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Episode 3: 

Beyond the Weekly Spelling Test: 
What Works and Why It Matters

Challenge:

How can we improve spelling instruction 
for students?

Ashley
Classroom Teacher

• Discontinue sending home the weekly spelling list 
and focus on daily explicit instruction that teaches 
the patterns so that students can transfer those skills 
to what they are reading and writing.

• Use regular classroom practice as formative 
assessments to better determine if students are 
mastering skills. 

Stacy Hurst
Curriculum Director at Reading Horizons

• Analyze what is being used for teaching phonics. 
Solid structured literacy and phonics instruction that 
focuses on explicitly teaching the patterns for reading 
and writing naturally include spelling that doesn’t 
take a great deal of additional time. 

• Align spelling to the instruction. If the skill being 
taught is murmur diphthongs (vowel followed by 
r such as ar, or, er), assess what you are already    
doing by focusing on the words that follow that skill 
(farm, corn).

• Include multisensory approaches for spelling 
assessments that match instruction (tapping, etc). 

• Use spelling in context. Instead of just words, focus 
on spelling in sentences and paragraphs, when 
they’re writing stories, etc. Incorporate spelling into 
all phases of writing. 

• Inform parents that the focus is on the pattern 
not on memorization and that the assessment will 
include words that are not on the list as well as                  
high-frequency words.

• Reduce rote memorization and focus on the word 
study approach that directly teaches the rules and 
patterns that can generalize to many words in English. 

• Improve teacher preparation programs to include 
writing systems, spelling acquistion, and English 
spelling patterns. 

• Current teachers can learn more about spelling 
and word study (see resources) as well as access 
professional development and quality programs that 
include spelling

• When teachers learn more about how words work, 
they can share that information and help students 
develop a fascination with words and spelling

Rebecca Treiman
Professor of Child Developmental Psychology at 
Washington University in St. Louis

Dr. Amy Jones
Director of PK-6 Curriculum and Instruction and Director of 
Federal Programs for Lauderdale County, AL

• Provide solid phonics instruction that provides 
teachers with the resources to teach English spelling 
patterns instead of connecting spelling to a basal or 
prescribed list of words.  

• Change the name of “spelling tests” to             
“phonics checks.”  

• Focus on one skill at a time until students          
achieve mastery. 

• Use daily and weekly formative assessments so that 
students who need additional support can receive 
intervention immediately. 


