                                                                                                Improving Spelling Errors     
 5

Running head: IMPROVING SPELLING ERRORS

Improving Spelling Errors of 

Urban African-American Second Grade Students 

When Adding Suffixes to Root Words

Kathryn S. Morrison

University of Phoenix

 

Research Proposal Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts in Education

University of Phoenix

2003
TABLE OF CONTENTS

	Individual Research Project: Final Report
	

	Abstract
	3

	Chapter I:  Introduction
	

	Problem Statement
	6

	Purpose
	6

	Description of Community
	8

	Description of Work Setting
	9

	Writer’s Role
	

	Chapter II:  Study of the Problem
	

	Problem Description
	11

	Problem Documentation
	12

	Literature Review 
	14

	Causative Analysis
	18

	Chapter III:  Outcomes and Evaluation
	

	Goals and Expectations
	21

	Expected Outcomes
	21

	Measurement of Outcomes
	22

	Analysis of Results
	23

	Chapter IV:  Solution Strategy
	

	Statement of Problem
	24

	Discussion
	24

	Description of Selected Solutions
	26

	Chapter V: Results
	

	Results
	29

	Discussion
	30

	Recommendations
	32

	Plans for Dissemination
	33

	References
	36

	Appendices
	

	Songs for Teaching Rules
	38

	Associated Activities
	41

	Letter of Informed Consent
	44


Abstract

This paper describes an action research project in which elements of music were used to attempt to help children remedy problematic spelling concepts. The population studied was an African-American second grade class in a semi-urban Southeastern United States public school setting. The specific spelling difficulty addressed was the ability to morph root words when suffixes are affixed. Elements of intervention were taken from the rich cultural heritage of African-American music. These included melody, rhythmic speech, and call-and-response style recitation. The children’s response to the approach was wholeheartedly enthusiastic. 

Root words were divided into three categories, according to their treatment when adding suffixes. Songs governing generalized rules for all three categories were obtained. Students were taught one rule in song. Examples were practiced using a rhythmic call-and-response style during the ensuing three sessions. This process was repeated for each of the other two categories of root words.

Results of a pre-intervention test and a post-intervention test were analyzed. The pre-test mean was comparable to that of a control group. The results of the pre- versus pos-test of the study group showed a ten percent increase in class mean score.
Although spelling is difficult to master, measures can be taken to enhance chances of students’ success. The addition of elements of music (melody, rhythm, and call-and-response style) can be an effective aid in teaching children to spell. The implication of this research is that musical elements may conceivably aid in teaching any rule-based subject.
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Improving Spelling Errors of Urban African-American Second Grade Students

When Adding Suffixes to Root Words

Chapter I. Introduction

Problem Statement
Teaching spelling is difficult in even the best of situations. This problem is compounded when applied to students with demonstrably low success at traditional academics. The problem addressed in this study was that African-American second grade students in an urban area in the Southeastern United States were failing to use proper spelling when adding suffixes to words. Students were unable to demonstrate that they were able to apply rules for correctly spelling words when suffixes were affixed. 

Purpose

The purpose of this study was to determine some causes for this problem and to develop a strategy for improving the situation within a particular elementary school setting. After determining possible causes, the writer selected a few of these and researched ways in which these causes may be minimized, remediated, or eliminated. A specific approach for intervention was selected and a strategy using this approach devised. This strategy was implemented with an expected outcome of fewer spelling errors occurring after the intervention.

Description of the Community

The community involved in this study was a public school district comprised of 31 regular elementary schools, five regular middle schools, and five traditional high schools, with the addition of multiple special needs schools including at-risk preschools, psycho-educational schools at all levels, alternative schools, a teen-parent school, a career training center, and an academy for non-traditional high school students. 

