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The Power of Connection, Context and Meaning in Spelling

Christine Topfer

onnection and context are critical components in
‘ effective spelling instruction. However, they are

often overlooked. While much spelling instruction
focuses primarily on grapheme-phoneme relationships,
building an understanding that words have structure
and that this structure connects words to many others,
builds vocabulary, supports reading comprehension, and
improves accuracy and engagement in writing (Goodwin
& Ahn, 2013). Such instruction moves spelling beyond rote
memorisation into a meaningful, cognitive, and linguistic
endeavour. This article will discuss key spelling meaning
connections with a learning sequence that exemplifies these
connections.

Spelling Meaning Connection

English is a language in which morphology, the
study of the smallest units of meaning that form words
(morphemes, and phonology, the study of speech sounds)
phonemes, determine the way words are written—
orthography (Venezky, 1967). Linguists refer to English
as a morphophonemic language system as words are
constructed through representations of both their sounds
and meaning,.

English has evolved to prioritise the relationship between
words; words belong to families, morphological word
families, that consist of elements that share a common base
element with identical spelling. They also have a meaning
connection that weaves through the family. Morphemes
are the framework and foundation of the English writing
system, (Bowers & Cooke, 2012). Learning words in a
morphological family enables generative learning where
many words can be learned through meaning and
structural connections.

As an example, when exploring the natural features of the
coastline of Australia in the Humanities and Social Sciences
(HASS) Australian curriculum, students might encounter
the word cave as a type of land formation. On close analysis
of the graphemes in the word, students will notice that the
final ‘e’ has two functions; it marks the previous vowel as
long and prevents the English word from having a final ‘v".
English orthography has a convention that English words do
not end with a “v'—an ‘e’ must be added. Gathering relatives
in the cave family will reveal words, such as caves, caving,
cavern, excavate and cavity which share the base element cave,
as shown in these word sums, ‘cave+s —+ caves, cave/+ing

- caving, cave/+ern —+ cavern; ex+cave/+ate — excavate.
These words all share a common etymon or root, the Latin
root cavus, with a denotation hollow. Check this using, www.
etymonline or one of John Atyo’s etymological dictionaries.

Unlike English phonemes, morphemes are quite regular,
remaining consistent in their spelling even when the
phonology changes. Students will notice the variation in

the pronunciation of the vowel phonemes across words in
the cave family but the spelling of the elements within the
family remain consistent.

The consistent spelling of these morphological elements
provides firm anchors for successful spelling.

The primary function of an orthography (spelling) is to
represent the meaning of a word and the distinctions of
meaning between words. The proliferation of homophones
in the English language is a key indicator that spelling
cannot be learned through sound alone. The English
spelling system is designed to ensure that when words
in English are pronounced the same but mean different
things, whenever possible they will be spelled differently.

“The visual discrimination of homophones is encouraged
through different spellings” (Venezky, 1999 p. 10).

Context and meaning are essential for distinguishing
homophones, such as, paced and paste; tail and tale; but and
butt; plum and plumb. Aspects of phonology (phoneme
grapheme relationships), morphology (word structure) and
etymology (a word’s history) intertwine to contribute to
making a written distinction between homophones. For
example, tale and falk derive from the same Old English
etymon talu. The grapheme ‘I’ in talk is not pronounced but
is present to signal its past and etymological connection to
tale, tell and told. Connecting the meaning and spelling of
these words will assist accurate spelling. In contrast, the
homophone pair, tail is from Old English, tagl, meaning
‘hindmost part of an animal’. Understanding the meaning of
a word and its connection to other words supports accurate
spelling.

Spelling, reading, and writing are interconnected
processes that build on the same mental representation
of a word. Exposure and engagement with a wide range
of texts provides opportunities to encounter a rich bank
of words (vocabulary). Analysis and exploration of words
encountered in reading and writing builds reading
comprehension and writing accuracy. Writing is the
reciprocal process that affords opportunities to utilise a
student’s growing knowledge of words and how they work,
building confidence, fluency and independence.

Take, for example, the spelling opportunities afforded
in the text Jetty Jumping by Rowe and Sommerville. When
reading Jetty Jumping, students are powerfully engaged
with the meaning of the word jump and learn that the base
element jump has a family of words that include jumps,
jumped and jumping. Students will notice that while we say /
jumpt/, we write jump+ed as the written word has the ~ed’
suffix to form the past tense. By writing each word as a
word sum, the structure is made visible. Learning focussed
on word structure will support students to successfully
write about their jumping experiences. Adoniou (2022, p. 37)
reminds us that “unpacking the morphemes in a word is
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these words are connected to other related
words the learning is more likely to be retained than

when words are studied in isolation. In addition, when

these words are then used for purposeful writing, further

opportunities for meaningful practice are provided.

