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Abstract 
 
 

How does my students’ spelling proficiency change after I utilize differentiated spelling and 

word work? This study looks at the effects using differentiated spelling instruction has on 13 

students’ spelling.  Students took the Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi,Templeton, & Johnston, 

2016) Qualitative Spelling Inventory at the beginning and end of the study. My research showed 

most students improved their spelling with the use of differentiation, while others showed no 

improvement or regression. 

 Keywords: differentiation, spelling, reading, elementary



DIFFERENTIATED	SPELLING	INSTRUCTION	
	

3	

I began as an elementary teacher in 2014 and over the past few years my teaching 

experience has varied greatly. During the 2014-2015 and 2015-2016 school years, I taught first 

grade in a small school district. It is a rural community with a high poverty level and mainly 

working class families. Many of my students struggle with spelling unknown words. For the last 

two years, many students relied heavily on me to help them spell words, even if they could sound 

the word out. A few students became so focused on spelling words correctly they were unable to 

get their ideas on paper.   

Within my current Language Arts curriculum, some spelling lists prove to be extremely 

difficult and require two weeks of study, with only part of the class mastering the list. For 

example, a list containing three letter s-blends was difficult to master. I taught first grade for two 

years and nearing the hundredth day of school I noticed I had taught students only two long 

vowel patterns (both CVCe patterns). The spelling lists that coordinate with the basal curriculum 

do not teach students all of the vowel sounds before progressing into other spelling features. The 

lists provide no differentiation (there is one list for all students) and it takes approximately ten 

weeks to learn all short vowel patterns. At the end of each week, the students move to the next 

list, no matter their understanding of the pattern of focus for that week...." 

The basal curriculum consists of six units, each with five weeks of study. Each week has 

a spelling pattern such as these from Unit 1: short a, short i, r blends (cr, gr, tr), final blends (nd, 

st, nt, nk). The only word study activities provided within the curriculum are word sorts. The 

curriculum does not provide any differentiation for students at various developmental levels. The 

basal curriculum does provide many phonics activities that coordinate with the spelling pattern. 

Each week also has coordinating high frequency words, two of which are spelling words. The 

following table shows the scope and sequence of the basal spelling lists. 



DIFFERENTIATED	SPELLING	INSTRUCTION	
	

4	

Table 1 

Basal Spelling List Scope & Sequence 
Unit Week 1 Week 2 Week 3 Week 4 Week 5 
1 Short a (-an & -

at) 
Short a (-ad,     -
ap, & -ack) 

Short i (-in, -it, 
& -iss) 

r Blends (-cr,     -
gr, & -tf) 

Final Blends  
(-nd, -st, -nt, & -
nk) 

2 Short o (-op,    -
og, & -ot) 

Short e (-eg,     -
en, & -et) 

Digraphs (sh & 
th) 

Short u (-un,     -
ut, & - ug) 

Blends (cl-, bl-, 
& fl-) 

3 Long a (a_e;    -
ake, -ame, &  -
ate) 

s Blends (-sl,    -
sn, & -sp) 

Digraphs (ch,  -
tch, wh) 

Long i (i_e; 
-ike, -ide, &    
-ine) 

Triple 
Consonant 
Blends (str-, spl-
, & scr-) 

4 Long o (o_e;    -
oke, -ose, &   -
ote) 

Long u (u_e;  
-use, -une,  
-ute, & -ule) 

Long a (-ay, &  -
ai) 

Long e (-e, -ee, 
& -ea 

Long e (-y) 

5 Long o (-o,       -
oa, & -ow) 

Long i (-i, -y, &      
-igh) 

R Controlled 
Vowel (-ar; 
 -art, -arn, & 
 -arm) 

R Controlled 
Vowel (-or;    
 -ork & -orn) 

R Controlled 
Vowel (-er,    
-ir, & -ur) 

6 Diphthong      (-
ou & -ow) 

Variant Vowel 
oo (-ook &  
-ood) 

Variant Vowel 
oo (-ool, -oon, & 
-oom) 

Variant Vowel (-
au & -aw) 

Diphthong oi (-
oi & -oy) 

 

