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Figure 1: "I hate when I got stitches. I was crying”

Sage’s performance on the Words Figure 2: from a story about a visit to the doctor’s
office and an eye exam, “...fish and my favorite is

. goldfish and then I saw a computer with candles and I
Their Way (Bear et al., 2008) elementary was blew into a tube thing it was scary I didn’t like it.”

inventory indicated that she has mastered beginning and final consonants, short
vowels and digraphs, but was ready to work on blends. When I looked at her
journal, I noticed that she was having difficulty choosing between ¢, k and ck to spell
the hard c sound. This reminded me of the point made by Ehri (2013): movement
from one stage to another is not a clean process; students work on goals at two

stages simultaneously. As you can see from Figure 1, she uses a k instead of a cin

“crying.” In Figure 2, she again substitutes k in
“computer.”

Sage and I talked about her work and decided
that she could work on spelling this sound in short

vowel words. | reminded her of the cat-kite trick we

learned in class (Figure 3), to provide a visual cue,
Figure 3- Cat-Kite visual for short

. . vowels: "K takes the i and e, C takes
which I had her draw on a post-it for her notebook. the other three."



Later that day, she had moved

it to her desktop, a place of

prominence.

“Adda’s” inventory

showed that she had made

great progress since the

Figure 4- "I ride a bike for my first time."

beginning of the year. She had

mastered consonants and short vowels, and was now moving on to digraphs. Adda
struggled with writing and lacked confidence. Spelling took effort and she avoided
the task when possible. From her sample (Figure 4), I could see that she was using
vowels to represent both short and long sounds, but not in the more complicated r-
controlled vowel in “first.” Based on her assessments, I knew she needed to work on
digraphs, but I could not find instances of use or misuse in her writing. Adda’s
stories were brief and she often got stuck on words. While her goal was to work on
digraphs, I sensed that she needed help getting “unstuck.”

The first strategy we talked about was “have-a-go.” Whenever she was
unsure how to proceed, instead of letting that derail her, Adda would write her
attempt on a slip of paper and slide it to me. When I had a chance, [ would underline
the correct parts and provide the rest of the word. This relieved some stress of
making everything perfect while still forcing her to try using what she knows about
spelling to make an attempt. As she becomes more confident, I can adjust this

routine by having her try a second time after I underline the correct portions.
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Working with Adda and Sage’s authentic writing gave me a better sense of
their needs. Their scores on the inventory placed them in the same developmental
stage, but their learning goals were very different. My teaching was more responsive
because I took time to see how they were using spelling in an authentic context.

Spelling logs. Because I conducted my study at the beginning of a new
trimester, I was able to have each student create a log of any word they had missed
on spelling tests during the first part of the year. I also chose words students
misspelled frequently within their writing. [ explained that they could choose when
to demonstrate mastery, and once they could spell the word independently they
would get a star next to it in their log.

Again, students were excited by a new, novel routine and some wanted to try
spelling their words right away. [ was not able to re-test students during the two
week period, highlighting a major challenge inherent in adjusting instruction:
adding new components is difficult when more minutes are not added to the school
day, and adopting a new routine often requires modifying or abandoning another
routine. Adding a spelling component to my writing conferences demonstrated how
much more successful instructional changes are when they are folded into a pre-
existing routine. In the future, I could add an individual spelling check into my
weekly whole-class spelling tests, or I could incorporate it into the writing
conferences.

Another problem that became apparent during my study was the alphabetic
format I had chosen for the log. [ knew that research demonstrates that word study

is most effective when organized by spelling pattern rather than arbitrarily by
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alphabetical order (Schlagal, 2002; Bear & Templeton, 1998). I had chosen to
organize the logs alphabetically, thinking it would be a more useful reference for
students, but after using the logs for two weeks, I do not think that this was an
effective format for word study or student use. One perceptive student noticed that
she had missed many words with -ck at the end, and asked if she should write them
under “c” or “k,” pointing out the flaw in my format.

