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On the whole, Libyan students rely on their ears (phonological strategy)
rather than eyes (the visual- orthographic strategy) when approaching
English spelling. This has led to difficulties in vowels rather than
consonants. Furthermore, the influence of L1 system is obvious not only in
the performance of the students but in the way by which English spelling is
learned.

However, to overcome the problems mentioned above this paper suggests
the following:

1- More studies are needed to investigate the spelling difficulties that Libyan
students face.

2- Course materials, teaching methods, techniques and tasks should be
designed on the basis of: (a) the nature of English spelling. Students have to
learn how to make a balance between the phonological route and the lexical
route. Learning how to use these two routes, in addition to the spelling rules
and orthographic regularities, make students view English spelling
differently and consider its nature.

(b) The nature of Arabic spelling. Students have to be provided with the
techniques and activities that enhance them to recognize the differences
between English and Arabic spelling in order to avoid the mistakes resulted
from the transfer from Arabic to English.

7. Conclusion

It is clear that learning English spelling is not that easy task at least on the
part of foreign learners. This difficulty stems from the nature of English
spelling which is unlikely to be reformed or simplified therefore the only
way to overcome this problem is to concentrate on the techniques of
teaching. As a matter of fact, teaching English spelling is almost neglected
by teachers and course materials, and left to students to tackle it
haphazardly. Accordingly, teachers and course book designers should
consider the differences between L1 and L2 (English) spelling systems when
providing the techniques and activities, and devote more time and effort to
this area. Moreover, designing a course book or manipulating any technique
should be based on empirical studies of the learners’ spelling mistakes.
Finally, students should be encouraged to practise English language out side
their school to increase their exposure to it.
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of short vowels in Arabic and the focus on consonant only are the main
features of Arabic spelling that may be applied in such cases. On the other
hand, the low number of omitted consonants is probably due to the same
reason. Table 2 shows the omission mistakes and the omitted letters and
their probable causes.

Table 2 Samples of omitted consonants and the probable causes of their
omission.

Mistake Omitted | Cause

letter
Beginning | n Unawareness of the spelling rule and in Arabic one ‘n’ is
nevertheles | s enough.

discussion | s
In Arabic the repetition of any letter entails repeating the sound.

an d

enviroment, | n In spoken English usually the weak form of ‘and’ is used.
scolarship | h

studing y The sound is not heard, and silent letters in Arabic are very rare.

The second category of mistakes is substitution. It accounted for 30.25% of
the mistakes. What is significant, here, is that all the substituted letters were
vowels, the fact that supports the idea discussed above. The word ‘primary’,
for instance, was written incorrectly more than ten times and by different
students as follows: ¢ premery, pramary, premary’

If we now turn to the other types of mistakes, insertion, transposition, and
grapheme substitution, there was a significant difference between these and
the previous ones. What is interesting in this data is that the category of
space omission mistakes which accounted for 6.2 of the mistakes.
Presumably, this is because some Libyan students are not aware of the
importance of the spaces between words. This indicates that there was a
transfer process from students’ L1, where spaces are not important
especially in handwriting. However, there might be another factor behind
this kind of mistakes; it is the absence of one-letter words in Arabic. Libyan
students are not familiar with words such as ‘a’ ‘I’ and unconsciously
carried over this feature to English. Examples such as ‘achnce’ (a chance),
‘aprofessional’ (a professional), illustrate this transfer.
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studied English for six years in public schools, were given enough time to
write essays about education in Libya with out using dictionaries.

Libyan learners start learning English in the preparatory school (12 years
old) and during all the learning stages they are not provided with any
systematic instruction or techniques devoted to spelling. The ideal situation
is that when the teacher tests his/her students’ spelling by dictation. I, for
instance, had not been taught the spelling rules, letter sequences and letter
strings until I joined the university. On the other hand, the main focus of the
course materials used in Libya is on teaching the four language skills,
mainly reading (for comprehension) and grammar. This situation, however,
has made students believe in the impossibility of mastering English spelling.
Discussion

The analysis of the results obtained from the sixty Libyan students indicates
that the total of the spelling mistakes is 486. If it is supposed that each essay
consists of two hundred words, the average of mistakes in each essay will be
8.1. The distribution of the mistakes (table 1) shows that the highest
category of mistakes was omission of letters (183 = 37.7%). Most of these
letters were vowels (153) whereas only 30 omitted letters were consonants.

Table 1 Types of spelling mistakes.