 Student enrollment for the district was approximately twenty-five thousand (25,000) students in a community of nearly two hundred and fifty thousand (250,000) residents.  Only ten percent (10%) of the population was enrolled in public schools. Opposition to attempts at enforced integration several decades ago began a trend toward a large majority of affluent and middle class students in the district transferring out of the public schools and into the many area private schools. There were at the time of this study in excess of twenty private schools in the area that were not a part of the public school district. As a result, the demographics of the public schools were not representative of the demographics of the community as a whole but represented instead the lower end of the socio-economic scale. This also manifested in racial demographics not representative of the community as a whole. The chart below depicts the discrepancies between the ethnic makeup of the city as opposed to those of the public school system and the individual school that was involved in this study.
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The school district, located in the Southeastern United States, served as the only public school district for one of the four largest cities in the state. Although there were a few schools in the district that may be described as being in a semi rural location, the large majority of schools were urban. The city supported a symphony orchestra, two major live theaters, and three major colleges/universities. There were numerous museums, fine restaurants, and historical venues as well as a full public transit system. There were also multiple homeless shelters and soup kitchens which operated to capacity.

Description of Work Setting

This research project took place at one of the 31 elementary schools located in the heart of this urban community. Community demographic information identified this school as an “at risk” school; a school where a significant portion of the student population was at risk of failure in school due to factors of income and/or background. Some of the factors for classifying this school as an at-risk institution are as follows:

· Ninety five percent of the school’s population qualified for free lunches.

· Twenty five percent (25%) of the school’s enrollment qualified for special education services, twelve percent (12%) of the remaining population received remedial services, and only one percent (1%) qualified for gifted services.

· Twelve percent (12%) of the enrolled students were retained in grade level the year preceding the study.

· The school was located within two miles of the center of gang activity of the town.

· There was widespread drug abuse in this neighborhood community, with few families intact.

· The school qualified for Title I funding.

The student population was approximately four hundred (400) students. The cultural make-up of the school was approximately one percent (1%) Anglo and ninety-nine percent (99%) African American.

Due to a dedicated core of faculty, administration, parents, and community leaders, this elementary school had been more successful than many in the area. The school had been chosen as an example of a State Exemplary School. Several factors conspire to bring this about. There was a high degree of commitment by faculty and administration to community projects such as before and after school programs and parent education programs. In return, the surrounding community members (parents, community leaders, businesses, clergy, etc.) were committed to partnering with the school to maintain excellence. The student/teacher ratio in the primary grades was less than twenty to one; in upper elementary grades the ratio was less than thirty to one. The school had two full time administrators, three full time support personnel, twenty-five full time certified teachers, and three part time certified teachers on staff. There was an average of three classrooms per grade level, beginning with pre-k and extending through grade six. There was a thriving after-school program and it was not unusual to see teachers, administrators, or the media specialist volunteering evening and weekend hours in order to allow the students access to the facilities during out-of-school hours.

Writer’s Role 

The writer was the school’s music specialist. As such, she was responsible for all students in the school population. Responsibilities included teaching general music to all students in grades one through three, teaching recorder and/or mallet instruments to all students in grade four, and auditioning and directing a choir of select fourth, fifth and sixth grade students. The choir competed in a district choral festival every year and sang in community churches and businesses as well as giving regular school concerts. Musicals were performed at periodic times throughout the school year. 

The writer had been employed as a music specialist in this school district for nine years and served three additional elementary schools on a daily rotational basis. She had been a part time member of the staff at this particular school five of the last nine years.

As music specialist, the writer was able to interact with the study group for thirty minutes one day per week for music instruction time. During this time, the writer taught three songs that had been selected to help teach patterns and rules for adding suffixes to base words and associated supporting activities.  Copies of the recorded songs were made available for use by the regular classroom teacher and students during times the writer was not available to this class. Through collaboration with the regular classroom teacher, both the spelling skills and the music skills of the students were enhanced.

Chapter II: Study of the Problem

Problem Description

The problem addressed in this study was that African-American second grade students in an urban area in the Southeastern United States were failing to use proper spelling when adding suffixes to words. A second grade class in a public elementary school located in the Southeastern United States was the focus of this study. This class consisted of fifteen (15) African-American students. Students were unable to demonstrate that they could apply rules for correctly spelling words when suffixes were affixed.  Students also appeared to lack the motivation to learn and use proper spelling. Traditional teaching methods alone had been inadequate to overcome this difficulty. Drill, practice, extra instruction, and seatwork had failed to bring about a change.

