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1 

Spelling is for reading. Spelling is also for writing. These two thoughts inform every 
aspect of this book. Teachers can help their students become better readers by 
providing spelling instruction that (1) teaches children to notice, manipulate, and 
remember patterns in words and (2) gives them opportunities to move word parts 
and whole words into their “brain’s dictionary” via spelling activities, daily writing, 
and weekly spelling tests. Likewise, teachers can boost their students’ writing 
fl uency by teaching them specifi c spelling strategies (how to spell a word) and then 
giving them multiple chances to practice those strategies in all types of writing.

Noticing patterns, using strategies 
to spell unknown words, thinking about 
meaning, hearing sounds and then applying 
letters to spell, knowing how to spell versus 
knowing what to spell, practicing spelling 
through writing: These actions and ideas are 
thoroughly explored and discussed in my book 
Super Spellers: Seven Steps to Transforming 
Your Spelling Instruction (2017). They are 
present in this book, too, but here they take 
the form of lesson sets ready for use in your 
classroom. In upcoming chapters, you will 
fi nd eff ective and easy-to-implement spelling 
centers, ways to teach spelling strategies (used 
by children to solve their spelling challenges), 
and methods for teaching everything from 
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SUPER SPELLERS STARTER SETS

short vowel patterns to multisyllabic Greek- and Latin-based words. Every one of 
these lesson sets is designed to help students notice and remember the spellings of 
patterns and words and to move those patterns and words into the lexicons in their 
brains.

This book uses the term lesson sets because you will present the spelling features 
of each “set” (such as the ar and or patterns or the prefi xes pre, re, and de) over 
multiple days, in multiple lessons, and in multiple ways. Every lesson set gives 
you the materials, teaching guidance, and teaching language you need for a week’s 
worth of instruction. But this book is not a spelling program, and therefore you 
will not see fully realized, day-to-day lessons. It will be up to you to introduce the 
spelling features as you see fi t, choose and possibly adapt the word lists, and pick 
and choose from a menu of daily activities. At the end of it all, you will be able to use 
the knowledge you gain from this book to create lesson sets of your own.

What’s in the Book?

Because spelling is for reading, it is important to teach spelling, not merely assign 
it. Fortunately, you have in your hands everything you need to begin effi  cient and 
eff ective spelling instruction. In Chapter 1 you will fi nd lesson sets for teaching 
spelling strategies. Teach these sets to show your students how to use a strategy (or 
strategies) to spell an unknown word. Chapter 2 contains lesson sets for constructing 
spelling centers and then teaching children how to use them. And Chapters 3 and 
4 hold almost two dozen lesson sets on specifi c spelling features, from CVC short 
vowel words and words that contain vowel teams to consonant-le words and words 
built on Greek and Latin roots.

These lesson sets are not based on a scope and sequence from any particular 
spelling program. But each set focuses on a spelling feature typically taught within 
the associated grade band. Thus, in Grade Band 1–3 you will fi nd a lesson set for 
teaching the vowel-consonant-e pattern, typically taught in fi rst grade. Meanwhile, 
in Grade Band 3–5 you will fi nd lessons on prefi xes and suffi  xes, which are often 
taught in third or fourth grade. Regardless of its particular spelling feature or grade 
band, each lesson set contains the same components:

• A focus for the week (or instructional cycle)

• Options for skill review and reteaching

• A master spelling list of words for word study activities and diff erentiated 
word lists

• A pre-test that helps you determine what students know so you can create 
diff erentiated groups

• At least two examples of diff erentiated word lists
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Introduction

• Look Touch Say language for presenting a quick and easy spelling activity 
while giving your students practice in multiple strategies, day to day and 
throughout the week

• A blackline master of word cards for word-sorting activities that help students 
explore patterns, see relationships between words, and construct meaning

• Word ladders that teach children to notice sounds and letters, explore patterns 
within words, and learn the meaning of word parts and whole words

• Suggestions for language to use during word and sentence dictation activities

Please remember that this book’s lesson sets are only a start. They do not 
constitute a complete curriculum. Therefore, one of this book’s goals is to help you 
internalize the lesson components to the point that you can create additional lesson 
sets for any spelling feature or convention you want to teach. Through repeated 
practice and refl ective teaching, the routines will become habit and the ideas that 
underlie the instruction will become deeply known. If, however, you want to more 
fully explore the ideas, strategies, and activities spelled out in this book, consider 
picking up a copy of Super Spellers.

