
The relationship between 
spelling and vocabulary 
knowledge is of especial 
interest, so I'm going to 
wade right in and mix 
some metaphors: If we 
think of the "stick" as the 
engine that drives the 
"ball" forward - assuming 
good contact is made - 
then a knowledge of 
words, their meanings, 
and how they function in 
sentences and in dis-
courses can drive spelling 
knowledge forward.  
     But now I'm not only 
going to mix metaphors 
but turn them around: Vo-
cabulary is to spelling as 
ball is to stick - spelling 
becomes the engine that 
can drive vocabulary 
knowledge forward. This 
relationship becomes par-
ticularly powerful in the 
intermediate grades and 
beyond.  
     This is because most 
new words that students 
encounter in their reading 
from this point on are cre-
ated by combining mean-
ingful word parts - pre-
fixes, suffixes, and Greek 
and Latin word roots. 
Spelling represents these 
meaningful word parts 
most directly and consis-
tently. When students be-
come aware of and under-   
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This article originally ap-
peared in Education-
News.org on January 23, 
2006. Reprinted with per-
mission of Michael F. 
Shaughnessy and Educa-
tionNews.org. 
 
1.  Your book "Teaching 
the Integrated Language 
Arts" is thought by some 
to be a classic. What 
prompted you to write 
the book and what, in 
your mind is so special 
about it? 
     I'm quite honored to 
hear that some folks may 
think of this text as a clas-
sic - thank you. I actually 
had not considered writing 
the book until the pub-
lisher, in turning down my 
proposal for a different 
book that later came out 
as "Words Their Way" with 
another publisher, asked if 
I had ever considered writ-
ing a Language Arts meth-
ods text. I had not, but 
jumped at this opportunity.  
     What is special about 
it? I would like to think that 
two aspects emerged from 
the text. First, when the 
first edition came out in 
1990, there were few intro-
ductory texts in teaching 
the Language Arts that 
helped pre-service and 
experienced teachers 
really address how to inte-

grate the Language Arts in 
consequential and effec-
tive ways, and I hope that 
this text did that. Second, 
the text grounded inte-
grated instruction in what 
several literacy scholars 
and educators have de-
s c r i b e d  a s  a 
"developmental model" of 
literacy development. 
While the concept of 
"developmentally-based 
instruction" was certainly 
not new, by the late 80s I 
think we understood better 
how to "actualize" that 
concept from the holistic 
down to the skills level. 
We could address skills in 
truly engaging and mean-
ingful ways while not los-
ing sight of the overall en-
terprise of reading, writing, 
thinking, communicating. I 
hope this emphasis 
emerged as well from the 
book, along with a solid, 
supportive foundation for 
teaching the Language 
Arts in an integrated man-
ner. 
2.  Spelling is to Vocabu-
lary as Ball is to Stick. 
What makes this anal-
ogy work? 
     An interesting analogy! 
For a good many years I 
have been interested in 
exploring, understanding, 
and helping to develop 
students' word knowledge. 
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stand how the spelling visually 
represents these meaningful 
word parts consistently, this 
knowledge becomes a powerful 
engine that drives word knowl-
edge forward. For example, the 
Latin word root - jud - in the 
words judge, prejudicial, and 
adjudicate is pronounced differ-
ently, but the spelling of this 
word part does not change: It 
visually preserves the core 
meaning of "judge" in each of 
these words.  
     Students who know how to 
look for these meaningful word 
parts - cued by their consistent 
spelling - are better able to fig-
ure out the meaning of un-
known words in their reading 
and retain these words in their 
vocabulary. 
3. What is your definition of 
authentic reading? 
     There are two aspects to my 
definition of authentic reading. 
First, purposefully engaging 
print in ways that ensure we are 
constructing as best we can the 
meaning that the author in-
tended. Second, resonating 
with that constructed meaning 
is the service of critical thought 
and/or purposeful action. 
4. In your book "Children's 
Literacy" you focus on con-
texts for meaningful learning. 
What makes learning mean-
ingful for children? 
     Learning is meaningful if 
children understand how what-
ever we are attempting to teach 
relates to them. Children's Liter-
acy , in contrast to my earlier 
book Teaching the Integrated 
Language Arts ," is more spe-
cifically a "reading methods" 
text. My objective in that text 
was to try to help teachers in 
turn help students develop the 
skills, strategies, and attitudes 

that will empower them to engage 
printed material most effectively 
and efficiently. What students read 
is a critical aspect of meaningful 
instruction and contexts, and how 
teachers go about engaging chil-
dren in materials that are of inter-
est to them is of course critical.  
     All of this, however, will only 
work if children's teachers are also 
readers. If their teachers are not 
readers - if they do not read for 
pleasure, knowledge, and growth - 
then their students are not likely to 
develop the habits, attitudes, 
strategies and skills for lifelong 
reading that is meaningful, pur-
poseful, and empowering. 
5.  Childhood is filled with 
memorable firsts (gee, I wish I 
had said that, but you did!). 
What exactly did you mean by 
that? 
     I honestly cannot remember 
writing that! It sounds more insight-
ful than I usually am - perhaps I 
was in turn quoting someone else. 
Regardless, the insight in that ob-
servation rests with the lens 
through which younger children 
view their world. There is a 
strangeness and wonderment in 
the new, and it leaves a fundamen-
tal and lasting trace.  
     We know that this lens will 
change over time -- through physi-
cal, cognitive, social and emotional 
growth -- all of which are of course 
interrelated. Our recollection of 
those "firsts," and our reconstruc-
tion of the lens through which we 
viewed them, may change in ways 
both subtle and significant. 
6.  What is the "development of 
orthographic knowledge" and 
why is it important? 
     Orthographic knowledge is the 
"dollar-and-a-half" term for spelling 
knowledge -understanding and 
applying the knowledge of how and 
why letters represent the sounds 

