling-- so much that her writing was difficult to decipher some 

times. She was asked to read her journals. Occasionally Faith was unable to read her 

own writing. As mentioned above; before the start of the study, Faith demonstrated a 

"f/th" sound substitution. Therefore it was expected she would have some difficulty 
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with this sound/phonogram. Faith wrote the sounds !vi and If! for lth/ as expected. 

Additionally, she confused the ch and th phonograms as she used these 

interchangeably. Similarly to the previous students, the r-controlled words gave Faith 

some trouble as she failed to correctly write the phonograms ar, er, ir, and ur. 

Amanda 

Amanda's journal writing provided a wealth of information about her 

orthographic knowledge. She used each of the phonograms at least once in the five 

journal entries. Amanda frequently misspelled or misused the correct phonogram. 

Amanda confused the Ish/, /chi and lth/ sounds, as well as, the order of the phonogram 

since she wrote fiht for fish, spethll for special and thick for chick. Amanda regularly 

utilized the th phonogram. Additionally, Amanda used the -ck spelling but with long 

vowels. She spelled mack for make and beck for beak. It is obvious she did not 

understand the -ck spelling is only used with short vowels. The -er and -ar phonograms 

were almost always inconsistent. 

Ben 

Ben's journal writing revealed some important information. For the most part, 

Ben used the correct phonogram in his writing. Ben did not include words that 

followed the short vowel rules -dge and -tch. Therefore, it could not be determined 

whether or not Ben understood them. However, the -ck phonogram was present in his 

writing. The only inconsistency was the word mack for make and this spelling was used 
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in an early journal entry. The next time he used the -ck spelling, the miscue was cleared 

up as he used it correctly. The phonograms that confused Ben the most were the r

controlled words. Six of his eleven r-controlled spellings were incorrectly written. Ben 

used the er and ar phonograms interchangeably. He wrote narf for nerf and thar for 

there. 

Carly 

Carly used the phonograms sh, th, and ch correctly in her writing. The only time 

Carly used the -tch spelling; she wrote it incorrectly. Additionally the -ck phonogram 

was incorrectly written 3 out of the 4 times she used it. Carly included r-controlled 

words frequently in her writing. However, she inconsistently wrote them almost every 

time. More specifically Carly confused the /ir/ sound. 

Chris 

Unfortunately Chris did not write many words that included the phonograms 

\Ve focused on. Ho\vever eacP. time he did use them, they vvere correct! Like the 

previous students, Chris struggled with the r-controlled words most often. Some.of his 

words did not include a vowel. Similar to Amanda, there may have been some 

misunderstanding with the short vowel-ck rule as he used it with a long vowel. 

Spelling Strategy Use 

Students were asked to read their journal entry and then provide an immediate 

verbal self-report of their spelling strategy use. One on one, students were asked, "How 
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did you decide on these letters?" and "What do you do that helps you spell words?" 

Student's reported strategies were coded in line with previous work (Farrington-Flint et 

al. 2008). 

Students were credited with using retrieval if they stated they just knew the 

answer ("I just knew it" or "I remembered how to spell this word from last time"). 

Students were credited with using a phonological strategy when they reported 

segmenting the word into individual phonemes and blending the sounds together to 

form the correct word ("sounding out"). Children also were credited with using rules 

when they reported using a orthographic spelling rule ("the -ck comes after a short 

vowel"). Children were further credited with using an other strategy when they replied, 

"I don't know" or when no definite strategy was reported. It also included guessing 

(Farrington-Flint et al. 2008). 

Faith 

Faith utilized retrieval and phonology strategies the rnost. Her explanation for 

words like the, like, and to was, "I knew it from kindergarten" and "It was a sight word 

so I can remember it". Unfortunately her writing did not include a word that followed 

a spelling rule. Therefore, the rule use strategy was not applicable. Faith used only one 

strategy for most of her words with one exception. She used two strategies for the 

word, "allot" saying "one 1 didn't look right so I used two"). When asked "What do 

you do that helps you spell words?" Faith said she looks at the Open Court wall cards 
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for some spellings. She also said that when she comes to a word she does not know 

how to spell she, "says the sounds and writes a letter for each sound". Faith said she 

learned this strategy from first grade. 