Exit slips. | asked students to respond to a spelling lesson with exit slips
twice during my study. Once, I asked my class to write a word with the phonogram
we studied (-ump) at the top of a worksheet, next to their name. The second time,
students used sticky notes to spell a word with the blend we focused on during a
word sort, adding a number to communicate self-evaluation of mastery (1- needs
help, 2- pretty confident, might need some guidance, 3- got it!). As you can see in

Figure 5, students were able to demonstrate understanding by writing a word using

the targeted blend, and I can tell with a visual sweep who is feeling confident and

who would like more —
‘ -
Fan Y o (
help. - _fu r 1<y $/) Slpir
o <Al . RIS
This technique / I/, :
. )
elicited the least e
excitement in my (» 7 »
$tate Krsdo
students, but it was ¥ ! {
5 IO 2 9/)
the easiest for me to N (C)
=
g e

analyze, offering

) ) Figure 5: exit slip for spelling blends
immediate feedback
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on the impact of my lesson. Because it was less formal, I noticed that copying was a
factor, especially on the worksheet. Because it was teacher-focused (providing
feedback to me, not students), I found that it gave me less information than the
conferences. I did get a sense of how well my lesson went, but on an individual level,
it only confirmed what the weekly tests showed. The conferences, in comparison,
gave me a view of what each student was doing in an authentic setting.

Reflection and collaboration. A major component of self-study is

collaboration (Samaras & Freese, 2009). Before | implemented my new assessment
routines, I met with a colleague to get another perspective on my practices and
action plan. Fortunately, I was also part of a Professional Learning Community
(PLC), discussing assessment practices, as [ noted in Chapter Three. Our group had a
meeting right in the middle of my two-week study period, which gave me an
opportunity to bring up my project for more discussion with colleagues. We talked
about the “living contradiction” (Samaras & Freese, 2009) all teachers face when
they know that better methods exist but are not implemented. Talking with a group
of teachers representing each grade level provided opportunity to stretch
perspectives outside our individual classrooms and consider assessment challenges
from kindergarten through middle school. I heard echoes of what I personally
experienced while implementing new processes: changing habits is difficult and
requires focused support. [ also heard a strong desire for more collaboration. I am
eager for our next meeting, when I can share the results of this study with my PLC

team.
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A challenge that I discovered, and an oversight in my planning, was formal
self-reflection. Effective teachers constantly reflect on their lessons, making mental
notes of what went well and what needs to be changed. [ practice this self-
assessment in an informal way throughout the day, and approached this project
with a similar reflective process. In doing so, [ lost the opportunity to capture my
thoughts for future reference, both in this paper, and in my own planning. Looking
back, I should have planned a formal reflective process. This is supported in the
literature on self-study; reflection with a colleague is powerful, but self-reflection is
the core of this research. I could have kept a journal, or left post-its with my
thoughts stuck to my lesson plans. I could have selected several questions [ would
respond to at the end of the lesson or day, to see how my responses changed over
time. For any self-study that spans a long period, formally tracking the reflective
process is essential.

Summary

For my self-study, I reflected on that process of modifying my spelling
instruction to bring it into alignment with research-based best practices. This
investigation was designed to provide insight into my research question, How can
teachers use research-based strategies to support elementary students as they develop
spelling skills? As | researched best practices in spelling instruction, I wondered why
so few teachers used evidence-based practices. I found that the techniques I used
were more engaging to students, but also more work for the teacher. Involving
students in tracking their learning through logs, goal-setting and specific feedback

gave them focus in their work. The time I spent analyzing and reviewing student
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work was considerable, and not commented on in the research I found. Finally, I
confirmed my prediction that adjusting previously-established routines that are
already in place was more sustainable than implementing brand-new techniques
and routines.

Of the three new techniques I implemented, I found goal-setting during
conferences to be most the useful to both me and my students. Taking time to
analyze spelling in authentic writing gave me a much more detailed picture of my
students as individuals, and setting a specific goal for each child focused their
learning. Using their writing journals gave me a better sense of how well my
students had mastered different spelling patterns, rather than how many words
they had memorized for a test. Their writing also gave me a broader sense of their
abilities, as opposed to a spelling list or word sort, which has a tight focus.

I am convinced that formative assessment from authentic sources should be
included in my data collection, along with a developmental inventory and weekly
spelling lists. I have found one system that complements a routine I am already
using, and it gives me a fuller picture of my students as spellers. Collaboration will
be vital as I continue to reflect upon my practice.