Types of mistakes % Examples

Insertion 9.25 showe (show), unsteable (unstable), whay (why)
Omission 37.7 tak (take), studing (studying), , befor (before)
Substitution 30.25 | responsable (responsible), uent (went)
Transposition 7.41 reaserch (research), forgieners (foreigners),
Grapheme substitution 8 Tooking (talking), money(many), for (four)
Space omission 6.2 sixthyear (sixth year), Thepeople (The people)
Other 1 familys (families),

This is probably an indication of the students’ manipulation of their
phonological strategy rather than orthographic strategy. In other words, they
rely on the sounds rather than the shape of words, the technique which is
used by poor spellers (Barron, 1980). Examples such as ‘tak’ (take), ‘chanc’
(chance) and ‘studing’ (studying) illustrate this problem. Moreover, students
may convey their knowledge about Arabic spelling to English. The absence
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discusses the techniques of teaching English spelling used there and the
difficulties encountered by the students.

5. Teaching spelling in Libyan schools

In the previous section it has been mentioned that students’ L1 writing
system usually interferes when learning L2 spelling. This interference can be
positive or negative. Moreover, in this section another aspect of interference
1s discussed: it is the impact of teaching Arabic spelling on the teaching and
learning of English spelling in Libyan schools. Knowing the nature of
Arabic writing system and how it is taught can provide some hints to
understand and explain the difficulties encountered by Libyan students when
learning English spelling.

Arabic language adopts an alphabetic writing system which indicates only
consonants and marks vowels optionally. Only three vowels (long ones)
have letters whereas diacritics are used above or beneath a consonant to
indicate short vowels. The main characteristic of Arabic spelling is that it is
aural (sound-based) not visual (meaning —based). Arab spellers rely on their
listening and pronunciation rather than on visualizing the words, therefore
they can spell even the words which have not been seen before. This fact,
however, may hinder those learners when learning another spelling system
such as English which is, for some extent, visual. Moreover, Arabic spelling
system is cursive and most of Arabic letters have a final form which
indicates the end of the word. The combination of two or more letters to
correspond to one phoneme, and one-letter words do not exist in Arabic
(there are only three one-letter verbs which are rarely used).

Arabic spelling, in Libya, is implicitly taught through reading and tested by
dictation. Libyan children learn how to spell from their first year in primary
school. They learn the names and the pronunciation of letters (most of them
are consonants) then start relating vowels to consonants. These practices are
aural and written.

6. Problems encountered by Libyan students.

As a matter of fact, one thing should be stated here is that due to the lack of
the studies that investigated the English spelling problems encountered by
Libyan students, the data in this paper were collected from two main
sources: my own experience as a student and then as a teacher, and by
analyzing the spelling errors of 60 Libyan university students who were
asked to write essays (200 words) about one topic. The students, who have
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the language distance. Berkel (2005) maintains that Dutch L2 learners
succeed in spelling English because they apply the spelling strategies and
techniques they use in their L1. Here, the two systems are mostly similar and
that is why the shift from L1 to L2 spelling system was successful. However,
there are other writing systems which are different from English not only in
letter-shapes or direction like Arabic; but different in everything such as
Chinese which is a meaning-based system. Accordingly, L1 writing system
either enhances or hinders L2 learners and the signs of transferring show the
positive or negative role of their L1 writing system.

It is worth remembering, however, that the environment in which L1 and L2
are acquired is very crucial in language acquisition. Children in English
speaking countries, for instance, start learning spelling even before joining
school and they spend a long time to acquire the spelling system. They also,
live in a society where English is a native language, they are exposed to the
language systems day and night. Moreover, at school, these learners are
taught by native speaker teachers who have accumulated experience and
knowledge of the English spelling system and how it is taught. In addition to
all these crucial factors, native learners practice their English during their
study of other subjects such as history, music .etc. On the contrary, the
situation in countries where English is a second or foreign language like
Libya is completely different. Learners are usually nearly adults and have
already acquired the general concepts of things, ideas, etc. through their
native language the fact that makes them less motivated to re-acquire the
same concepts through another language. Furthermore, their exposure to the
new language is very limited; it is restricted to the classroom only and
during the English language lesson which is usually taught by non-native
speaker teachers.

