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Language

 

Starting to Spell Grades K-2

 

 

 

Rationale 
Students must employ a variety of strategies to be able to spell words in a 

conventional manner. To do so, students must also become familiar with how 

letters, letter combinations, letter order, patterns, and phonemes all influence the 

way in which individual words are spelled. By continually increasing their 

knowledge and understanding of these components in the early grades, students 

will then be able to consistently use reference materials like dictionaries to 

support and develop the more complex awareness of spelling that is required in 

later grades. 
 

Goal 
 

 

 
To spell words conventionally using environmental print, manipulatives, and 

knowledge of letters, letter combinations, phonemes, and spelling patterns 
 

Standards 
L.K.2c Write a letter or letters for most consonant and short-vowel sounds (phonemes). 

L.K.2d Spell simple words phonetically, drawing on knowledge of sound-letter 

relationships. 

L.1.2d Use conventional spelling for words with common spelling patterns and for 

frequently occurring irregular words. 

L.1.2e Spell untaught words phonetically, drawing on phonemic awareness and spelling 

conventions. 

L.2.2d Generalize learned spelling patterns when writing words (e.g., cage → badge; boy 

→ boil). 

L.2.2e Consult reference materials, including beginning dictionaries, as needed to check 

and correct spellings. 

 

Objectives 
Students will identify that letters are written in a specific order to create words. 

Students will identify what a dictionary is and discuss its purpose. 

Students will use manipulatives to identify letters, letter combinations, and spelling 

patterns. 

Students will write letters, letter combinations, and/or phonemes in order to spell words. 

   Students will write words that are part of a specific word family or that follow a specific 

spelling pattern. 

   Students will demonstrate their awareness of letters, letter combinations, words, 

phonemes, and spelling patterns through participation in games and/or creative activities. 
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Materials 
One grade-level picture book (See Teacher Tips for suggestions) 

One copy (or more) of a commercial children’s dictionary (See Teacher Tips for 

suggestions) 

  Class sets of Letter and/or Letter Combination pieces (1 per student; see Teacher 

Tips for details) 

   Student Activity: Writing Letters and/or Writing Words 

   Drawing paper (Optional; for suggested activity) 

   Crayons or markers (Optional; for suggested activity) 

   Sources of environmental print, such as catalogs, magazines, and newspapers (Optional; 

for suggested activity) 

   Class set of “Beginning Letter Bingo” or “Combination Challenge” game cards 

(Optional; for suggested activity; see Teacher Tips for details) 

   Game markers or pieces (Optional; for suggested activity) 

   Glue stick (Optional; for suggested activity) 

   Scissors (Optional; for suggested activity) 

 
Procedures 

Begin by asking students what letters that they know. Then say, “We use letters to spell 

words. What are some words that you know?” Write several student responses on 

chart paper or on the board so that students can see the words. Then say, “We write 

letters in order to spell a word, but we do not write letters in the same order for 

each word. The letters can sometimes change a little bit, or they can sometimes 

change a lot. That’s why a dictionary has a lot of words in it.” 

Show students a commercially-published children’s dictionary. Say, “A dictionary is a 

big book of all the words that we can say, spell, and write in English.” Flip through 

the dictionary and show students how words are listed and illustrated. Select 2-3 

definitions to read to students. 

Choose either an alphabet book or a story with words in it to share with students. Point 

out things like the way that words and letters look on a page. Say, “Each letter in the 

alphabet looks a little bit different from the other letters. Words look different from 

each other, too. Do you see any words look almost the same? Do you see any words 

that look very different from each other?” 

Distribute the Student Activity: Writing Letters and/or Writing Words. 

Give each student a set of Letters and/or Letter Combinations pieces. These suggested 

activities can serve as stand-alone options, or they can form the basis for creating an 

individual student word ring or personal student dictionary. Have students write some or 

all of the words that they build using their pieces. Choice of a Student Activity page and 

the number and manner in which letters and words are written are subject to teacher 

discretion. Students can be paired or grouped so that a range of emergent, grade-level, 

and above grade-level spellers are working together with each other as you provide 

direction and guidance: 
o Write a word like in or am on chart paper or the board. Have students build new 

words using in with their pieces. 

