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About  
Dr. J. Richard Gentry 

Dr. J. Richard Gentry, a preeminent spelling author, is an acclaimed 

literacy expert with particular research focus in spelling, reading 

development, and dyslexia. After beginning his career as a classroom 

teacher, Dr. Gentry earned his PhD in reading education from the 

University of Virginia and served as professor of elementary education 

and reading, and director of the reading center at Western Carolina 

University. Dr. Gentry’s research, writing, and extensive work with 

students and teachers for more than 35 years have had a powerful 

impact on promoting literacy nationally and abroad.

In addition to writing the Spelling Connections curriculum, Dr. Gentry 

is the author of a number of professional books, including The Science 

of Spelling and Kid Writing in the 21st Century, and recently co-authored 

BrainWords: How the Science of Reading Informs Teaching. Dr. Gentry 

also speaks at conferences and conducts professional development 

workshops leading thousands of school districts to adopt better 

practices for spelling instruction.
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Why Teach Spelling in  
the 21st Century?
Teaching spelling is now understood to be critical for the 

developing reading brain. Spelling matters not just for 

writing, but perhaps more importantly for the critical role 

spelling knowledge plays in reading (Abbott, Berninger, 

& Fayol, 2010; Gentry & Graham, 2010; Moats, 2005; 

Reed, 2012). Twenty-first century research in neuroscience 

and cognitive psychology makes the powerful spelling-

for-reading connection with beginning readers in 

kindergarten and grade 1 (Ouellette & Sénéchal, 2008; 

Ouellette, Sénéchal, & Haley, 2013; Ouelette & Sénéchal, 

2017), with elementary and middle-school students 

(Gentry, 2017; Graham & Herbert, 2011), and even with 

high-school students and college adults (Ouellette, Martin-

Chang, & Rossi, 2017; Willingham, 2015).

As 21st century researchers have worked to map the 

development of reading circuitry in the brain, they have 

discovered what many successful teachers have known  

for decades—explicit spelling instruction is at the very 

core of the reading brain. As you read this page, you are 

matching the words with word representations using visual 

spelling images in your brain. Those spelling images ignite 

your reading circuitry. Yet for decades, too many schools 

put spelling on the back burner, creating a gap between 

what current research shows and what is practiced in  

many classrooms. 

Scientists who have looked at the functional anatomy of 

reading refer to a “visual word form system” in the reading 

circuitry that stores and retrieves representations of 

spelling. In the words of renowned cognitive psychologist 

Daniel Willingham, children “develop an increasing 

number of mental representations that allow them to 

identify words…by their spelling. ... As your child gains 

reading experience, there is a larger and larger set of 

words that he can read using the spelling, and so his 

reading becomes faster, smoother, and more accurate. 

That’s called fluency” (Willingham, 2015). 

In addition to explicit spelling instruction supporting the 

development of fluent reading, research also emphasizes 

the connection between spelling and writing. Singer 

and Bashir (2004) identify spelling as a foundational skill 

required for writing. Fluent spelling allows cognitive 

resources to be spent on developing and holding the 

mental thought required in writing. Additionally, poor 

spellers might only use words that they can spell, limiting 

their ability to accurately convey thought or nuance in their 

writing (Moats, 2005).

A Word Study Approach  
to Spelling
Spelling, also called encoding, is a deeper level of phonics 

knowledge than decoding alone. Spelling includes the 

study of phonics, morphology (prefixes, suffixes, and 

inflectional endings), word meanings, word etymologies 

(including new word derivatives from Latin and Greek 

roots), as well as the study of words from other languages. 

As Dr. Louisa Moats mentions in “How Spelling Supports 

Reading: And Why It Is More Regular and Predictable 

Than You Think” (2005), “It’s very likely that this sort of 

word study (in addition to being intrinsically interesting to 

many students) would support vocabulary development 

and facilitate reading by enabling students to view any 

new word from the angles of sound, meaning, language 

of origin, and syntax. As a result, students would be more 

likely to be able to figure out the new word’s meaning as 

well as how to spell it and how to use it with precision.”

About Spelling Connections:  
A Word Study Approach
Moving far beyond simple rote memorization, Spelling 

Connections: A Word Study Approach builds upon 

the research by establishing a word study approach to 

spelling. In this program, Word Study is defined as an 

active exploration, examination, and engagement with 

words. Through encoding and decoding, students learn 

how to recognize and predict patterns. This foundational 

knowledge allows them to increase automaticity and 

fluency as well as develop language over time. The word 

study approach enables students to also develop and 

enrich their oral, reading, and writing vocabulary, and 

apply those skills across the content areas.