English spelling has traditionally been difficult for those who teach it as well as those who must learn it (Johnston, 2000). The number of exceptions to rules makes both the teaching and the learning a complex task. For students that are already at risk educationally, this is an especially difficult problem. The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) statistics from 1994, 1996, and 1998 show less than half of fourth grade African-American students nationwide were performing at grade level (Howard, 2001). In a summary of the 1998 writing portion of the NAEP assessment, the National Center for Education Statistics (2001) reported the average scores for fourth grade students qualifying for free or reduced price lunch programs were lower than those of students not qualifying for free or reduced price lunches. Thus, literature documents that African-American students, particularly those students from lower socio-economic households, are at risk of falling behind during the primary years which prepare them for fourth grade. 

Problem Documentation

The existence of the problem was summarized through conversation with the two second grade teachers on staff at this school. Both teachers in the study school reported concern over a disproportionately high number of spelling errors by students on journal assignments, creative writing, and spelling tests when adding suffixes to root words. The second grade classroom teachers reported that traditional methods had been used to teach this content prior to the inquiry. These methods included general instruction, posting of rules, practice examples, drill, and seatwork. Spelling tests and journal entries generated during the course of this instruction at a point when it was felt mastery should have occurred were examined. A general query to the class asking for hands of those who remembered the rules for adding suffixes produced several responses, but only one accurate recitation of the rules as they had been taught. The difficulty was further documented with the administration of a spelling test to a class of fifteen second grade students. The test consisted of five forced choice (multiple choice) words and five free choice (spelling words as dictated) responses. A short creative writing/journal sample was also assigned and examined. Results of the suffix spelling test are shown in figure 1 below:
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Class average (mean) score for this ten response spelling test was 56%. The median score was 60% and the mode was also 60%. Two students scored 80%, but no student scored above 80%. The lowest score was 20%.

Figure 1

The creative writing assignment was a qualitative test for which no raw score was computed. Students were assigned to write a paragraph on the topic, “What I did after school yesterday” in an attempt to elicit responses with past tense suffix-affixed words (worked, went skating, etc.). This assignment demonstrated that students showed a reluctance to include suffix-affixed words, even if grammar suffered.
The National Assessment of Educational Progress statistics from 1994, 1996, and 1998 show less than half of fourth grade African-American students are performing at grade level (Howard, 2001). This shows that African-American students are beginning to fall behind the national norm for their grade level prior to fourth grade. This finding, coupled with the National Center for Education Statistics (2001) findings that lower socio-economic students generally fall behind their peers before entering fourth grade shows that prevailing teaching methods are demonstrably inadequate for these students. 

Literature Review

English spelling has traditionally been difficult for those who teach it as well as those who must learn it (Johnston, 2000). Lack of simple one-to-one letter/sound correspondences in words and apparent exceptions to spelling rules contribute to spelling errors. Due to the complexity of the task, it cannot be assumed that students will absorb good spelling practices without explicit instruction (Gentry, 2001).

Teaching styles and theories affect trends in instruction (Bruck, Termain, Caravolas, Genesee, and Cassar 1998). One study found that students have “similar knowledge about the basics of phoneme-grapheme correspondences and orthographic acceptability” regardless of whether they  were instructed using either whole language or phonics approaches, but the whole language students failed to spell appropriately for their age or grade level (Morrow, Tracey, Woo, and Pressley, 1999). Teachers who emphasize skills acquisition through a variety of teaching strategies that are developmentally appropriate are more successful at teaching spelling (Morrow, Tracey, Woo, and Pressley, 1999).  

The necessity for emphasis on appropriate skills increases for students who have shown difficulty with word skills in the past. Abbott (2000) reports that students who have been unable to intuitively grasp rules of English structure benefit from more structured work with generalizations. Results of another study indicated that students receiving rule-based instruction significantly outperformed peers receiving visual imagery instruction (Darch and Simpson as cited by Darch, Kim, Johnson, and James 2002). 