The Common Core State Standards state that students need to be able to spell words 

phonetically (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.1.2.e). and should be able to use previously learned patterns 

to help write unknown words (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.L.2.2.d ). In my school, teachers allow 

students to learn to read at their pace. We allow them to write the best they can. We allow 

students to choose good fit books, and to read at their level. Why are we not allowing them the 

opportunity to learn to spell at their pace? Maybe it is because it is easier to be provided with 

predetermined lists for all students. “While the skills required for learning to spell are 

foundational for reading and writing, the ‘one list for all’ approach to spelling instruction usually 

does not fit anyone” (Hall, 2014, p. 34).  Differentiation is very important in teaching. Each year 

schools become more diverse in many ways, including academically. Teaching math and reading 

differentiation is nearly always used. Teaching students to spell using differentiation is just as 
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important as it is with math and reading. (Graham et al., 2008). Yet, Graham et al. (2008) 

conducted a survey of teachers and the spelling practices used in their classrooms and found that 

a large majority of the teachers provided students with little to no differentiation in the area of 

spelling instruction (Hall, 2014, p. 34).  This all leads me to my research question: How does my 

students’ spelling proficiency change after I utilize differentiated spelling and word work? 

Literature Review 

Spelling Proficiency 

The English language is a complex language containing influences from many other 

languages (French, Greek, German, Latin, etc.). To become effective spellers, students need to 

understand three systems of the English language. These are alphabet, pattern, and meaning 

(Fisher & Frey, 2013, p. 2). The alphabet system is related to sound-symbol correspondences. 

Students understanding the relationship between the letters, which direction to write letters, and 

how to make the sounds are all included in the alphabet system. Next comes patterns. It is 

important for students to understand patterns of letters and how they produce sounds. Patterns 

can include vowel teams (ai, ee, ea, etc), cvce words, r-controlled vowels and more. Finally, the 

meaning layer is acquired. In order to become proficient spellers, children need to understand 

that the spelling of some words comes from an understanding of root words. These words may 

be spelled differently than they are pronounced because of how the root word is spelled. An 

example is clinic and clinician. It is also important for students to understand homographs, words 

that are spelled the same but sound different. An example of homographs would be “the bow has 

a bow in it.”  
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Approaches to Teaching Spelling 

There are many different approaches to teaching spelling, so how does a teacher know 

which is the best way? According to Fisher & Frey (2013), there are three common ways to teach 

spelling. These are: neglect (ignoring spelling instruction), the Monday-to-Friday routine 

(students get words on Monday, study the words during the week, and take a test on Friday), and 

writing the words multiple times. These are all routines that have been proven ineffective (Fisher 

& Frey, 2013).  

 When teaching students to read, teachers should consider students’ abilities and needs.  

Basal texts are designed to provide students with skills needed for reading in a developmentally 

appropriate and systematic way. Teachers’ opinions on spelling instruction and what they 

implement in their classrooms are very different from each other. Many teachers also do not feel 

fully prepared to teach spelling (Templeton and Morris, 1999).  Additionally, teachers also 

express their concern regarding the little choice in how to teach spelling and the materials they 

use (Fresch, 2003, p. 837). Mcneill & Kirk, 2013 surveyed teachers in New Zealand regarding 

their beliefs and practices in spelling instruction. They found that 89% of teachers felt students 

should receive spelling words based on their individual needs. Despite this only 60% of teachers 

implemented individualized spelling in their classrooms.  

 Many teachers rely on their basal for spelling instruction. Many basal series introduce 

and teach phonics in a developmental scope and sequence. This does not mean their spelling will 

move from sound to pattern in a developmental scope and sequence (Invernizzi and Hays, 2004, 

p. 220).  The information provided for teachers is often not organized in a manner that benefits 

teachers or students (Invernizzi & Hays, 2004).  
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Differentiated Spelling and Word Work 

Students need to receive explicit instruction that includes phonics, phonological 

awareness, word sorting, and spelling games (Hall, 2014, p.35). “Abbot (2001) found that 

students engaged in word study spelling instruction outperform their peers engaged in traditional 

spelling groups in overall orthographic development” (Hall, 2014, p. 36). It is also important for 

students to practice the words in a way that helps them move from acquisition to retention to 

automaticity (Fisher & Frey, 2013, p. 6). Word sorting is one way to help students move words 

to memory making them automatic (Gentry, 2004, p. 62). Some effective activities include word 

walls, spelling tests with self-correction, personalized spelling tests, itty-bitty (where students 

break words into smaller words), spelling journals, and word games (Fisher & Frey, 2013). 