Connecting Stand-Alone Lessons to Reading and Writing

We know that eff ective spelling instruction not only activates reading circuitry but 
also creates the neural pathways and cognitive “wiring” that lead to higher reading 
achievement (Seidenberg 2016; McCandliss,  Wise, and Yoncheva 2015; Rapp and 
Lipka 2011). As the orthographic area of the brain gains in importance, encoding 
and decoding develop. Soon patterns of all types are recognized and stored by the 
brain. Eventually words are saved in their entirety, ready for later use in reading and 
writing. Student brains, and adult brains, too, activate this repository of words and 
draw upon it during fl uent reading and writing.

Stand-alone spelling lessons, like the ones you are about to encounter, are a 
critical part of reading instruction. But other types of instruction play a role, too. I 
encourage you to directly, explicitly, and repeatedly make connections between the 
spelling of words and the reading and writing of them. Here are a few easy ways to 
connect spelling to reading and writing:

1. Do a word hunt. Start with text that has been previously read. For example, 
ask your students to choose a favorite book, story, or article they’ve read this 
week. Then send them on a word hunt, where they fi nd words that match 
the spelling features of the week (or from previous lessons). A word hunt 
can be done as an ending activity in a guided reading group, as a whole-
group activity after a shared story, or as a word study center.
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2. Have students read. The more children read, the greater chance they 
have of improving their fl uency, building their background knowledge, 
and increasing their vocabulary. When kids read greater amounts of text, 
they increase their chances of committing whole words to their brain 
dictionaries, thus becoming better spellers, too.

3. Have students write. Writing widely, like reading widely, exposes students 
to more words and adds to their background knowledge of how words are 
spelled. When children write, they think about spelling. They see words 
over and over again as they revise and read their writing and as they share it 
with multiple audiences (a buddy, the classroom, a parent). So, the question 
becomes “How can you program more writing opportunities into your 
teaching day, especially ones that are authentic, engaging, and enjoyable?” 
I suggest you consider writing workshop. Process-based, authentic writing 
increases the chances that your students will see writing as a meaningful 
and enjoyable activity. When kids enjoy writing and see it as a meaningful 
thing to do, they are much more likely to want to write. Eagerness to write 
leads to more writing, which leads to greater writing ability in general. More 
immediately, it gives students opportunities to practice spelling based on 
sound, pattern, and meaning, as well as to put scores of words into their 
brain dictionaries.

Spelling Instruction: How Often and for How Long?

Spelling should be directly and explicitly linked to reading (including vocabulary) and 
writing (including grammar). But spelling instruction needs to be much more than 
a reference to letters and patterns during reading time and a chunk of instruction 
during writing time. Spelling instruction needs to take place daily for a dedicated 
amount of time. It also needs to incorporate engaging and eff ective spelling activities, 
a variety of words focused on just a few concepts, and a weekly spelling list.

During dedicated spelling time, word study occurs, patterns are explored, and 
strategies are explained, modeled, and practiced. This instruction leads to not only 
higher spelling and writing achievement but higher reading achievement, too. This 
is because best-practice spelling instruction strengthens brain areas involved in 
orthographic processing. The brain’s orthographic processing system stores the 
correct spellings of thousands of words. This robust lexicon of words (or “mind 
dictionary”) is critical to fl uent reading, regardless of whether you are a child or 
adult.

How much time should you devote to spelling instruction? Approximately fi fteen 
to twenty minutes a day will serve your students well. If your students are struggling 
to read, write, and spell, you may want to provide more time. This instruction will 
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Day 1: Twenty Minutes

• Pre-test (six–seven minutes).

• Introduction to spelling features of the week (thirteen–fourteen 
minutes). This time is for direct and explicit instruction on sounds 
and letters, patterns, meaning parts of words, or spelling conventions. 
Introduce words and concepts to the whole group, model what you 
want students to do, and engage in think-alouds.

Day 2: Fifteen Minutes

• Review your spelling feature focus.

• Do a Look Touch Say introductory activity. (Activities are introduced 
one at a time, over time. Early in the year, model how to do the activity, 
and then guide your students as they practice.) Use your pre-test data, 
which you will have previously analyzed, to help you diff erentiate 
instruction and content.

Day 3: Fifteen–Twenty Minutes

• Reteach sounds, letters, patterns, or conventions with direct and 
explicit instruction as necessary.

• Through spelling activities, give students the opportunity to practice 
their spelling strategies and move word patterns and whole words into 
their brains’ lexicons. Choose from any of the following activities:

 Look Touch Say activity
 Spelling grids using manipulatives, paper and pencil, or electronic 

tablet 
 Word dictation
 Word sorts
 Word ladders
 Opportunity to go to a spelling or word study center

Introduction

be in service to reading and writing, so don’t think of it as time you have to “give up” 
to do spelling. Think of it as time devoted to teaching skills that lead to more fl uent 
reading and writing, especially for those students who struggle.