Consequently, the techniques of teaching spelling and the course materials
should consider the nature of each writing system alone. Tasks, techniques,
and procedures should be designed to suit L2 learners and to help them
overcome the difficulties which stem from the transfer process. Yet, it seems
that these theoretical principles have not been applied sufficiently. For
example, course books which are used in the UK and designed for those
whose first language is not English, do not consider the ways L2 learners
tackle English writing system and the difficulties they face when switching
from one writing system (L1) to another (L2) (Cook,2005). If this is the
situation in the UK, with its long history of the teaching of English, how
about other countries where English is a foreign language such as Libya?
The following section presents the situation in Libya as an example, and
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approaches to teaching spelling appeared. Fries (1962) was one of those who
called for a new teaching method which considers the word form (vowels
and consonants, syllables, stressed and unstressed vowels and final ‘e’).
Consequently, perceiving the word-form entails knowing the letter
sequences which are very important in learning spelling. Furthermore,
another method became widespread in England and prevailed until 1980s. It
is ‘Look and Say’ method by which children learned how to recognize
words and read them by looking at words on cards and saying them aloud
many times then they were expected to learn them. However, this technique
is still focusing on reading rather than spelling; one may read a word
successfully but this does not mean that s/he can spell it (Stubbs, 1980).
However, teachers are not always restricted to a certain method, but they
select what suits their students. Moreover, the number of studies and theories
such as Frith (1980) and Marsh, et al.(1980) which focus on spelling
processes, error analysis and learning strategies have contributed to
developing the teachers’ awareness of this skill. In a survey on teaching
basic skills in primary schools conducted by National Foundation for
Education Research (NFER), Barker-Lunn (1984 cited in Montgomery,
1997) reported that the methods of teaching spelling used in some schools in
England (1983-4) were:

1- Copy writing technique was used extensively in the reception class
then some teachers taught common letter strings, whereas some used
another technique — guessing the spelling.

2- Basic phonics and simple blending was taught by some teachers.

3- Many teachers encouraged their pupils to keep personal dictionaries
for the common words or frequently used ones.

4- Look-cover-write-check is another technique was used and became
popular.

What should be remembered here is that there are other factors that support
these methods and contribute to the development of the children’s spelling.
Parents, media, and the motivating environment are all important factors that
share in overcoming any spelling problems.

4. L2 learners and English spelling

It might be said that what role L1 can play in learning another spelling
system especially when this system completely different from the first one,
as in the case of English and Arabic. Answering this question is not an easy
one since “little research has been carried out in this area of second language
acquisition” (Cook,2004:138). However, it seems that L1 spelling system
contributes positively or negatively to learning the L2 system depending on
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the articulation of words and syntax as well. This factor enables children to
obtain and manipulate their phonological strategy in spelling ( Barron,1980).
Visual perception of word form. It is the process which involves
reproducing exposed words. It is a process of imagining and reconstituting
words. Inevitably, being able to visualize any word entails the ability to read
(pronounce) and encode it graphemically. Visualizing words, in turn, makes
children use the visual- orthographic strategy in spelling (ibid).
Perceptuo-motor ability. It refers to careful handwriting, is very important
in spelling. Carefulness and speed of handwriting correlate significantly with
good spelling.

Obviously, spelling is not that skill which is left to learners to tackle
haphazardly. These complex processes which contribute to spelling skill
need to be taught effectively and systematically. Consequently, if this is the
situation of children learning English as a mother tongue, how about those
who learn English as a second or foreign language especially in their
countries where the environment is usually not motivating?

3.2. Spelling teaching techniques

In the first half of the twentieth century the prevailing approach to teaching
spelling was concerned with the content rather than the ways or techniques
of teaching spelling. Children were given word-lists to learn them without
any techniques or instructions. These words, which usually were selected by
the teachers themselves, were very difficult and not derived from the
children’s corpus. Therefore children were learning words that they were not
supposed to use. At the beginning of the twentieth century many different
word-lists appeared and each one was selected on the bases of their
frequency and occurrence or derived from the children writings and some
were selected from adults’ language. Irrespective of the shortcoming of these
word-lists, this technique concentrated on reading (decoding the symbols)
and no instruction was provided for spelling (encoding). Students were
learning to spell by trial and error method.

Teaching spelling by rules is another technique that has been used for many
decades. However, many reservations about these rules have appeared
because of the number of the rules and exceptions, they are also insufficient
for perfect spelling (Sloboda, 1980). In other words, knowing the rule does
not inevitably lead to applying it. Therefore relying on the visual memory is
better than memorizing the rules.

In 1950s and 1960s and under the influence of the new trends in the related
disciplines such as language acquisition, linguistics and psychology, new
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This emphasizes the fact that English spelling is a visual system i.e. it is
designed to be seen. Therefore it is not its goal to “tell people how to
pronounce a language at all.” (Albrow, 1974:10). However, this principle is
probably one of the sources of difficulties that encountered by second
language learners especially when writing new words that they have not seen
before. Finally, English spelling reflects the history of this language, the
origins of some words and the changes in pronunciation after the English
spelling had been fixed. Hence, the complexity of English spelling and the
irregularities stem from the combination of all these elements but native
speakers are familiar with this system and do not face the difficulties that
second language learners usually do.