Personalized spelling tests can be used to differentiate spelling assessment. These tests can 

include words from any of the following: words the student misspells, challenge words, be on the 

look-out words (words the student notices are hard to spell), or stump the teacher words (2013, 

p.7-8). Reviewing spelling samples is one way to determine spelling groups, spelling lists, and 

differentiate instruction (Fresch, 2003). It is important to allow children to learn within their 

current ability levels. “When students are instructed within their own zone of understanding or 

zone of proximal development (ZPD)—studying words their way—they are able to build on 

what they already know, to learn what they need to know next, and to move forward” (Bear, 

Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2016, p. 10). When determining the best instructional 

pacing, we need to learn what students are “using but confusing” (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, 

& Johnston, 2016, p. 18).  

There is a lot to consider when teaching children to spell, due to the complexities of the 

English language.   Having students at their developmental level and  progressing when ready are 
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both important to students making meaning and moving words and spelling patterns into their 

memory. It is also essential for students to be engaged in their learning. The old ways of spelling: 

ignoring, Monday-Friday routine, and writing the word repeatedly are not effective strategies 

that prevent students from making meaning. When looking at basal reading series, there is often 

a lack of rationale for the scope and sequence. Many teachers feel unprepared to teach spelling 

and would benefit from continued training in this area.  

Methods 

 Spelling is a difficult topic for many students and adults alike. After reviewing a variety 

of literature, I decided to study spelling in my elementary classroom. Through an action research 

study, I attempt to answer the following question about spelling education: How does my 

students’ spelling proficiency change after I utilize differentiated spelling and word work? 

Setting and Participants 

 This study took place from September to November of the 2016-2017 school year. It 

consisted of thirteen second-grade students in the small rural community where I work. My class 

is one of the two full second grade classrooms in the district. There is also a multi-age classroom 

with five second-graders. My classroom will have about two-fifths of the second grade class. The 

district has about 50% free and reduced lunch students and is primarily a working class 

community of about 500 people. The school district has a high number of open enrolled students, 

many of which have IEP’s. Many students in our district come to school with limited access and 

experience with print and writing. There are also many students who experience a significant 

summer slide.  

 In my classroom, I take a constructivist approach to learning. Students can choose their 

reading material and pick their writing topics. Differentiation is also a very important part of my 
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classroom. All students read and write at their own level. It is important for them to spell at their 

level too. Differentiation is defined as "ensuring that what a student learns, how he or she learns 

it, and how the student demonstrates what he or she has learned is a match for that student's 

readiness level, interests, and preferred mode of learning." (Scharberg, K., 2015).  Differentiated 

instruction, is focused on each individual student and meeting their individual needs. The 

primary focus of the study is to determine whether or not students’ spelling proficiency changes 

with the use of differentiated spelling and word work. This was a change for the students as they 

have been using an older basal text that does not have a differentiated approach to spelling.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

During my study I utilized various methods of data collection. I began my study by 

having all students take the Qualitative Spelling Inventory from Words Their Way (Bear, 

Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2016)  (Appendix A). This was the basis for grouping my 

students in developmentally appropriate groups. These groups were not permanent and students 

were able to move throughout the groups during the study. At the end of the study students once 

again completed the Qualitative Spelling Inventory, and I compared the results to where they 

began the year. Additionally, I used an ongoing data collection table to keep track of how often 

students asked me to spell a word for them as well as which words they struggled with, to see if 

this changed as they began their word study (Appendix B). These words were only written down 

when the focus was language instruction, which was from 8:30 am until 11:05 am every day. 