Amanda 

Amanda utilized two or more spelling strategies at a time. It became apparent 

that Amanda was a very observant little girl as she observed some words in her 

environment. For example she knew the words girl and name because she saw them 

around the school on a daily basis. Two words required following the short vowel 

spelling rule. Amanda said the word chick had a "little i". She confused the term since 

she meant, "short i". Although she confused the short vowel rule in the word beak, it 

was present in her writing and she knew some words followed it. Amanda sounded 

out most of her words but also used another strategy as a backup to make sure it was 

correct. When asked what she does to help her spell words, she replied "I just think it 

in my head". When further proro.pted she concluded that she "says the sounds in her 

head and puts a letter". 

Ben 

Ben used more than one strategy at a time. He used phonology along with 

attending to "what looked right". Ben included a word in his writing that followed a 

spelling rule. He applied the rule correctly! His explanation showed that he 

understood the short vowel rule. When Ben used the retrieval strategy he said, "it was 
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a sight word so I just memorized it". He used the -ow spelling numerous times in this 

journal and said that that spelling, "just looked right". When Ben was asked what he 

does to help him spell words, he said "I like to sound out". When further prompted he 

said, "I write a letter for each sound". He was asked where he learned that strategy and 

he said it was from first grade. 

Carly 

Carly was eager to share her spelling strategies. Her explanation for words like 

the, am and will was, "I've just known it for a long time" and "It was a spelling word so I 

just remembered it". Unfortunately, Carly did not include a word that followed a 

spelling rule in her writing. Therefore the rule use strategy was not applicable. For the 

most part she used only one strategy. Carly used two strategies for three of her words 

she was asked about. When she was asked what she does to help her spell words she 

said, "strategies". She was further prompted and her main strategy then became, 

"sounding them out". Carly was asked -vvhere she learned that strategy. Her response 

was, "from kindergarten and mom_ and dad". 

Chris 

Chris used two or more spelling strategies in his writing. His explanation for 

words like am, with and my, was "it was a sight word" or "I remembered it from 

kindergarten". Sounding out seemed to be his primary spelling strategy. Chris 

frequently used another strategy along with sounding out. He said that he had seen the 
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word somewhere else. Chris used the short vowel rule correctly when he spelled blocks. 

When asked what helps him spell words he replied, "sounding out". He went on to say 

that his kindergarten teacher taught him how to do that. 

Post-Qualitative Spelling Inventory Results 

Faith 

Faith made a great deal of improvement after the Open Court lessons. She 

increased her correct phonograms by 24! In other words, she correctly included 24 

more letter sounds on her post inventory. Faith did not apply the spelling rules on two 

words- fetch and fudge. She spelled fesh for fetch and Jug for fudge. Once again, her 

speech-language impairment may have been to blame because she spelled these 

phonograms correctly on two other words- patch and badge. Faith spelled all r

controlled words correctly. See Table 8 on the following page to view Faith's results. 
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T b 1 8 F . th' P t Q 1· t ti S ll' I t a e a1 s os- ua 1 a ve >pe 1ng nven ory 
Correct Faith's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest chest 
' 

4/4 
·. 

shop shop 3/3 
.·· .. 

lock lock yes 3/3 
badge badge yes 3/3 
thin thin 3/3 

chick chick yes 3/3 
star star .. 3/3 .. 

rush rush 3/3 
fetch fesh no 2/3 
tum turn . 3/3 
bath blath 

.. 
.. ·.···•···· 

. ·· •·.·.··· 3/3 
card card 3/3 

patch patch yes 3/3 
fudge fug no . 2/3 
bird bird 3/3 

TOTAL= 44/46 

96°/o 

Amanda 

Amanda increased her correct phonograms by 10! Although she gained 

knowledge about the ch, th, and sh phonograms, she still confused some, spelling thest 

for chest and thick for chick. The -tch phonogram was still not correctly used. Amanda 

did not consistently spell the r-controlled words correctly indicating she may not have 

understood the correct use. See Table 9 on the following page to view Amanda's 

results. 
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T bl 9 A a e man d' P tQ l't ti s n· I t as OS- ua 1 a ve 'Pe rng nven ory 
Correct Amanda's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
#of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest thest 3/4 
shop shop 

.•. 