Here is one possible outline for a fi ve-day cycle of spelling instruction:
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SUPER SPELLERS STARTER SETS

Day 1: Twenty Minutes

• Pre-test (six–seven minutes).

• Introduction to spelling features of the week (thirteen–fourteen 
minutes). This time is for direct and explicit instruction on sounds 

Day 4: Fifteen–Twenty Minutes

• Choose from any of the following activities:

 Look Touch Say
 Spelling grids
 Word or sentence dictation
 Flip folders
 Word ladders
 Practice tests with instant error correction
 Opportunity to go to a spelling or word study center

Day 5: Ten Minutes

• Weekly quiz with instant error correction.

Every elementary school teacher knows that it’s a challenge to get through 
an instructional day with no interruptions. There are assemblies; fi re and safety 
drills; school pictures; holiday parties; disruptions caused by barfi ng, bleeding, and 
misbehaving; and ______ (fi ll in the blank). The list is endless.

If one day of your instructional cycle is interrupted and you need to make up time 
by cutting spelling, consider axing Day 4 of the schedule. But if your week is greatly 
disrupted and you feel the need to cut two days of spelling instruction to make up 
time, consider teaching one lesson set over two weeks. This is much better than 
rushing through one lesson set in three days (which leads to “memorize and move 
on” teaching). Additional days of spelling instruction give students time to deeply 
study patterns and meaning. That’s a good thing! And if you have on hand a master 
word list that is narrow and rich (meaning that it focuses on only two to four spelling 
features but contains thirty to forty words), you will have more than enough words 
to use for activities that take place over six or seven days of instruction that occurs 
over a two-week span.

Here’s a possible schedule for a seven-day cycle of instruction.
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and letters, patterns, meaning parts of words, or spelling conventions. 
Introduce words and concepts to the whole group, model what you 
want students to do, and engage in think-alouds.

Day 2: Fifteen Minutes

• Review your spelling feature focus.

• Do a Look Touch Say introductory activity. (Activities are introduced 
one at a time, over time. Early in the year, model how to do the activity, 
and then guide your students as they practice.) Use your pre-test data 
to help you begin to diff erentiate instruction and content.

Day 3: Fifteen–Twenty Minutes

• Reteach with direct and explicit instruction if necessary.

• Choose from any of the following:

 Look Touch Say activity
 Spelling grids using manipulatives, paper and pencil, or electronic 

tablet
 Word dictation
 Word sorts
 Word ladders
 Opportunity to go to a spelling or word study center

Day 4: Fifteen–Twenty Minutes

• Reteach with direct and explicit instruction if necessary.

• Choose from any of the following:

 Look Touch Say
 Spelling grids
 Word or sentence dictation
 Flip folders
 Practice test with instant error correction
 Opportunity to go to a spelling or word study center

Day 5: Ten Minutes

• Shared word hunt: Using a shared-reading text, students look for words 
built upon currently and previously studied spelling patterns. Class 
discusses word pronunciation and meaning.

Introduction 7 
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SUPER SPELLERS STARTER SETS

This introduction gives you suggested spelling schedules and ideas for connecting 
stand-alone spelling instruction to daily reading and writing, as well as a broad 
overview of the centers, strategies, and lessons found within this book. Now it’s time 
to dig in and decide where you want to start.

I suggest you fi rst fl ip through the pages and scan the materials. Let everything 
percolate for a bit. Compare what you see in the chapters with your current content 
and instruction. Then pick a starting point. Perhaps you will start slowly, introducing 
your class to a fl ip folder center or a Look Touch Say routine with your current word 
lists. Maybe you will pick a slightly more ambitious path and plan a series of monthly 
lessons (and an anchor chart to go with them) that introduce your students to the 
half-dozen strategies spellers use to spell unknown words. Or maybe you’ll want to 
dive in and map out a semester’s worth of spelling lessons, using lesson sets in this 
book as well as lessons you create, based on what you learn here.

No matter where you start or how quickly you progress, know that by making 
a commitment to transforming your spelling instruction, you are making a 
commitment to your students. Keep taking steps to learn why spelling is for reading 
(as well as for writing), and keep working to implement spelling instruction that 
is rooted in best practice. You’ll be pleased with the results. More students in your 
classroom will be engaged and capable spellers. Your struggling students will stand 
a better chance of becoming fl uent, capable readers and writers. And you will gain a 
sense of success and satisfaction, knowing you have taken your instruction to a new, 
higher level.

Day 6: Ten Minutes

• Quiz with instant error correction.

Day 7: Fifteen–Twenty Minutes

• Have students write on a self-selected topic while focusing on how 
to spell words correctly, both during writing and after writing. Guide 
them in the use of spelling strategies, including the “Circle, Come Back, 
Correct” strategy. (See next chapter for a description.)
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