Emergent and younger spellers focus on single letters: bin, pin, tin, win, bam, 

dam, jam, ram 
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Grade-level and older spellers focus on letter combinations: chin, grin, spin, thin, 

clam, cram, gram, slam 

o Write a word like sing on chart paper or the board. Have students build new 
words by only replacing one letter in the word with either a letter or a letter 
combination. 

Emergent and younger spellers focus on replacing the initial letter with another 

single letter: bing, ding, king, ping, ring, wing, zing 

Grade-level and older spellers focus on replacing the initial letter with a letter 

combination or on replacing the vowel with another vowel: bling, bring, cling, 

fling, thing, sling, sting, sang, song, sung 

o Write a word family on chart paper or the board, like at, cat, sat, hat, bat, pat, that 
from Hop on Pop. Have students build additional words with their pieces that are 
also part of that word family, like mat, fat, rat, brat, chat, flat 

o Focus on letter combinations, like oo found in Chicka, Chicka, Boom, Boom. 

Emergent and younger spellers focus on building words that have the letter 

combination in it: boo, moo, zoo, book, cook, look, took, food, mood, wood, zoom 
Grade-level and older spellers focus on grouping words with the letter 

combination into categories, such as pronunciation: boo, moo, zoo, food, mood, 
zoom in one category, book, cook, look, took, shook, wood in another category. 

o Say individual words from different word families. Have students write the 
corresponding phonemes in an Elkonin box format. Then, have students place the 
appropriate letter or letter combination piece above or below each Elkonian box 
so that they can see what letter or letter combination is used to represent each 
phoneme. 

After students have completed a writing activity, move to a task that involves drawing or 

playing a game. Some suggestions are: 

o Have students make flip books of simple illustrations of words from a word 

family. Another option is to omit the illustration so the focus is on how spelling 
affects and influences how words look in print. Emergent and younger readers can 

choose words based on one initial letter. Grade-level and older spellers can 

choose words based on one letter combination. Students can either write a word 
on each page of their flip books, or they can glue letter pieces, letter-combination 

pieces, or letters from sources of environmental print like catalogs, magazines, 
and newspapers to the page with glue stick in order to construct each word. 

o Create a class dictionary with one letter or letter combination per page. Place 

students in small groups that include a range of emergent, grade-level, and above 
grade-level spellers. Give each group a range of pages, such as A, B, and C or Ch, 

Ck, and Cl. Each group chooses one word for each page, writes a group definition 
for that word, and then illustrates the word on large sheets of butcher or drawing 

paper. Each group should also be given a commercial dictionary to refer to and 
use during this activity. For younger students, have each group include more than 

one letter on a page so that the number of pages is reduced, or give each group 
one letter and then complete the remaining pages as a whole class. This activity 

will likely span 3 to 5 days. 

o Play “Beginning Letter Bingo” or “Combination Challenge” (same rules as bingo) 
using the “Letters” and “Letter Combinations” pages to create bingo cards. 
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Instead of “Bingo,” students can shout “Letters” or “Combo.” Use student 

journals, commercial dictionaries, classroom word walls, and other classroom 

environmental print to develop a list of words to call. 

Closing: Ask students to spell one word that they built or wrote during the lesson that 

they did not know how to spell before the lesson. 