While knowing rules may improve the writer’s ability to spell, this taught in isolation is inadequate. Understanding base words and how they are manipulated (morphology) is essential (Johnston, 2001). Bear and Templeton (1998) point out that children need sufficient information to discern the patterns used in spelling. They state, “[w]ord study becomes useful and instructive when it is based on students' levels of development and when appropriate words and patterns are explored through interesting and engaging activities” (Bear and Templeton, 1998). They outline six stages through which children progress when learning words as follows:

I. Pre-phonemic Spelling – birth through middle of first grade

II. Semi-phonemic/ Early Letter Stage – kindergarten through middle of second grade

III. Letter Name – early first through early third grades

IV. Within-word Pattern – first grade through middle of fourth grade

V. Syllable Juncture – third through eighth grades 

VI. Derivational Constancy – fifth through twelfth grades

Although there is a great deal of overlapping in the six stages, the levels suggested as appropriate for second grade are the letter name stage and the within-word pattern stage. During the letter name stage (third level), words are sounded out with one letter per sound. In the within-word pattern stage (fourth level), children begin mastery of vowel and consonant blends. 

Morphological awareness is the ability to discern the structure of a word. This allows the user to comprehend the base of a word and manipulate it through various additions and changes. This subtle morphing of the meaning of the word includes the addition of a suffix. Morphological awareness has been linked to success in reading, spelling, and vocabulary development (Carlisle as cited in Windsor and Whang, 1999). 

Students may be able to identify the meanings of familiar suffixes when they reach the within-word pattern stage but their ability to generate and spell these suffixes does not come until a later stage (Windsor and Whang, 1999). The mastery of spelling suffixes, prefixes, and polysyllabic words occurs during and toward the end of the fifth level, the intermediate stage (third through eighth grades) of reading and writing. Bear and Templeton (1998) state, “[e]arly in this stage students explore a range of simple suffixes: Through comparing and contrasting base words with their inflected forms, students learn about the simple plural endings -s and -es and simple inflectional endings -ed and –ing.”  Evidence that students are moving beyond the syllable juncture level (fifth level; third grade and beyond) includes the correct spellings for most two- and three-syllable words, common prefixes and suffixes (Abbott, M. 2000). Bear and Templeton (1998) point out, however, that the foundation for this stage is usually laid in second grade.

African-American students may be at higher risk of failure at traditional spelling tasks than other students. The National Assessment of Educational Progress statistics from 1994, 1996, and 1998 show that by fourth grade less than half of African-American students are performing at grade level (Howard, 2001). This means that these students are falling behind grade level norms during the primary years which prepare them for fourth grade. Intervention and remedial measures must be taken in first, second, and third grades if these students are to perform at grade level when they reach fourth grade. Part of the cause of this discrepancy between national norms and African-American norms may lie in the cultural discontinuity between a predominantly white, female, middle class teaching staff and the children they teach (Diller, 1999). In the attempt to treat all children equitably, disparity in culture is ignored. “As a group, African Americans have been told systematically and consistently that they are inferior, that they are incapable of high academic achievement. Their performance in school has replicated this low expectation for success” (Ladson-Billings, 2000). Any lack of assimilation into the white, European-American mold is perceived as failure. The emphasis on so-called “Standard” English as opposed to Black English vernacular (BEV) is a prime example (Hollie, 2001). The literature repeatedly emphasizes the need to recognize BEV as a legitimate form of communication while gently insisting that, although BEV may be appropriate in some settings, Standard English is to be preferred in others (Gardner, 2001; Hollie, 2001; Howard, 2001).

The classroom is not a homogenous group; it is made of individuals who are distinctly different in look, temperament, intelligence, and background. Rather than teaching to the generic mean, students would benefit from teachers who can match their teaching to the unique qualities of their students (Jennings, 1997). "If one does not see color, one does not really see children" (Delpit, as cited by Diller, 1999). Diller (1999), a white teacher, cites a personal experience that resulted in a more successful teaching style.

