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TEMPORARY SPELLING 

 

 

WHAT IS IS 

 Temporary spelling is strategy used with children, usually in grades K through 2.   Here 

they are encouraged to use the letters they can hear in a word to hold an idea as they are writing.  

It enables young children to write before they can spell conventionally (see Figure 1).  With 

older children, this is done so that the writing process is not disrupted.  That is, they can then 

focus on word order and grammar (syntactic cueing), as well as the ideas they are trying to 

formulate and communicate.   

 
                              Figure.1. Examples of early authentic writing  

 
 

Will temporary spelling cause children to learn to spell incorrectly?   No.   Are you 

telling children they can spell words any way they want to?  No.  Are you saying that correct 

spelling is not important?  No.  

WHY IT IS USED 

Below are described seven ideas to support the use of temporary spelling.    

 • Mature writers edit only after revision has been completed.  The time to look for 

spelling, grammar, and punctuation errors is in the editing stage.  We want students to view their 

writing as a way to capture and express their ideas.  Overemphasizing conventional spelling in 

the beginning stages can inhibit writing.  Figure 2 shows the 5-step writing process taught in 

most schools.   Mature writers have first drafts that are messy with lots of spelling and grammar 

errors.  As they engage in revision, they are focusing on ideas.  Editing occurs in step #4. 

• Good writing is writing that expresses ideas efficiently and effectively.  Good 

writing is different from error-free writing.  Attending to the mechanics of writing is important, 

but it must occur in the appropriate place and in the appropriate way.  Indeed, students should 

see spelling, punctuation, and grammar as elements that help them transmit their message more 

effectively.  Errors in any one of these areas will dilute or diffuse the message.  Editing only after 

a piece has been revised many times enables students to perceive writing mechanics in the 

context of effectively delivery of their message. 
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      Figure 2.  5-step writing process 

 

1. Pre-drafting (or pre-writing).  As the name implies, this is what is done before writing the 
first draft.  This involves things such as planning, creating outlines, talking with others, 
generating ideas, or finding structure. 

2. First-draft.  This is the first attempt to get ideas on the page.   
3. Revise.  This is the heart of the writing process.  Here the writer rereads, reshapes, gets 

feedback, and revises many times. 
4. Editing.  Editing should occur only after a piece has been revised several times.  Here the 

writer looks for spelling, punctuation, and grammatical errors.   
5. Share.  This is the very last step.  This is where the paper is sent out into the world. 
 

 

 • Temporary spelling enhances the flow of ideas.  Writing is a high-level thinking 

process that places many demands on short-term memory.  Teaching students how to use 

temporary spelling to hold an idea during the process of drafting and revising can lessen some of 

these demands.  Here students are taught to use the letters they can hear to hold the idea.  This 

enables them to focus on ideas and not word formation.  It is often helpful to have students 

underline their temporary spelling so that they will know which words to give attention to during 

the editing phase of their writing. 

 • Learning to spell is a developmental process.  Will children learn the incorrect 

spellings if they are allowed to use temporary spelling to hold the idea?  No.  Learning to spell, 

like learning to talk, is a developmental process.  We proceed through a series of stages until we 

become mature talkers or spellers (Gentry, 2006).  There is very little correlation between the use 

of temporary spelling and students’ performance on spelling tests.  There is, however, some 

evidence to support the idea that the use of temporary spelling will speed students’ development 

or process through the various stages (Manning & Clark, 2005).   

 • Teachers need to model temporary spelling.  Students often feel reluctant at first to 

have a go at unknown words (especially low achieving students).   They do not want to be seen 

as making mistakes.  You must create the conditions whereby temporary spelling is acceptable.  

This can be done by composing in front of students, thinking aloud as you do so.  When doing 

this, use a word you may not know how to spell (even if you have to pretend you do not know 

how to spell it), and tell students, “I’m not quite sure how to spell this word, so I’m going to just 

use a few letters to hold the idea.  I’ll come back to this one later.”   

 • Temporary spelling enables success.  Temporary spelling enables teachers to 

recognize and value students’ ideas.  It also provides a venue for all writers to experience 

success.  Earning success can contribute to students’ overall academic achievement.  Success 

contributes to positive self-esteem.  Self-esteem is highly correlated with students’ achievement 

(Eggen & Kauchak, 2016)).   

 • Temporary spelling improves phonemic and phonetic awareness. Temporary 

spelling improves students’ ability to hear letter sounds within words (Martins & Silva, 2003).  

This is called phonemic awareness. It also improves their ability to make connections between 

letters and sounds.  This is called phonetic awareness.  These are both important prerequisite 

skills in learning to read.  By listening for sounds and using as many letters as they can to hold 

their ideas during the writing process, students become better able to hear and make letter sound 

relationships.    
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