Now that my self-study is complete, I am able to look back on the entire
process and evaluate its effects, assess limitations and contemplate future steps I
can take to continue looking for answers to my question, How can teachers use

research-based strategies to support elementary students as they develop spelling

skills?
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CHAPTER FIVE

Conclusion

Introduction

In Chapter Four, I presented the results of my self-study after two weeks of
adjusting my assessment practices in spelling instruction. My reflection on the
process of changing instructional habits provided insight into my question, How can
teachers use research-based strategies to support elementary students as they develop
spelling skills?, but | am far from having all the answers. In this chapter, [ will
summarize my project, synthesize important findings, discuss the limitations
inherent in my study and propose future research.

Overview of Chapters One through Four

[ began researching spelling instruction because of my personal struggle with
learning to spell, and my subsequent uncertainty in teaching it. I was driven to
improve my own practice by finding a better way to teach spelling so my own
students would develop the confidence I lacked.

When I began reading the literature on spelling development and instruction,
[ discovered the complexity of our spelling system, but also the predictability of
patterns that exist therein. [ became fascinated by the evolution of the English

language as well as the explanations for spelling quirks that my teachers had written
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off as simply more examples of the inscrutability of our language. The most
important research I read focused on specific practices that are effective, as well as
those that are not. I sorted these findings into three main areas: selecting spelling
words, assessing spelling development and planning effective lessons.

As I reviewed research on spelling, I always thought about the teacher in my
research question. [ knew that [ was that teacher, and [ wanted to improve my own
teaching to bring it more in line with best practices. In Chapter Three, | described
my rationale for choosing a self-study model for my research. I narrowed my focus
to formative assessment in spelling and planned a two week period to implement
and reflect on the use of these new techniques. I discussed my findings in Chapter
Four, describing the increase in student engagement, the extra planning required
and the importance of collaboration.

When I formed my research question four years ago, [ knew that [ would not
have a full and complete answer at the end of this project, if such a thing is even
possible. My final task is to synthesize my findings, identify the limitations of my
self-study, and plan the future steps for my research.

Connections to the Literature Review

[ began my self-study by reviewing research on effective practice in spelling
instruction. From there, I distilled a personal checklist of important research. While
it would be difficult to limit the entire field into a few bullet points, some distinctive

elements of effective instruction stood out:
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» Spelling should be viewed through a developmental lens, and instruction is more
effective when it aligns with a student’s ability level. (Geshmann & Templeton,
2011; Templeton & Morris 1999; Gentry, 2000)

» Teachers must include some direct instruction in spelling. (Schlagal, 2002;
Butyniec & Woloshyn, 1997)

» Effective spelling activities include some analysis or sorting by the student,
requiring them to look for the patterns in words. (Templeton & Morris, 1999;
Hauerwas & Walker, 2004)

» Activities that involve copying, rewriting or using words in sentences are not
effective. (Schlagal, 2002)

From my classroom study of formative assessment practices in spelling, |
learned about the importance of authentic assessments, student motivation and the
need for collaboration between teachers. Alderman and Green’s (2011) assessment
recommendations weave through my work and provided the inspiration for my
project. They make a strong case for portfolios full of writing samples, word logs
that track progress over time, and individual goal-setting. Templeton and Morris
(1999) emphasize the need for a multi-faceted assessment approach; weekly test
scores do not provide a complete picture of a student’s ability. Indeed, when I
looked into my students’ writing, I clearly saw the benefit of formative assessment
and the use of authentic sources.

[ also observed an increase in the motivation and interest my students
showed during my self-study, as Alderman and Green predicted in their research.

They explain processes such as goal-setting, making a personal word wall or
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tracking errors produce more engaged students who show more growth over time.
They also suggest using self-evaluations, which is a further step I could take as I
become more comfortable with the new routines. [ do wonder if there is some
impact from the novelty of a new routine, and the motivating effect will wane over
time. According to Alderman and Green, this will not be the case, and [ am anxious to
test their assertion.