 

Teacher Tips 
   Here are some picture books that focus on letters and the alphabet: 

o Eating the Alphabet: Fruits and Vegetables from A to Z, by Lois Ehlert 

o Alphabet Under Construction, by Denise Fleming 

o Alphabet City, by Stephen T. Johnson 
o Chicka, Chicka, Boom, Boom by Bill Martin Jr. and John Archambault, illustrated 

by Lois Ehlert 

o Museum ABC, by The New York Metropolitan Museum of Art 

o Shiver Me Letters: A Pirate ABC, by June Sobel, illustrated by Harry Cole 

o Creature ABC, by Andrew Zuckerman 
   For books that focus on words, consider titles such as: 

o Max’s Words, by Kate Banks, illustrated by Boris Kulikov 
o Click, Clack, Moo: Cows That Type, by Doreen Cronin, illustrated by Betsy 

Lewin 

o Green Eggs and Ham and Hop on Pop, by Dr. Seuss 
o How Do Dinosaurs Say Goodnight? by Jane Yolen, illustrated by Mark Teague 

   Some examples of dictionaries to show to and share with students are: 

o Merriam-Webster Children’s Dictionary, by DK Publishing 

o Merriam Webster’s Primary Dictionary, by Ruth Heller 

o Scholastic Children’s Dictionary, by Scholastic 

   This lesson requires a moderate to high amount of preparation since each set of pieces 

should include 2-3 copies of the Letters page and/or 2-3 copies of the Letter 

Combinations page. A paper cutter and the assistance of a classroom volunteer will likely 

be helpful to you. To preserve the pieces for future use, laminate them, place in sets, and 

store in plastic bags. 

   If students will be given sets of pieces that will belong only to them, have them create a 

visual distinction between vowels and consonants by using a light color to shade the 

letters or letter combinations that are vowels or that contain vowels. If the pieces are to be 

classroom property, shade the vowel and vowel combination pieces as part of the 

preparation for the lesson. 

   In addition to serving as pages for students to write letters, letter combinations to create 

words, entire words, or phonemes, the Writing Letters and Writing Words pages can also 

be used for: 

o blank templates for creating additional letter combinations pieces. 
o defined spaces where students place the pieces or other markers while completing 

activities 
   Use one set of letter and/or letter combination pieces to make cards for “Beginning Letter 

Bingo” or “Combination Challenge.” Glue or tape pieces on the Beginning Letter 

Bingo/Combination Challenge Template in random order and copy to create each card 

variation. Have 4-6 variations within each class set of cards. 
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Extension Activities 
   Additional spelling games can include variations on “I Spy” and “Hide and Seek.” For “I 

Spell,” say, “I spell (name of object).” Students point to the object that has been “spied” 

and spell it as well. For “Spell and Seek,” give students until the count of ten to seek out 

an object in the classroom that they are able to bring to you and spell or point to and 

spell. 

   Similar to writing a daily journal entry or solving a Problem of the Day, have students 

spell a Word of the Day. Assign a letter or letter combination to each week of the school 

year. Each day, have students build or write the correct spelling of a word that either 

begins with that week’s letter or has that week’s letter combination in it. Students will 

have spelled five words at the end of a week, such as fast, feet, fly, frog, and fun for the 

letter f and much, such, lunch, punch, and touch for the letter combination ch. Review 

words with students as part of a morning or after-lunch “check-in” routine. 

   Have students read a page from a children’s dictionary by looking at the word entries on 

the page and/or using illustrations, photos, captions, tables, and other visual information. 

Ask younger students to tell a word that is listed on that page. Ask older students to tell a 

word and a definition for that word. 

   Discuss how letters and words are represented and written in languages that are very 

different from English. Consider books such as: 

o A Picture Book of Louis Braille by David A. Adler, illustrated by John and 
Alexandra Wallner (Braille) 

o Alef-Bet: A Hebrew Alphabet Book by Michelle Edwards (Hebrew) 

o The Handmade Alphabet by Laura Rankin (American Sign Language) 
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Letters 
 

a b c d e 
f g h i j 
k l m n o 
p q r s t 
u v w x y 
z 
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Letter Combinations 
 
 
 

ai bl br ch ck 
cl cr dr ea ee 
er fl gh gr kn 
oa oo ou ow ph 
pl pr sh sl sm 
sn sp st th tr 
wh wr ght ick ing 
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Writing Letters 
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Writing Letters 
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Writing Words 
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Beginning Letter Bingo/Combination Challenge Template 
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