3/3 
lock lock yes 3/3 

badge badge yes 3/3 

thin thin 
.· 

3/3 
chick thick yes 2/3 

star star 3/3 
rush rush 3/3 

fetch feeth no 2/3 
turn trn 2/3 

bath bath 3/3 
card card ·. 3/3 

patch path no 2/3 
fudge fudge yes . 3/3 
bird bird 3/3 

T 0 TAL= 41'46 

Ben 

Ben increased his correct phonograms from 30 to 43 after the Open Court lessons. 

All fifteen words included a vowel. The r-controlled words that he spelled incorrect on 

the pre-test were corrected, except for one. Ben spelled bard for bird. This may be that 

he was confusing the /arl and /irl sounds. Four of the six words that followed spelling 

rules were correct. Fetch and patch were spelled incorrectly. There could be a couple of 

reasons for this. Ben may have not been developmentally ready for this spelling. He 
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may not have understood the -tch phonogram spelling rule. See Table 10 to view Ben's 

results. 

T bl 10 B ' P Q l't . S n· I t a e ens ost- ua 1 ahve ,pe 1ng nven ory 

Correct Ben's Correct Rule #of Correct 
Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 

# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest chest 4/4 
shop shop 

,, . · .. 

3/3 
lock lock yes 3/3 

badge badge yes 3/3 
thin thin 3/3 

chick chick yes 3/3 
star star .· ··. 3/3 
rush rush 3/3 
fetch fech no 2/3 
tum turn ···. 3/3 ... ·. .: 

bath bath 
·' 

3/3 
card card ..•. 3/3 

patch pach no 2/3 
fudge fudge yes 3/3 
bird bard 

.··· 

2/3 
TOTAL= 43/46 

93o/o 

early 

Carly increased her correct phonograms by 12. Although Carly' s orthographic 

knowledge increased, there was still some phonogram confusion. The r-controlled 

words she spelled were incorrect. She did not include a vowel in the word turn and 

spelled brad for bird. Carly may not have been developmentally ready for the -tch 

spelling rule as she did not include this in her spelling. Because she did not always 
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have a vowel present in her words, Cady's spelling stage remained the same- Early 

Letter Name-Alphabetic. See Table 11 to view Cady's results. 

T bl 11 c 1 ' P t Q 1·t t. s ll. r t a e arlys os- ua 1 a 1ve )pe 1ng nven ory 

Correct early's Correct Rule #of Correct 
Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 

# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest chest 4/4 

shop shop ·.·. 3/3 
lock lock yes 3/3 

badge badge yes 3/3 
thin thin ·.· 

3/3 
chick chick yes 3/3 
star star ... . . 3/3 

. · 

rush rush 3/3 
fetch fech no 2/3 
turn trn •.· 

. ··· 

·• . 2/3 
bath bath 

. 
.. ..· 

3/3 .·· ... · .. ··· .· .... 
card curd · .. .· 2/3 

patch pach no 2/3 
fudge fudge yes 3/3 
bird brad 

• .. .·· 

2/3 
TOTAL= 41/46 

89°/o 

Chris 

Chris made a great deal of improvement on his post-spelling inventory. His 

correct number of phonograms increased by 13! He included a vowel in every word. 

He still confused the r-controlled words- ster for star, tern for turn, cuerd for card, and 

berd for bird. The -dge phonogram was still unclear to him after the lessons. The -dge 

spelling rule may not have been developmentally appropriate as he still spelled it 
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incorrectly. The th phonogram was no longer misunderstood as he used it correctly 

every time. See Table 12 to view Chris' results. 