At the end of my study I used the data collected to determine whether or not students 

improved or regressed in spelling proficiency. Through analysis of their pre and post qualitative 

spelling inventories, I was able to see how much each student grew or regressed. I also analyzed 

this when looking at the number and type of words the students asked to have spelled for them. 
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These words were tracked in a chart (Appendix B). When analyzing I looked for patterns and 

used the spelling features in the qualitative spelling inventory. The fewer words the students 

required help with, the more strategies they used independently.  

Instruction 

 Within the classroom there a routine was set related to the students learning their 

spelling. Approximately once a week (depending on days off, how quickly students master lists, 

etc) students receive new spelling lists. While in the classroom the students focus on the entire 

list of words, but they are given approximately ten words to focus on at home. These words are 

written in their planner under the “Words to Know” section, which goes home with them each 

night. The students then sort the words based on the spelling pattern (Appendix C).  

 After completing the sort students have a variety of activities to complete depending on 

the word lists and how complex the words are. Every student has a page where they use the 

words in a sentence (Appendix C). Most of the time the student also has a reading 

comprehension page. The student needs to highlight the spelling pattern in the story, read the 

story three times, and finally answer comprehension questions about the story (Appendix C). 

Some of the easier spelling patterns also have a coordinating phonics poem. These also require 

the students to fill in the appropriate pattern and then read the poem (Appendix C). Once the 

students begin more complex patterns at times they run into homophones. When working on 

these patterns, students need to use the word in a sentence and draw a picture that also relays the 

meaning of the word (Appendix C). 

 I also have a variety of extra practice pages available to students once their completed 

required sorts and word use. (They receive these pages on the same day they get their spelling 

words and keep them in a specified folder for Word Work). These include, but are not limited to: 
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smelly writing (using scented markers), rainbow write, and pencil-pen-crayon-marker. Students 

also have access to Spelling City (website with spelling and vocabulary practice) to practice their 

spelling words. The students also have the log on information so they can do this at home as 

well.  

Results 

Requests for Assistance 

When looking at the words students asked for help spelling, I noticed that some students 

never asked for help. Another trend I noticed was that my struggling readers were also struggling 

spellers. These were the students who asked me for words more frequently. I also noticed that 

there was little change in how many times a day I was asked. Most days I was only asked to spell 

one or two words, while another day I may be asked to spell a few more. Many of the words they 

asked for assistance with were animals, typically zoo animals. I also noticed they asked for a lot 

of assistance with names (pets, livestock, people). At the beginning of the school year each 

student was given a “Dictionary,” with words common to their vocabulary. This dictionary also 

included a section for holidays, animals, family members (mom, dad, brother, sister, etc.), and 

number words. Students were directed to make sure they check their dictionary before asking 

me. If it is not in the dictionary the word gets added.  

The students who asked for help more frequently were the students who were generally 

less independent. Two of the students have an IEP, one for sensory breaks the other for being 

hard of hearing. The student who has sensory breaks often lacks stamina and can become upset if 

mistakes are made. This student is also one of my students who started on one of the more basic 

spelling patterns. The student who is hard of hearing struggles significantly with vowel sounds. 

The sounds that are very difficult for this student are short a, i, and e. This student started the 
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year with a focus on short vowel sounds. The third student who requested help spelling many 

words also struggles with reading. This student has been close to needing interventions for 

reading, but through hard work at home has avoided entering interventions. My highest speller 

also asked for many words. The words this student asked for contain multiple syllables and 

complex spelling patterns. This student is a hard worker and he/she asked for many of the words 

when we were revising our writing. 

Table 2 

Words Students Ask to Have Spelled 
Student Words Total 
1 awesome, sister, teacher 3 
3 arctic, birthday, decorate, even, imaginary, piñata, pumpkin, pterodactyl, 

polar, monkey, turtle 
11 

4 (student did not ask for help spelling) 0 
5 breakfast, travelled, Polk County Fair 3 
6 adorable, tractor 2 
7 (student did not ask for help spelling) 0 
8 Heidi, stationary 2 
9 ready, tired, until, woke 4 
10 constrictor, touch, whole, volcano, turtle, tarantula, scorpion, flamingos 8 
11 dead, funeral, haunted, heaven, manure, missed, park, rake, rhyming words, 

swing, snowball, scared, teenager, went, deer, grandma 
16 

12 couldn’t, Missouri 2 
13 Bass, Minecraft, northern, scale, jellyfish, orangutan, gorilla, wolf, zebra, 

snake, giraffe, Justin 
12 

14 Echo, Polka Dot, Stacy, Alyssa 4 
All  67 
Note. Words are listed by student number rather than date. Throughout the study there were 
many days where students asked for no words to be spelled. 