3. Techniques of the teaching of spelling

3.1 Spelling acquisition

How is English spelling acquired? Is it picked up i.e. incidentally, or taught
through special instructions as any other skill? Answering these questions
entails clarifying two things: the first is that English spelling is chiefly
alphabetic and phonemic related partly to lexis, and grammar and the rules
governing it are not easy to be acquired incidentally. The second point is that
spelling is a process of decoding, when one reads, and encoding when
writing. These two skills are not the same when one copes with spelling. It is
easier for the learner to read (recognize the word) than to write; and it
becomes more difficult if the word is completely new for the learner.
Nevertheless, primary schools in England have not witnessed a significant
change in the techniques of teaching spelling. Until 1980s, according to
Peters (1985), the common perspective among primary school teachers was
that spelling occurred incidentally when children develop their other
language skills, mainly reading and writing. Therefore there were no special
instructions devoted to spelling. Of course there were few attempts by few
teachers or even by the children themselves suggesting some haphazard
techniques for tackling spelling.

Peters (1985) reviewed the literature related to what has been called the
incidental/systematic controversy and referred to her research inl1960s
concluding that:

1- Good teaching enhances children who are unable to catch spelling.
2- Learning to spell successfully entails three essential factors:

Verbal ability. This ability can be developed by reading aloud. Reading
aloud, when encouraged by parents and teachers, makes children focus on
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one introduces the characteristics of English spelling and how it is viewed.
Section two discusses the traditional and current techniques of teaching
English spelling to native speakers. The third section deals with FL learners
and English spelling. The fourth section, however, is intended to present the
way by which English spelling is taught in Libya, and the problems that are
encountered the learners as an example of teaching English spelling to L2
learners. This entails discussing the Arabic spelling and its influence on the
learners when tackling a new system of spelling. Finally, this paper suggests
the appropriate techniques of teaching English spelling to Libyan learners.

2 The characteristics of English spelling.

What are the features that characterize English spelling system and make it
appear difficult to be acquired by second/foreign language learners, and, to
some extent, by native speakers as well? It goes without saying that every
written language has its own writing system that satisfies the needs of its
native speakers and makes them feel that their writing system is the best of
all. However, English spelling system has been criticized by native speakers
since the sixteen century for causing of reading failure and, consequently,
writing failure (Stubbs, 1980).This, probably, was the reason behind the
voices that have been calling for reforming the English spelling. To
understand the crux of the problem, one should not look at English spelling
system from a narrow angle to reach a general judgment or evaluation of the
whole system.

Although English language essentially adopts an alphabetic system which
links written symbols (a letter, pair or triplet of letters) to the phonemes of
the spoken language, it is, also, for some extent, a meaning based system.
Consequently, one should be aware of these characteristics in order to
master the whole system. The concentration on the relation between spelling
and pronunciation obscures the functions of the other factors such as the
lexical, grammatical and sociolinguistic functions. English spelling provides
some information about the word meanings. For example, night and knight
are homophones (have the same pronunciation and different spelling) and
their spelling serves to keep them distinct. Furthermore, English spelling
gives more information about grammatical relationship between words. —ed
in the word-final position, for instance, is an indication of the past form of
the word in spite of the different pronunciation of this morpheme (/t/, /id/ ,/d/
). Some letters have no pronunciation but mark the pronunciation of other
letters (Venezky, 1999). The letter < e> in guide marks hard <g> to avoid its
soft pronunciation as in germ.
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1. Introduction

‘How can I learn to spell?” This is the
frequent question that my students
always ask, and I always have no
appropriate answer in spite of my long
experience of teaching English. It
seems that I followed my teachers who
never taught me how to spell.
Consequently, spelling is still the main
source of anxiety to me and many
other learners. What teachers always
do is focusing on what to spell and
how to test, and completely ignoring
how to teach spelling, the task that is
left to learners to attain without any
hints.

These hints if supported by appropriate
techniques would help the learners to
overcome the difficulties and anxiety.
This paper attempts to shed more light
on the main techniques of teaching
English spelling to L1 learners and
how to apply these techniques to FL

4

ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to review and
evaluate the techniques of the
teaching of  English  spelling.
Moreover, this study attempted to
focus on the spelling difficulties
encountered by Libyan students. Sixty
university students were asked to
write essays and their spelling
mistakes were collected and analyzed.
The results indicated that the highest
category of mistakes was omission of
letters in addition to other types of
errors. The results showed that the
students L1 interference and the lack
of any technique of teaching English
spelling are the main factors of the
students’ problems. To overcome
these problems, this paper suggested
some pedagogical recommendations
for teachers and course book
designers.

Keywords: English spelling, writing
system, L1 interference, teaching EFL
spelling.

learners. Throughout four sections, these issues will be discussed. Section
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