and meanings of the language. We 
use the term "orthographic" rather 
than "spelling," however, because 
the word spelling is usually under-
stood more narrowly, referring only 
to the encoding of words. Ortho-
graphic knowledge underlies not 
only the writing of words but the 
decoding of words in reading as 
well: The more students under-
stand "how words work" - their 
spelling - the more efficient and 
effective will their writing and read-
ing be.  
     Orthographic knowledge devel-
ops over time and through experi-
ences with writing, with reading, 
and through exploring words. I be-
gan investigating this development 
myself many years ago as a gradu-
ate student at the University of Vir-
ginia under the guidance of Ed-
mund Henderson. Ed was a pio-
neer in developmental reading and 
spelling instruction, and a number 
of scholars and educators whose 
research has explored this devel-
opmental progression also studied 
with Ed. In the late 60s, he had the 
singular insight that by looking at 
how learners spell words we can 
better understand the types of in-
formation they use to read words 
as well. The assessment of spelling 
has subsequently assumed far 
greater importance than it previ-
ously held. 
7.  What does it mean to read 
and write? Particularly in this 
age of the Internet and Palm Pi-
lots and Ipods and things like 
that?  
     There is certainly an exciting 
new literacy frontier stretching out 
through these new technologies. 
There are also unparalleled seduc-
tions and siren songs as we read 
and write the Web. How are read-
ing and writing affected, and what 
will they mean in this new world? 
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With apologies, I'll take a couple 
of paragraphs to scaffold my an-
swer. 
     The essence, insight, and 
meaning of critical thinking have 
not changed at least since Socra-
tes. And since Socrates' day, we 
have had at least four technologi-
cal revolutions that have affected 
reading and writing directly and 
significantly: An alphabet that 
can represent all the sounds in a 
language, the development of the 
book, the invention of the printing 
press, and the Web. What we are 
seeing now in technology and 
telecommunications - those Palm 
Pilots, blackberries, and increas-
ingly sophisticated Ipods and cell 
phones - are but way stations 
along the Web's evolutionary 
highway.  
     There is no question that, with 
each new technology, how peo-
ple "do" literacy is significantly 
affected. Indeed, each techno-
logical advance arguably acceler-
ated the arts, humanities, and 
sciences as well as social, eco-
nomic, and political develop-
ments. I believe, however, that 
the true meaning and potential of 
reading and writing has remained 
and will continue to remain re-
markably constant: Thinking criti-
cally and very often feeling 
deeply in the service of commu-
nicating with ourselves, with oth-
ers, and with our world. That's 
what reading and writing have 
meant and will continue to mean. 
8.  "Words Their Way"- What is 
this all about? 
     In the early 90s, three very 
good friends and professional 
colleagues and I collaborated on 
the book Words Their Way . Our 
objective was to bring together 
within the pages of one book the 
theoretical and practical founda-
tions for developmental word 
study - phonics, spelling, and 

vocabulary - and help teachers en-
gage students in word study their 
way, in ways that made sense to 
the students. We also wanted this 
book to be accessible to teachers.          
     My colleagues and I continue to 
be amazed, though delighted, with 
the success that Words Their Way 
has enjoyed. We were fortunate in 
the timing of the publication; the first 
edition came out at just the right 
time: Teachers were looking for a 
resource that would help them learn 
about the elements of phonics and 
spelling - elements not studied to a 
great extent in most teacher prepa-
ration programs - as well as ways to 
assess what their students knew 
about words, and to teach phonics 
and spelling in more engaging 
ways. At the same time, the field of 
literacy education was trying to bal-
ance effectively students' holistic 
engagements with reading and writ-
ing with instruction in the "basics." 
Words Their Way helped educators 
do this; we are pleased that the 
book is now in its third edition and 
continues to be a helpful resource 
for teachers, and that it has also 
generated a number of similar 
books and programs.  
     The basic premise of Words 
Their Way is that students' word 
knowledge develops along a contin-
uum. This developmental continuum 
supports and is related to develop-
ment in reading and writing. Once 
we determine where a student falls 
along this continuum, we know 
which spelling patterns that student 
is ready to learn and which words 
we can choose to best represent 
those patterns. Spelling therefore 
makes more sense to students; and 
knowledge of spelling patterns in 
turn supports students' fluency in 
writing and their fluency in reading. 
9.  What question have I ne-
glected to ask?  
     You've covered the waterfront! 
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