 

When taking a closer look at the words they asked to have spelled for them, 19 of the 67 

words were animals or a part of an animal name (orangutan, constrictor, etc.). There were also 
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twelve names (people or pets), titles of people (teacher, grandma), and other proper nouns. After 

taking those items out I looked more specifically at the spelling features of the words. All but 

three of the words were more difficult than common long vowels. Other vowel patterns were one 

of the main categories with many of the words containing r-controlled vowels. The other most 

notable pattern was in the bases or roots. This is one of the most advanced features on the 

Qualitative Spelling Inventory, and no students worked on these words throughout the study. 

Qualitative Spelling Inventory 

Students were given the Qualitative Spelling inventory in early September and again in 

November. There was a wide variety of scores for both feature points and correct words. To 

place the students in a group for their spelling words, the feature points are broken down based 

on the different spelling patterns within words (Appendix A). Table 1 shows the total number of 

feature points (when scoring their spelling you look to see if the student has used features of 

spelling, such as short vowels, correct in the word) earned, correct words, and the beginning 

stage for each student. 

Table 3 

September Spelling Feature Analysis 
Student Feature Points Correct Words Beginning Stage 
1 30 6 Diagraphs 
3 32 7 Diagraphs 
4 48 19 Blends 
5 39 10 Blends 
6 39 9 Long Vowels 
7 41 14 Long Vowels 
8 44 14 Long Vowels 
9 36 7 Diagraphs 
10 51 20 Other Vowels 
11 23 3 Short Vowels 
12 44 13 Long Vowels 
13 41 12 Long Vowels 
14 32 6 Blends 
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 Based on the scores above (Table 3), and the analysis of spelling features, I placed 

students in differentiated spelling groups. One student started with a focus of short vowels. Three 

students started with diagraphs (sh, th, etc.). Another three students started with blends (sl, st. bl, 

etc.). My largest group, five students, started with basic long vowel patterns (cvce). My highest 

student started with other vowels (ew, aw, r-controlled vowels, etc.).  

Students have worked through approximately six lists over the first two months of school. 

If a student did not master the list they were on, they were unable to move to the next list. This 

did not happen often, and if the pattern was part of a review for the next week, students were 

allowed to move on as there was already practice built into the next list. This only happened 

twice during the two months, once each for different students. These students each had to repeat 

a list one time after not demonstrating mastery in the feature. After two months of working with 

words, the students, scores were as follows.  

Table 4 

November Spelling Feature Analysis 

Student 
Feature  
Points 

Correct  
Words Ending Stage 

Change in Feature 
Points 

Change in 
Correct Words 

1 40 7 Common Long Vowels 10 1 
3 41 9 Common Long Vowels 4 1 
4 47 17 Common Long Vowels -1 -2 
5 44 16 Common Long Vowels 5 6 
6 39 7 Common Long Vowels 0 -2 
7 37 9 Blends -4 -5 
8 46 16 Common Long Vowels 2 2 
9 37 9 Common Long Vowels 1 2 
10 50 18 Other Vowels -1 -2 
11 27 4 Blends 4 1 
12 44 13 Common Long Vowels 0 0 
13 36 7 Common Long Vowels -5 7 
14 37 9 Common Long Vowels 5 3 
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According to their most recent spelling inventory (taken in November), 9 of the 13 

students demonstrated growth of at least 1 point, 1 student demonstrated no growth, and 3 

students showed regression.  

I also analyzed the students’ change in score based on the different spelling features 

(Table 4). At the time of the post-assessment, many of the students were nearing the end of one 

spelling stage in their daily word study activities, but this is not consistent for all, as some stages 

have more patterns for the students to learn. All of the students’ scores showed no improvement 

for at least one spelling feature. This may be due to the fact that the student scored the maximum 

number of points in that category during both the September and November assessments. The 

students who received the maximum number of points in specific categories are highlighted in 

grey in Table 5. It may also be that the student did not acquire new understandings of the 

spelling features studied. 