Understanding the etymology of a word can not only
lead to building a family of related words but it can help
students to understand why different graphemes can
represent the same phoneme. For example, the digraph ‘ch’
usually represents the /ch/ phoneme, as in ‘child” or ‘rich’
in words from Old English but represents the /k/ phoneme
in words derived from Greek such as in ‘school’, ‘chemist’ and

‘character’. The same two letters represent the /sh/ phoneme
when words are derived from French, as in chef, parachute
and machine.

If an unusual spelling turns up in several words, the
reason will be that they all come from the same language
origin. French spellings regularly illustrate this point.
Words with a silent ‘g’ before n’” all come from French, or
Latin via French, as in deign, benign, sign, align and feign.
(Crystal 2013, p 162.)

Place Matters—a Study of a Learning Sequence

Let’s look at an engaging learning sequence which
combines these components of effective spelling
instruction. Year 1/2 students explore how Place Matters in
the curriculum area of HASS. The text My Place by Nadia
Wheatley and Donna Rawlins was used as a tuning in text.
From this initial introduction, a deep dive into the word
place resulted.

Step 1. Looking at the meaning of the word—what does
‘place’ mean?

As students discussed this question, they encountered
examples of place (noun) as a space or a spot and place (verb)
as a position or order. The figure 1 shows some of the Year
1/2 students’ understanding of place. A key learning was
that place can mean different things to different people.

Step 2. Connecting the learning to phonology, noticing
the placement of letters —what do we know about how
the letters are working in the base element place?

Connecting to the learning about the graphemes that
can represent long ‘a), students orthographically mapped
the word place by circling the grapheme that represents
each phoneme. (Figure 2.) They noticed that the grapheme
‘e’ represents the phoneme /s/. The idea that each grapheme
has a purpose and it may not be to represent a phoneme was
reinforced by the appearance of a single, final non-syllabic
‘e’. Students discussed the idea that the final ‘e’ had two
functions in place—one to mark the previous vowel as long
(as students had already learned), and the other to signal a
soft ‘c’ phoneme.

Favourife place

" First place

& ¥

Hiing place

Figure 1. Year 1/2 Students’ Understanding of Place
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Figure 2. Mapping Grapheme-phoneme Relationships
and Letter Functions in the Word Place

Recognising and exploring word elements and letter
sequences in words is a crucial part of learning to spell.
Students need to be able to analyse and remember the

grapheme-phoneme mappings in specific words (Ehri, 2023).

Step 3. Connecting the learning to morphology, placing
the word in a family—gathering related words.

The teacher presented a bank of words that belonged
in the word family. (See Figure 3.) The students justified
why each word belonged in the family by demonstrating
that it shared the base element place and had a connection
to the meaning of place. Such a family of words is referred
to as a morphological word family. Learning words in a
morphological word family enables generative learning
where many words can be learned through meaning and
structural connections, rather that learning each word in
isolation.

Students created a word web of words from those that
had been discussed as a class. (See Figures 4a and 4b.) The
examples below show student-created word webs for the
place family. This task enabled students to expand their
vocabulary.

1 —

r” ‘ places . roplace

Figure 4a and 4b. Student-created Word Webs

Writing and spelling aloud using letter names when
building word sums was a daily practice in the classroom.
This made the word structure visible, and students were
able to focus on the places where morphemes join. The place
family provided an opportunity to teach the replace final ‘e’
suffixing convention in which the single, final ‘¢’ is replaced
when adding a suffix beginning with a vowel.

place + ment —+ placement place/ +ing — placing

lacy |
P C/eq'm& 2plac ; g

Figure 5. Making Word Structure Visible

Step 4. The primary function of spelling is to represent
meaning—placing elements in a word matrix.

Students analysed the elements (morphemes) of each
word in the place word family and mapped them into a
word matrix. Using mini whiteboards, they wrote the base
element place in the centre of the matrix, known as the
banner. The prefixes or other base elements were recorded
on the left and the suffixes or base elements that form
compounds on the right.

Later, students reconstructed words from the word
family, using only one element from a column at a time,
reading the matrix from left to right. Students learned that it
is not necessary to take an element from every column, but
they must not leapfrog over a column when constructing
words. Synthesising elements to form words from a matrix
is a useful practise activity.
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Figures 6a and 6b. Word Matrices
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Step 5. All words have a past—connections to the past,
etymology.

As part of the HASS unit, the students returned to the
book My Place by Nadia Wheatley and Donna Rawlins.

The back cover states that “everyone is a part of history,

and every place has a story as old as the earth.” Students
discussed what this statement meant and thought about the
story of their own place.