T bl 12 Ch . I p t Q l't t' s 11' I t a e ns os- ua 1 a 1ve >pe 1ng nven ory 
Correct Chris's Correct Rule #of Correct 

Spelling Spelling Use Phonograms out of 
# of Possible 
Phonograms 

chest chest 
.··· 

4/4 

shop shop .·· 3/3 
lock lock yes 3/3 

badge baj no 2/3 
thin thin 3/3 

chick chick yes 3/3 
.. · .•·.· .·· 

2/3 star ster .... 

rush rush .· 3/3 
fetch fetch yes 3/3 
turn tern 

··•······•·· 

. } ·· ... 3/3 
bath bath 

···. 
3/3 

.· 

card cuerd 2/3 
patch patch yes 3/3 
fudge fuj no 2/3 
bird berd 3/3 

TOTAL= 42/46 

91°/o 

Post-Qualitative Spelling Inventory Spelling Stage 

After the post-qualitative spelling inventory was complete, the Word Their Way 

(2004) checklist was used to determine their spelling stage. Three of the five students 

advanced to higher stages. Carly and Amanda stayed at the Early Letter-Nam2 

Alphabetic stage because all of their words did not include a vowel. 
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The other three students advanced to the Late Letter-Name Alphabetic stage. In 

order to be at this stage of spelling development, students spell phonograms (sh, th, ch) 

correctly. Additionally students include logical substitutions with letter names. 

Finally, students always spell short vowels correctly. 
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Chapter V 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

Pre-Qualitative Spelling Inventory 

The pre-qualitative spelling inventory provided an abundance of information 

regarding the target group's orthographic knowledge. It served as a reference point 

that allowed me to know the students' spelling strengths and weaknesses at the 

beginning of the study. When analyzing the inventories, it became apparent that many 

of the student's miscues were similar. 

Words that followed the short vowel rule were not spelled correctly by any of the 

students in the target group. The students were not formally taught these rules at the 

time of the pre-inventory administration. Some diagraphs or phonograms were 

included in the students' spelling. The th phonogram was present on all inventories. 

However, it was frequently misused for the wrong sound. For example a few students 

wrote thee for chest, rath for rush, and thp for shop. Since the th phonogram vvas present, 

it can be determined that the students had been exposed to it prior to the inventory. 

However, students were not taught the correlation between the th sound and spelling. 

Three out of the five students did not include the ch phonogram on their inventory. It 

can be concluded that the students had not been exposed to the ch phonogram at the 

time of the inventory. 
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The r-controlled words which include ar, er, ir, and ur phonograms were never 

spelled correctly by the students. Words that have the "bossy r" are difficult to spell 

because the vowel is silent. The r takes charge and changes the sound of the vowel it 

immediately follows. For example when you say star, the sounds /sf /t/ /r/ are generally 

heard. It would be easy to leave out the vowel had this understanding not been taught. 

The students were unaware that every word needed a vowel. 

The Words Their Way (2004) checklist determined each student's spelling stage 

after the pre-inventory. It was determined that all five students' spelling stage was 

Early Letter Name-Alphabetic. At this stage, beginning consonants are included. The 

last place checked "Often" corresponded to the student's stage of spelling development. 

According to the checklist, each student was unable to advance to the next stage 

because they did not include a vowel in each word. It can be determined that the 

phonics instruction prior to the inventory did not include this detail in the curriculum 

or that the stt...Idents vvere not developmentally ready for this understanding. 

Journal Writing 

It should be noted that after the pre-spelling inventory was given, the Open 

Court lessons were introduced every day. Students began to journal write every day, 

too. Therefore, the spelling in their journals began to reflect knowledge learned from 

the lessons. In other words, spelling rules and phonograms that were not present on 

the pre-inventory began to appear in the students' journal writing. Progressively, some 
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of the spellings became conventional which reflected learning from Open Court. This 

finding is consistent with Read's (1971) stage approach to understanding spelling 

development. His study showed that children's spelling errors changed over time as 

their experiences with English spelling broadened. As children got older, their concept 

of how words should be represented by letters changed. 