Table 5 

Analysis of Growth or Regression Broken Down by Feature 

Student 
Initial 
Consonants 

Final 
Consonants 

Short 
Vowels Diagraphs Blends 

Common 
Long 
Vowels 

Other 
Vowels 

Inflected 
Endings 

Total 
Growth 

1 1 0 1 3 3 2 0 0 10 
3 0 0 0 3 1 3 2 1 10 
4 0 0 0 0 0 -1 -1 1 -1 
5 0 0 0 0 1 2 1 1 5 
6 0 0 0 0 0 1 1 0 2 
7 0 0 0 1 -3 0 -2 0 -4 
8 0 0 0 0 0 2 0 0 2 
9 0 0 1 1 0 0 -1 0 1 
10 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 3 5 
11 0 0 3 3 -2 0 0 0 4 
12 0 0 0 0 0 1 -1 0 0 
13 0 0 0 0 -1 -3 -1 0 -5 
14 0 0 -1 1 1 2 1 1 5 
Note. Students highlighted in grey earned the maximum number of points, thus were 
unable to demonstrate growth in these feature areas. 
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Analysis 

After two short months, the students have been working on a variety of spelling features. 

Each student has been working on words at his or her level (although some students are learning 

the same spelling feature). When giving students the Qualitative Spelling Inventory and 

comparing feature points from September and November, I was surprised by the results. Some 

students demonstrated growth while, other students’ scores went down. I had expected to see 

more progress. This made me think of some potential factors that may have affected the results. 

These include but are not limited to: time of year, potential for looking at another student’s paper 

for answers, focus or lack of on a specific day, and patterns that the students are using but 

confusing. Since the study took place during the beginning of the school year, we had only been 

in school for a few months, and there have been many shortened weeks of school. Had this study 

taken place later in the year would I see the same results? Did the students have more or less 

focus during one of the assessments? I also do my best to make sure that students are not able to 

look at another student’s paper, but this is another potential factor in student results (dividers 

between students, walking the room, etc.). Between the first spelling inventory and the second 

spelling inventory, the students did change seats. This means the majority are no longer sitting 

next to the same person. 

When looking at overall growth, nine out of thirteen students demonstrated growth 

during the study.  When analyzing the first three features (initial consonants, final consonants, 

and short vowels) most students demonstrated mastery in these areas. The students also 

demonstrated growth and/or mastery with diagraphs (sh, th, etc.). These features are all in the 

“letter-name alphabetic” stage. Once students entered the “within word patterns” stage they 

began to struggle. These features include blends, long vowels, and other vowel patterns.  
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When looking at Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2016) for possible 

explanations, the following stood out: Students in this stage explore the pattern layer of English 

spelling. This requires a higher degree of abstract thinking because they face two tasks at once. 

They must not only isolate the phonemes to determine the sounds they need to represent, but 

must also choose from a variety of patterns that represent the same phoneme, which usually 

involves silent letters as part of the vowel spelling (cute, through suit) or special consonant 

patterns (lodge, itch). (p. 205) 

When looking at the students whose scores went down, two made sense to me but one 

surprised me. The two students (Student 7 and Student 13) whose scores were not surprising are 

students who need to put more effort into their reading and writing. Both are young for the grade 

and their parents are concerned about their reading, writing, and spelling. Student 13 does not 

always want to work and may not put forth his best effort. Student 7 has been known to display 

some anxiety. Student 7 also had parents who were confused by the new style of spelling. They 

were very focused on getting a list each week, usually on Monday, and then taking a test on 

Friday. Did this impact the student’s scores? I made sure to clarify with this family and continue 

to monitor this child’s progress. Could attitude and/or anxiety have played into the decrease in 

scores? The third student is the one whose results surprised me. Student 4 is a great reader and 

writer. She is constantly writing, and overall is a great worker. She has worked hard and made 

huge gains in first grade. So why did this student’s scores decrease? Is the student using but 

confusing spelling patterns? Did the student over think the way they spelled the words? I also 

know this child is going through changes in his/her personal life. Another potential factor is that 

this student has only made it through part of the long vowel patterns. Will this student’s scores 

change after receiving more instruction on the vowel patterns? Will sorting a_e words and ai  as 
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well as other common vowel patterns  benefit the student? Due to the scope and sequence of 

Words Their Way (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2016). This student has not reached 

these other patterns yet. 