When I revisited their article, | am now struck by the type of classroom
Alderman and Green describe. | have made some small changes in my instruction,
but my instruction still differs from their recommendations (and others described in
my literature review) in significant ways. As I think about ways to further adjust my
instruction, [ question whether there is a place for basal-style weekly tests, since my
findings in research are suggest otherwise.

Limitations

The most significant limitation of this study is the two-week time frame.
Given more time, I could have seen more progress or had an opportunity to modify
my assessments as [ used them. A trimester-long study would provide more time
and flexibility to fully observe the adoption of these formative assessments, observe
more growth in student’s performance and habits and measure the impact of my
new practices.

Another limitation is the narrow focus on assessment. Spelling instruction is
a broad topic, and given my two-week time frame, I chose assessment, specifically
formative assessment, because this tight focus suited the brief schedule. Once I

began my study, it became apparent how intertwined the aspects of instruction are,
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and how changing my assessment practices rippled into my lesson planning and
routine management.

Future Research

My driving question, How can teachers use research-based strategies to
support elementary students as they develop spelling skills? was broad and not
possible to fully answer in the scope of a capstone project. As my self-study
demonstrates, [ have more questions about how teachers can bring their spelling
instruction into alignment with evidence-based practices.

Spelling instruction is a broad topic, including assessment, classroom
activities, writing, and lesson structure. During the course of my research, I learned
that many common practices have been shown to be ineffective and sometimes even
detrimental to student progress. After discussing the “living contradiction” between
what we know to be best practice and what we actually do, I wonder what the best
method is to encourage teachers to challenge current practices and examine them in
light of what research shows to be effective.

[ hope to begin a conversation in my school about spelling instruction.
Whether it be in the form of a study group, a presentation during workshop week, or
even a simple handout, | want to share what I have learned about spelling
instruction with my colleagues. Working with adults through professional
development is one of my growing interests; sharing what I have learned about
spelling and the self-study process is a natural next step, both for my professional

life and for this project.
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As I mentioned, I question the use of basal lists and would like to challenge
myself and my colleagues to consider alternative instructional methods. I know
from my self-study experience that changing routines is difficult, and the temptation
to return to “old” ways is strong. Based on my PLC experience, I believe that opening
a dialogue around best practices is valuable and necessary of real change is to be
realized.

Finally, some of the most striking research that I read spoke of the lack of
preparation teachers receive in orthography. Learning more about our language
system made clear how much more there is to learn. When colleagues asked about
my research, | heard many express interest in more training to get a better
understanding of spelling, not only how to teach it, but the inner workings of the
English languagr. [ am now a better advocate in my community, requesting that my
administration provide more development opportunities, encouraging colleagues to
seek out opportunities of their own, and committing to continue adjusting my own
spelling instruction.

Even larger questions loom on the horizon, looking to the future of spelling
instruction. How will technology impact the usage of spelling in daily life, and what
supports can it offer to struggling spellers? Will spelling go the way of handwriting,
written off as an obsolete skill? Common Core State Standards are too new to fully
appreciate the impact on instruction, yet one wonders how schools will interpret
the single standard that vaguely addresses spelling. Consider also the parents’ role
in spelling, an important thread only hinted at in the section on inventive spelling in

Chapter Two. Clearly, there are many topics left to explore.
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Summary

[ am an avid reader, but as much as being a “book worm” is part of my
identity, so too is the label of “bad speller.” Technology and spell-check have helped
hide my difficulty; [ am accustomed to red lines peppering my papers. When I began
teaching first grade, [ needed a better way to explain to my students how to unlock
the secret code of spelling that had for so long eluded me. I decided to pursue
spelling instruction for my capstone, in hopes of finding an answer.

In the course of research, every article offered an “aha!” moment, or a flash of
recognition in the students described in the studies. | found that the English
language is not as inscrutable as [ had thought, and that some teaching methods are
more effective than others. I discovered that researchers have known for decades
that there are better ways to teach spelling, yet most teachers still rely on the
memorization and copying techniques they themselves had experienced as students.
For me, the question shifted: no longer what methods are most effective, but now
how to use these methods. How could I use these in class? How could I adjust my
routines to allow space for new activities? How can teachers use research-based
strategies to support elementary students as they develop spelling skills?