Words that included the ten phonograms were extracted from the students' five 

journal entries and were analyzed. This included words that followed the short vowel 

spelling rules. Unfortunately because the students were able to free write, some 

phonograms and rules were not present in their writing. This made it hard to 

determine whether the students did not include these spellings because they did not 

understand them or because they just did not need to include the short vowel rules in 

any of their words. 

Three out of the five students included the sh, th, and ch phonograms correctly 

each tirr1e it was used. There was still some confusion \Vith the ch and th phonograms as 

they were inconsistently written. The -ck short vowel spelling rule was included 

numerous times in the five journal entries. However, four out of the five students 

incorrectly used the -ck spelling with long vowels spelling mack for make, luck for like 

and beck for beak. There can be a couple of reasons for this miscue. One reason is that 

the students were unaware of the difference between long and short vowel sounds. A 
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second reason could be that the students were not developmentally ready to 

understand the short vowel spelling rule. 

The final conclusion that was dear when looking at the students' journal writing 

was the r-controlled phonogram miscues. Throughout all of the five journal entries, 

students frequently misspelled and misused the r-controlled phonograms. More often 

than not, the five students failed to include the vowel. As expected, the r-controlled 

words were going to give the students the most tribulation because the vowel is silent. 

It would be easy to make this error had it not been taught. After the r-controlled 

phonograms had been taught, students still inconsistently wrote them. I believe these r

controlled phonograms may be a bit more advanced for first graders to use consistently. 

Spelling Strategy Use 

The one-on-one interviews proved to be very insightful as they uncovered the 

students' cognitive processes. Interview after interview, similar conclusions began to 

appear among all students. Three spelling strategies became dearly evident as a result 

of the discussion. Retrieval (memory), phonology (sounding out), and rule use 

happened to be the three strategies that emerged. The findings are in congruency with 

the works of Farrington- Flint et al. (2008) and Sharp et al. (2008). 

The spelling strategy that students implemented depended on the type of word 

they were trying to spell. Smaller, simpler words were often retrieved from memory. 

All five students said that words like the, is, am and on were "words I learned in 
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kindergarten", "that was a sight word so I just know it" and "I just knew it". Retrieval 

was the only strategy they used to spell the simpler words. Retrieval use was highest 

for children's spelling of common words, lower in their spelling of exception words, 

and lowest for unique words which supports the findings of Farrington-Flint et al 

(2008). 

The five students implemented multiple strategies when the words were more 

difficult and unfamiliar to them. The majority of the students utilized a combination of 

two or more strategies that included phonology (sounding out) and "it just looked 

right" which could be called visual checking. Students favored these strategies when 

attempting to spell unique or more difficult words. 

Parallel with Sharp's et al. (2008) findings, the sounding out strategy, remained a 

predominate strategy that students utilized. When asked "what do you do to help you 

spell words?", students' responses fell under the phonology strategy. They simply 

ans\vered, "I sounded it out" or "I vvrite a letter for each sound". V/hen asked where 

they learned this strategy, the responses were, "first grade", "from my mom and dad", 

and ''from my kindergarten teacher". Since this was not a strategy taught by Open 

Court, the students picked it up on their own. 

Post-Qualitative Spelling Inventory 

Each student increased the correct number of phonograms on the post-spelling 

inventory. All of the students were at-or-above 41 out of 46 correct phonograms. This 
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is a vast improvement from the pre-spelling inventory. Many of the miscues were 

rectified at the completion of the Open Court lessons. However, still some remained. 

Four out of the five students misspelled fetch and patch. Ben, Faith, Amanda and 

Carly may not have understood the -tch phonogram and spelling rule. Since the 

majority of the target group failed to correctly write this, it can be determined that this 

is a phonogram and spelling rule that may not be developmentally appropriate for this 

age group. The -dge spelling rule was incorrectly used by two students on the post

inventory. Chris wrote the letter j and Faith wrote the letter g for the -dge phonogram. 