 Implications 

As a result of my study I have learned many things about spelling instruction and also 

have some persistent questions. One limitation I have seen is that I have no control over whether 

or not the students are spending any time outside of the school day on their spelling words. In an 

attempt to motivate students to work with their words at home, each student has a sticker chart. 

For each day they bring in proof (paper or a note from home) showing me they practiced a 

sticker is placed on the chart. Once the chart is filled they will receive a prize. Despite this 

positive reward system, many of my students do not provide me with any proof they are 

practicing at home. When this was introduced to parents they were provided with a list of fun 

and interactive spelling activities to do with their child. As much as this is a transition for the 

students and myself, it appears to be a difficult transition for the parents. Many of them were 

focused on their student receiving a typed list on Monday (despite informing them otherwise at 

open house) and taking a stereotypical spelling test on Friday. 

In addition, this is my first year teaching second grade, despite it being my third year with 

the district. Due to this move, I do have some students I had last year as well. This means that 

nearly half of the students in my study were in my class last year. Knowing my students well 

gives me a little more information on their learning that helps me to interpret and analyze their 

scores. 

The majority of students are demonstrating growth in their spelling ability. Even with 

showing growth, students are still using but confusing various vowel patterns. This may explain 
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why some students appear to be regressing with their spelling. They will continue to “use but 

confuse” the vowel patterns until they have reached mastery. Most students are in the within-

word-pattern stage in second and third grade (Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, & Johnston, 2016, p. 

201). It is also important to keep in mind that there are many vowel teams to study in the within-

word-pattern stage and students may be in this stage longer than other stages. 

Despite seeing some growth in student spelling, I am still questioning whether my 

students are benefiting from the use of differentiated spelling and what more I can do to help 

support their learning. Students have been learning spelling in this way for only a few months. I 

wonder if this is enough time to tell whether this is the most effective way to teach spelling. I am 

hoping to continue my observations and analysis throughout the rest of the school year. This will 

allow more time for students and families to adjust to the new way of spelling instruction. It also 

allows for the students to learn more spelling patterns. Adjusting to teaching spelling through 

word study has been a challenge for me as well. The last two years, teaching spelling has been 

the same for every student and was taken directly from the basal curriculum we used. The rest of 

the year also allows me more time to implement more techniques, become more efficient, and 

provide enrichment for my students.  I will collect a few more data points throughout the rest of 

the year, giving me more to look at when determining each student’s growth in spelling and the 

effectiveness of my differentiated spelling. Once again after collecting more data points, I will 

continue to analyze data to determine if word study is the most effective technique for spelling 

instruction. 

 Through this study I have learned a few things about my students and how differentiated 

spelling has impacted their learning. As a result of the implementation of differentiated spelling 

instruction in my classroom students are beginning to use what they know more independently 
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and with less prompting. My students are more engaged in their learning of spelling. They are 

less frustrated and stressed out because they do not have a formal test every Friday. It also 

benefits my students as they continue a list until they have mastered the list. All students are 

given the opportunity to master each feature rather than having to keep moving with the rest of 

the class.  

 In conclusion, due to the use of differentiated spelling instruction, my students have 

shown some positive growth in spelling skills, gained strategies for independence, and are more 

engaged in spelling than when I used only one spelling list for the whole group. In the future, I 

will continue to use this approach and consider ways in which I can enrich their learning even 

more.  
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Appendix A Words Their Way Spelling Inventory 
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Appendix B Form for Tracking Student Request for Assistance 
 

Words Students Ask For: 
Date Student Word(s) 
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Appendix C Student Word Sort 
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Appendix D Using Words in Sentences 
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Appendix E Phonics Reading Passsage 
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Appendix E Phonics Poem 
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Appendix F Homophones Meaning 

 