[ now have a better understanding of how to evaluate spelling activities. I
have tried implementing some new techniques in my classroom and collaborated
with colleagues. The process has left me with a sense that this is the beginning, not
the end. Spelling is a broad topic that encompasses assessment, reading and writing,
parent communication, direct instruction and homework considerations. My work

with formative assessment can lead to other subject areas as well. Instead of feeling



finished, I feel that | have taken the first step in a journey. Completing this project
has helped set the course and identify mile markers, but my journey is far from

complete.

68
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Appendix A: Consent Letter

Dear Parent or Guardian:

| am completing a master’s degree in literacy education at Hamline University in
Saint Paul. As part of my work, | hope to conduct research in my classroom from
December 7th to 18th, 2015. | am writing this letter to ask your permission to
include your child in my research.

My project involves the way | assess spelling development and monitor student
progress. All students will participate in normal spelling instruction, activities and
assessments or tests. | will collect student work samples, test scores and spelling
notebook samples to include in my research. | may also interview students about
their spelling strategies.

All students will participate in spelling lessons, which are standard first grade
activities. For students with permission to participate in the research, | may use
their work, verbal conference comments or test scores in my final report,
documenting my use of assessment tools.

If your child participates in my research, his or her identity will be protected. No
real names or identifying characteristics will be used. All results will be
confidential and anonymous. This eliminates risks for your child and other
participants. Participation in this project is voluntary, and will not affect the
student’s instruction or grade. In addition, you or your child may decide not to
participate at any time without any negative consequences.

| have already received permission to do this research from my principal, Mrs.
Sue Kerr, as well as the Hamline University Graduate School of Education. The
final product will be a printed, bound thesis that will be shelved in Hamline’s Bush
Library. The abstract and final project will also be stored in the Bush Library
Digital Commons, a searchable electronic catalog which is publicly available to
other researchers. The research may also be used in education publications or
reports in the future. In all cases, your child’s identity will be kept confidential.

Please return the permission form on the second page by . If you have any
questions, please call me: 612-920-9075 or email me at
bberger@carondelet-mpls.org.

Thank you for your support.



Appendix B: Spelling Gradebook, Google Document

This is an example of the gradebook I keep as a Google Document. [ record
my gradebook online, so I can access it from many devices, making grade keeping
easier. I also record the mistake. This gives me much more information than only
recording the words each student missed. Because my school year is divided into
trimesters, my gradebook reflects that. Here is how I organize the information:

74

Trimester 1 Trimester Trimester
2 3
(Student’s (word missed)-(misspelling from the
number) test)
(Student’s name)
Here is a sample of the gradebook with data filled in:
Trimester 1 Trimester 2 Trimester 3
1. Jane sick-scick chest-thest
shed-thed
rich-ritch
which-wich
2. Joe pet-pit chest-thest match-motch
bug- bu shed-thed lunch-lonch
pet-pit time-tim much-moch
bike-bicke
flake-face
snake-snace
bake-bace
3. Jack sick-sik when-wen sail, sal
shut-sut Spray, sprai

Notice that “Jane” made no errors in the third trimester yet.

(Created by Brigid Berger)
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Appendix C: Writing Goals Worksheet

date SPELLING EDITIN

T

G IDEAS

Notes:
date SPELLING EDITING IDEAS
Notes:
date SPELLING EDITING IDEAS

(Created by Brigid Berger)




Appendix D: Sample of Student Spelling Log

Used with permission

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO(

" A N/ B O

N (
NG
(1

AN

Ce Dd

N 2N )
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D)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
D
)
)
)
)
)
)
D,
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
)
3
)
D)
D
D)
D)
p)
D
D)

Ryan, A. (2015). Writing Folder Freebie K-2. Retrieved from
http://learningattheprimarypond.com/blog/writing-folder-tools-for-k-2/
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Appendix E: Sample Spelling Group Planning Sheet

Spelling Croups
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Short vowels blends

(WTW-11/2015) (WTW-11/2015)

|B
EM
JC AM
SA
digraphs Long vowels

(WTW-11/2015) (WTW-11/2015)
TS TD
ES LW
ST
E] SO
RS
JO

Other Vowels

(WTW-11/2015)
EO
PN
JC
Notes:

(created by Brigid Berger)