Amanda still misused the th and ch phonograms and Carly still confused the r

controlled phonograms at the completion of the Open Court lessons. 

For the most part, the students incorporated the correct phonograms and 

spelling rules taught from Open Court. It is important to realize that each student is an 

individual and he/she will spell at the stage that is appropriate for them. So much can 

be learned by looking at a child's uncorrected spelling. Students' spelling miscues are a 

window into their orthographic knowledge. 

According to the post-qualitative inventory, all five students remained in the 

Letter Name-Alphabetic stage. However, three of the five students advanced to the 

Late Letter Name-Alphabetic stage-Faith, Ben and Chris. At this stage, the correct 

vowel is included in every word. Additionally, consonant diagraphs and blends are 

spelled correctly. Carly and Amanda stayed at the Early Letter-Name Alphabetic stage 
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because all of their words did not include a vowel. However this could be argued 

because both girls left a vowel out of only one word. They spelled trn for turn. Since 

this miscue only occurred once and the majority of the words included a vowel, not 

advancing to the next stage could be disputed. 

Discussion and Recommendations 

The purpose of this research was to explore the effects the Open Court phonics 

instruction had on students' spelling. Specifically, it focused on two questions. The 

first question was: What Open Court phonetic rules and patterns are first grade 

students using in daily writing and on spelling assessments? The second question was: 

What strategies are children using to spell words? 

Overall, the qualitative analysis provided evidence consistent with the 

developmental stage theories in spelling of Read, 1971, Henderson, 1990, Zutell, 1979, 

Gentry, 1993; 2004, Templeton, 1991, and Ehri as cited in Templeton & Bear, 1992. As 

the str...1dents in the target group got older and their experience -vvith English spelling 

broadened, their concept of how words should be represented changed. The spelling 

miscues on the pre-qualitative spelling inventory and the increased amount of correct 

phonograms on the post-spelling inventory indicate gained orthographic knowledge. 

This gain was due to the phonics instruction taught using the Open Court program. 

The Open Court phonics instruction proved to be a successful program as many 

of the phonetic spelling rules and patterns were present in the target group's daily 
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writing and on the post-spelling assessment. However, there were still a couple of rules 

and patterns that did not resonate with the students as they were not included in their 

daily writing or on the post assessment. This finding demonstrates the -tch , -dge and 

the r-controlled spellings (ar, er, ir, ur) were not fully understood by all students at the 

end of the study. Nevertheless, it is recommended that these spelling rules and patterns 

should still be taught regardless. Some of the students in the target group fully 

understood these rules and patterns because they were developmentally ready. It is 

important that students be exposed to the rules and patterns so that when they are 

developmentally ready, the rules and patterns can be utilized. 

The Open Court program does not include qualitative spelling inventories. The 

pre- and post-qualitative spelling inventories proved to be extremely beneficial 

throughout this study. The pre-inventory became a reference that was used to 

determine the spelling stage students began at. Further, it provided a raw look at each 

st1.1dent's miscues. As a result, the spelling inventory determined each student's 

spelling strengths and weaknesses. When compared with the post-inventory, the 

orthographic knowledge each student gained and implications for further instruction 

could be established. Along with the Open Court phonics instruction, it is 

recommended that pre- and post-qualitative spelling inventories be administered in 

order to get a full understanding of each child's individual orthographic knowledge. 
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The one-on-one interviews with students presented a wealth of knowledge about 

their cognitive processes. An extreme amount of information was obtained through the 

conversations regarding their strategy use and more specifically what they were 

thinking. The findings suggest that "sounding out" seemed to be the predominant 

strategy for all of the students. The use of multiple spelling strategies can provide the 

most accurate spelling for unique and difficult words. It is suggested to teach this to 

students. Furthermore, it is recommended that conferences with students be a priority, 

as they can be beneficial not only with spelling but with other subjects as well. 

Students' responses, understandings and suggestions can provide important 

information to the teacher and drive future instruction. 