They talked about the idea that every word has a history,
and by using an etymological dictionary, learned about
how the past impacts the present-day word and its relatives.
An etymological dictionary tells us when a word was first
attested in English and traces the places a word has visited—
place matters—a word’s journey may account for the way a
word is spelled in current day English.

As a class, the students created a Word Tree that shows
the journey that the word place took on its way into English.
(See Figure 6.) The word place travelled through Greek, Latin
and Old French. Notice that when place entered Latin, it was
spelled platea, but the ‘t’ had been replaced by a ‘¢’ in French.

Word tree

FIE root *plat- "to spread”

'

Greek platela hodos
bBeaad way, public square

Latin platea jn
ONEN ARACH

Old French place

placa, apol
Spanigh Itallan
plaza piazza place .
sgquare, place public squane BRECH, IO, ANk

Figure 7a. Word Tree for the Focus Word: Place

In Late Latin and Old French, t” before ‘e’ (and ")
acquired the /s/ phoneme and was represented with a

‘c” as in Old French place. Knowing that place arrived into

English from French explains the use of the ‘¢’ grapheme for
/s/ phoneme. Many words in English that have journeyed
through Old French have a ‘c’ grapheme that is pronounced
/s/, such as space, face, and trace.

The students had previously studied the word plant and
were very excited to learn that place and plant derive from
the same Proto-Indo-European root or etymon, plat with
a denotation of ‘to spread”. The word plant journeyed from
the same etymological root through Latin and directly into
English.

TR ‘m:j :F‘:{ * plaf.
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* Platty plateia
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] . -
Ol Englah ahin
P,
nfe
o ol4
r

Jriza %
=
Figure 7b. Finding the Word Story for Place

As the class investigated the story of place, many
etymological relatives were revealed. These relatives arrived
in English through various places but all travelled through
Greek. The images of the word trees created, show these
word connections. Plaza and piazza derived from the same
Latin etymon platea but came directly into English from
Spanish and Italian respectively.

Step 6. Using our knowledge of words to express our
ideas.

Finally, the learning culminated with the students
writing about a special place or a favourite place. They chose
between writing a recount of an experience at a particular
place or describing a special or favourite place.
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Figure 8. Student Personal Writing About a Special Place

This curriculum connection situated the word place in
a context that enabled students to understand the various
meanings and uses of the word. Investigating related
words, broadened the language students were exposed to
and increased the number of words they were able to spell.
Going beneath the surface of the words in the family and
analysing the morphemes, revealed the consistent structure
and connection to meaning that enabled students to use the
words in various contexts. Learning about the history of the
word place provided meaningful stories about why the word
is spelled the way it is; also showing connections to other
words with similar meanings in the English language today.

This learning sequence demonstrates how the study of
words and the placement of elements matters.
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ALEA publishes 3 journals with 3 or more issues of each
journal available each year!

It also publishes ALEA Today — a monthly newsletter
for members. Information about ALEA’s journals and
newsletter can be found on the ALEA website
https://www.alea.edu.au/

ALEA members receive 3 journal mailouts each year
which include, depending on membership category, one
or both of: Primary Literacy: the Early and Primary Years
(PLEPY) and Literacy Learning: the Middle Years (LLMY).
The Australian Journal of Language and Literacy (AJLL)

is published online with articles immediately available to
all members upon publication through the ALEA website.
All articles from all three journals are curated on the ALEA
website (with access to 2009).

Australian Journal of Language and
Literacy (AJLL) is ALEA’s research journal. AJLL
aims to: « Keep readers informed about current
national and international literacy research

« Enhance understanding of language and literacy
issues in relation to their wider educational and
social contexts « Provide a forum where literacy
professionals from all settings can exchange and
discuss ideas and practices relevant to their work « Examine and
present research with a view to how findings might be implemented
in learning and teaching contexts « Present in-depth investigations
of literacy practices and theories.

Literacy Learning: the Middle Years (LLMY)
focuses on the learning and teaching of literacies
inschool years 5 to 9. LLMY aims to: « Document
and disseminate effective and innovative literacy
teaching approaches for students in the middle
years of schooling, as well as recent research
findings « Publish medium length articles in
accessible formats, with illustrative material

« Cater for an audience of teachers, preservice teachers, teacher
educators, and others interested in the learning and teaching of
literacies.

Practical Literacy: the Early and Primary

Years (PLEPY) is designed specifically for LITERACY
early childhood and primary school classroom = ' — 2|
teachers. Each issue is full of practical ideas, useful /’ fg e
resources, and teacher recommendations for [

teaching language, literature, and literacy typically —, = "'
relayed through stories and accounts of classroom -
practice by practising teachers. PLEPY aims to: inspire and assist
teachers to enhance their classroom practice in literacy learning
and teaching.
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