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Essential Spelling: Subject Knowledge for Primary Schools, 

Part 1 

Course Overview: This course contains an overview the essential knowledge spellers need to be taught to become 
confident and competent, independent writers. 

 
 

DEVELOPING A LOVE OF LANGUAGE 

The English curriculum is an ecosystem, in which each element is fully entwined with others to create competent and 

confident speakers, readers and writers. Although we tend to teach phonics and spelling discretely, the knowledge the 

children gain becomes most useful when applied in purposeful ways (i.e. when reading, writing and talking).  Bearing 

this in mind, before we begin filling our children’s heads with spelling rules, patterns and strategies, it is important that 

we engender in them a love for language and words; the power that lies at the heart of the English Ecosystem!   

• Share your love of words and language with the children.  Model your own fascination with interesting and 
well-chosen words and the impact these have on you 

• Encourage to children to talk about the words they love (and hate) 

• Whet children’s word appetites with funny, lyrical or witty poetry. 

• Encourage children to note down language they encounter that they find interesting or intriguing 

• Encourage children to get involved in word-play, jokes and puns 
 

Do the children you teach have ‘favourite’ words? 

PUT PHONICS AND SPELLING FIRST 

Phonics is the bedrock of successful spelling and we have all seen the benefits of a rigorous and progressive approach 

to teaching phonics to support early reading and writing.  So why are we seeing so many schools struggling with 

spelling issues in KS2?  This is down to the fact that many schools teach phonic decoding for reading extremely well but 

do not dedicate enough time to encoding for spelling.  In addition to this, although spelling is a strand in the national 

curriculum from Year 1, many children do not begin to learn the knowledge that underpins successful spelling until Year 

2 (or later). 

• Make morphology an important part of your Year 1 curriculum and beyond.  Word endings are taught in Year 
1 and children need to be aware that this is an important piece of knowledge that they can build on as 
language becomes more complicated. 

• Teach children a range of spelling strategies for learning common exception words – strategies that they will 
build in 

• Model segmenting for spelling in EYFS and Year 1 often, and encourage children to do this when writing 
independently.  

Is spelling taught separately from phonics in your school?  

PROVIDE THE TOOLS CONFIDENT SPELLERS NEED 
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Whatever age the children are their spelling styles, competence and confidence will differ.  It is important that we 

provide all children with a range of resources to support them to spell well.  If you are struggling to remember to spell 

a word accurately, you might turn to a dictionary or rely on the advice spell-checker and there is no reason that 

children can’t be afforded this luxury too.  The writing assessment guidance at KS1 and KS2 states: 

[writing is deemed to be independent if it] is produced by pupils who have, if required, sought out classroom resources, such 
as a dictionary or thesaurus, without being prompted to do so by the teacher 

 

The above is normal behaviour for any writer and certainly shouldn’t be considered as cheating so… 

• Make sure phoneme mats are available for any child who might need them (including in KS2) 

• Make sure that children have easy access to dictionaries and spell checkers and are confident in using them 

• Make sure your environment supports children to spell well.  Are prompts easily visible to all children wherever 
they are sitting? 

• When children are writing at length, allow them time to edit their work so that transcriptional errors can be 
ironed out after they have had a chance to write their first drafts.  This is best done with a writing partner or 
‘sub-editor’.  Pairing strong spellers with those who are less confident can benefit both children by 
strengthening their skills and understanding. 

 

Do children have access to the tools they need to spell well independently or are they reliant on asking 

an adult for help? 

MAKE MORPHOLOGY YOUR FRIEND 

Morphological awareness is woven through the national curriculum from years 1- 6 yet children are not always 

confident in explaining what morphology is or how this knowledge can support them as spellers. 

 

• Ensure children know that words are ‘modular’; they contain different components (suffixes, prefixes and roots) 
that all have a role to play in making meaning. 

• When approaching tricky words be explicit about how a word’s affixes can modify both the meanings and 
spellings of words. 

• Once you get to grips with the spelling and meaning of a root word the other words in the same family will 
become much easier to spell. 

Do the children you teach understand the importance of morphology? 

BRUSH UP YOUR KNOWLEDGE OF HOW WORDS WORK 

Never lose your own curiosity about words, and language.  You are the model ‘word-nerd’ for your children.  Someone 

who is always asking questions about word meaning and who gets excited when they discover unusual or unfamiliar 

vocabulary.  By developing a deep understanding of words and language e.g. morphology, orthography and 

etymology (you will be learning more about etymology in Essential Spelling: Subject Knowledge for Primary Schools: 

Part 2), teachers notice every opportunity to explore language, spellings and broaden children’s vocabulary. 

Here is a list of the specific knowledge ‘word-learners’ need to know: 

• Orthography 

• Morphology 
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• Etymology 

• Parts of speech 

• Pronunciation 

• The meanings of words 

• Collocation 

• Word association 

• Specific usage 

• Register/formality 

Are you a word-nerd? Do you have a fascination with words and the way they work? 

FIND TIME AND SPACE FOR TEACHING SPELLING 

Whether you teach from a  published spelling scheme or you are working from the guidance in the national curriculum it 

is important that you teach spelling: regularly, consistently and with rigour – noticing when children are struggling, 

diagnosing their issues and correcting misconceptions as quickly as possible.  The best opportunity for the assessment of 

spelling is by analysing children’s independent writing.  It is only when children write independently, applying the 

spelling knowledge that they have learnt, that you will know they have ‘got it’. 

So consider: 

• Are children learning words in the context of sentences  

• Are the words they are learning ‘useable’? In other words, are there opportunities for the children to spell these 
words in their independent writing?   

• Are the children learning words they can’t spell – rather than words on a predestined list? 
 

When writing independently, make sure children know they can attempt to spell words they are unsure of rather than 

dumbing down their word choices for those they can spell.  They can indicate they have attempted a spelling (but know 

it might not be accurate), by drawing a wiggly or dotted line underneath it. 

Do your children recognise their own spelling errors and are they able to make plausible attempts at 

unfamiliar spellings without worrying about being right? 

ACCESS OUR COURSES 

You can see all our on demand courses here and all our learn live courses here.  To book a tailored walkthrough of 

our website and to get your whole staff team 4 weeks free access to trial to the site, you can book a slot here or give 

us a call on 020 8680 4077 to discuss your needs.  

FURTHER RESOURCES 

There are countless books on the English language that can help deepen our understanding of word knowledge.  

Here are a couple that I turn to regularly: 

Troublesome Words by Bill Bryson 

Spell It Out: The Singular Story of English Spelling by David Crystal 

https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/available-courses/
https://elearning.creativeeducation.co.uk/premium-training/
https://calendly.com/tom-hesmondhalgh/walkthrough-1?
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There are several high-quality word based websites that can deepen your own and the children’s word and spelling 

knowledge.  Here are a few to get you started: 

https://www.learnthat.org/pages/view/roots.html 

https://pungenerator.org/phrases?q=word 

https://randomwordgenerator.com/ 

https://www.wordplays.com/anagrammer 

https://www.lexico.com/explore 

https://www.wordhippo.com/ 

http://homophonesweakly.blogspot.com/ 
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