The contribution of this study suggests that the Open Court phonics instruction, 

together with the administration of qualitative spelling inventories and conferences is 

beneficial for students at all developmental spelling stages. The findings front this 

stt1dy provided rne with a greater depth of know,. ledge into the cognitive minds of 

children and their spelling and will be used to drive spelling instruction. 
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ASSESSMENT MATERIAlS FOR CHAPTER 2 

QUALITATIVE SPELLING CHECKLIST 

Student ________________________________ _ Observer ___________________________________ _ 

Use this checklist to analyze students' uncorrected writing and to locate their appropriate stages of spelling development. There 
are three gradations within each stage-early, middle, and late. Examples in parentheses are from the Elementary Spelling 
Inventory 1 and the Intermediate list. 

The for dates at the top of the checklist are used to follow students' progress. Check when certain features are observed 
in spelling. When a feature is always present check "Yes." The last place where you check "Often" corresponds to the 
student's stage of spelling development. 

Emergent Stage 

Early 
• Does the child scribble on the page? 
• Do the scribbles follow the conventional direction? (left to right in English) 

Middle 

Yes 
Yes 

• Are there random letters and numbers used in pretend writing? (4BT for ship) Yes 

Late 
• Are key sounds used in syllabic writing? (/s/ or /p/ for ship) Yes 

Letter Name-Alphabetic 

Early 
• Are beginning consonants included? (b for bed, s for ship) Yes 
• Is there a vowel in each word? Yes 

Middle 
• Are some consonant digraphs and blends spelled correctly? (ship, when, float) Yes 
• Are there logical vowel substitutions with a letter name strategy? 

(FLOT tor float, BAD for bed) Yes 

Late 
• Are short vowels spelled correctly? (bed, ship, when, lump) Yes 
• Is the m or n included in front of other consonants? (lump, stand) Yes 

Within Word Pattern 

Early 
• Are long vowels in single-syllable ,,l~Vords used but confused? 

(FLOTE for float, TRANE for train) Yes 

Middle 
• Are most long vowel words spelled correctly, but some long vowel 

spelling and other vowel patterns used but confused? (DRIEV for drive) Yes 
• Are the most common consonant digraphs and blends spelled correctly 

(sled, dream, fright) Yes 

Late 
• Are the harder consonant digraphs and blends spelled correctly? 

(speck, switch, smudge) Yes 
" Are most other vowel patterns spelled correctly? (spoil, chewed, serving) Yes 

Syllables & Affixes 

Early 
• Are inflectional endings added correctly to base vowel patterns with 

short-vowel patterns? (shopping, marched) Yes 
• Are junctures between syllables spelled correctly? (cattle, cellar, carries, bottle) Yes 

Middle 
• Are inflectional endings added correctly to base words? (chewed, marched, shower) Yes ___ 

Late 
" Are unaccented final syllables spelled correctly? (bottle, fortunate, civilize) Yes 
" Are less frequent prefixes and suffixes spelled correctly? (confident, favor, 

ripen, cellar, pleasure) Yes 

Derivational Relations 

Early 
• Are most polysyllabic words spelled correctly? (fortunate, confident) Yes 

Middle 
" Are unaccented vowels in derived words spelled correctly? (confident, civilize, 

Yes category) 

Late 
• Are words from derived forms spelled correctly? (pleasure, opposition, criticize) Yes 

Dates: 

Often 
Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 
Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 
Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 
Often 

Often 
Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 

Often 

No 
No 

No 

No 

No 
No 

No 

No 

No 
No 

No 

No 

No 

No 
No 

No 
No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 

No 
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Name: --------

----
ch e s t 

...-----
-----7----------------------------------z: sh·o p 

I o ck 

-. ---
b a dge 

th i n 

----------------------------------------
tr_ chick 

s t ar 

---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ---- ----
tt rush 

---
f e tch 

----------------------------------------Itt _______ _ 



Appendix C: Interview Guide 
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Interview Guide 

1. Why did you spell the word this way? 

2. How did you decide on these letters? 

3. What do you do that helps you spell words? 
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