Research provides clear evidence that spelling should 

be taught systematically (Horn, 1969; Joshi et al., 2009). 

The right words and patterns must be presented at the 

right time. New information is built upon previous lessons 

and what children already know (Ganske, 2000). The 

Spelling Connections word lists are organized according 

to principles set forth by linguistic, cognitive, and 

developmental research. The program incorporates the 

massive research evidence for teaching letter recognition, 

the alphabetic principle, and phonics (Adams, 1990; 

National Reading Council, 1998; National Reading Panel, 

2000). The curriculum is informed by phase observation 

and developmental research on the development of 

sound, pattern, and meaning (Ehri, 1997; Gentry, 2007; 

Templeton & Morris, 2000).

Additionally, this program utilizes evidence-based 

instructional practices as described in “Improving 

Students’ Learning with Effective Learning Techniques: 

Promising Directions From Cognitive and Education 

Psychology” (Dunlosky et al., 2013). Spelling Connections 

incorporates the following in each weekly unit: 

1. Self-Testing. Students take a self-test (or pretest) 

as part of the program’s research-based pretest/

study/posttest methodology. This test-study-test 

cycle is an example of self-testing, which the study 

by Dunlosky found to be the most effective learning 

technique.

2. Self-Explanation. In each unit lesson, students use 

“How do I know?” questions and relate the new unit 

concept to what they already know. Asking “How 

do I know?” questions moves students beyond 

simply memorizing.

3. Elaborative Interrogation. Each week, students 

“interrogate” themselves with “why” questions, 

which is the crux of elaborative interrogation. Self-

explanation using “how” questions and elaborative 

interrogation using “why” questions grew out of two 

separate lines of cognitive psychological research.

4. Distributed Practice. The five-day lesson plan 

employs a word study approach by providing 

activities that connect to phonics, vocabulary, 

reading and writing. Student activities and practice 

include the five practice pages within a unit, self-

testing with a buddy, using the multi-modal flip 

folder, and playing the digital spelling games 

included with the program.

5. Interleaved Practice. Each unit contains efficient 

daily practice activities; the student revisits the 

words every day. This “leave it and come back to it” 

approach is an effective learning technique.

Spelling Connections: A Word Study Approach highlights 

the Six Syllable Types, which teach students six highly 

reliable syllable patterns that are used both within and 

across grade levels: open syllables, closed syllables, 

vowel-consonant-e (VCe) syllables, vowel-r syllables, vowel 

teams (including diphthongs), and consonant-le (C-le) 

syllables. These newly researched, easy-to-understand 

categories save time and engage children in more 

powerful learning (Moats, 2009; Weakland, 2017). 

Spelling Connections maintains the tried-and-true 

traditional practices supported by current research for 

effective learning. Steve Graham outlined five time-

honored, research-based principles that continue to be 

supported by contemporary research (Graham 1983, cited 

in Allal, 1997):

1. Use word lists, but not arbitrary lists. Construct 

lists to reflect words and patterns likely to be used 

by writers at developmentally appropriate grade 

levels, and teach a few key rules (Graham, 1997; 

Gentry, 2004; Wallace, 2006).

2. Pretest and have students self-correct  

(Wallace, 2006).

3. Teach students to use a research-based word 

study technique. The look-say-see-write-check 

technique in Spelling Connections is directly based 

on a classic method Ernest Horn validated (Horn, 

1954; Gentry 2004).

4. Use the “test-study-test” cycle (Graham, 1997; 

Gentry, 2004; Wallace, 2006).
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5. Take advantage of the social context of learning. 

Use spelling games, including interactive digital 

resources, scavenger hunts for words that fit the 

weekly unit pattern or rule, and buddy work at 

spelling centers, to increase motivation (Weakland, 

2017).

Each of these research-based strategies has been built into 

Spelling Connections: A Word Study Approach in order 

to enable students to build a deep and wide word-specific 

knowledge base to support the reading, writing, and 

communication skills needed for language proficiency.

In Summary 
Real, integrated spelling practice takes place all day long. 

The spelling concept, rule, or pattern in a weekly unit is 

constantly retrieved, practiced, applied, built upon, and 

expanded throughout the day in everyday reading and 

writing activities. Whether you are teaching whole group 

or small group, or making use of buddy or team practice, 

Spelling Connections: A Word Study Approach provides 

you with flexible resources, including self-practice games, 

self-testing activities, small-group scavenger hunts, and 

other practice routines to teach spelling efficiently and 

thoroughly. 
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