“I began to use consistently the … performer/audience style, a highly emotional interaction between black performers and audiences, with a great deal of call and response (Hale-Benson, 1982). It captured the children's attention. It reminded me of the time I had attended a black church. As the minister preached, members of the congregation responded with loud ‘amens’ and ‘tell it, brothers.’ There was a definite rhythm to the entire worship service.”

Foster and Peale (1999) suggest the three R’s of rhythm, recitation, and repetition in order to reach and teach African-American students. Diller (1999) comes to a similar conclusion, stressing rhythm and rhyme. Howard (2001) notes a strong verbal tendency which may be rooted in the oral traditions of the African continent. In communicating content to African-American students, McCollough (2002) states,

“Use a rhythmic, expressive style filled with encouraging gestures. Use a variety of methods to captivate your students: repetition, call-and-response, variation in pace, alliteration, and creative language play. The more familiar you make your instruction the more likely you will be an effective communicator with African American students.” 
The spelling of words in the English language is difficult for even the most adept students. Students who show consistent patterns of below grade level achievement can be especially challenged. For these students, rule based instruction is important but must be augmented by techniques which bring morphological awareness. In addition, students must be able to see an advantage to learning Standard English in order to develop a desire to spell correctly. "Though spelling may be difficult, it need not be dull. It is, indeed, by no means the least interesting element in the structure of our rich, living, and complex language" (Vallins as cited in Johnstone, 2001).

Causative Analysis
There are a number of factors that may have contributed to this problem. Given that English spellings are often highly irregular, rules or patterns of use must be comprehended and memorized. Although this seems to be a problem that crosses cultural boundaries, there are strong indicators that African-American students have a disproportionately higher rate of failure at traditional academic tasks (Howard, 2001). Ames (as cited by Kaplan and Maehr, 1999) suggests three qualifiers for learning tasks that could help African-American learners; “(1) the tasks should be interesting and meaningful to students' experiences; (2) they should be diverse and novel; and (3) they should involve active participation, personal challenge, and control over mode of engagement and type of product.” Howard (2001) states, “the idea of culturally sensitive pedagogy is tied to the belief that if learning structures and stimuli are grounded in a cultural context familiar to students, the potential for cognitive expansion is enhanced.” Mnemonic devices that are taken directly from the students’ culture, are novel in approach, and involve direct student participation are thus likely to produce better results than traditional teaching methods alone. 

Motivational strategies, methods of effectively communicating content, and providing students with tools for memorization would seem to be key components in solving the problem that is the focus of this study. Students that are unmotivated to use correct spelling or do not possess the skills necessary for adding suffixes to words are unlikely to succeed. Communicating with and motivating students are key elements needed for success in teaching content. Students need to perceive tasks as interesting and relevant in a cultural context (Kaplan and Maehr, 1999). In order for teaching to be effective, tasks also need to be novel and varied and should include active student participation (Howard, 2001). Lack of cultural context, variety, and active student participation thus contribute to making this inherently complicated task even more difficult for urban African-American students than for other populations.

Chapter III: Outcomes and Evaluation

Goals and Expectations

The goal of this project was to give African American second grade students at the study school the ability and the motivation to use proper spelling when adding suffixes to words. Students were taught songs that recited three rules for the addition of suffixes to root words. They demonstrated memorization of these three rules through group singing. They demonstrated their ability to apply these rules through rhythmic group recitation and through spelling. Songs and rhythmic call-and-response speaking were used to teach rules, motivate students, and give practice at producing correct spellings.

Expected Outcomes

Through intervention, it was projected that the mean score for the study group on a post intervention spelling test similar in content and structure to the one outlined in Chapter II above would yield a class mean score of 70%, plus or minus 5.
It was further expected that qualitative examination of a creative writing sample would show improvement over those samples taken before intervention. This improvement would manifest itself in increased confidence in selecting suffix-affixed words during free style writing and higher degree of accuracy in spelling suffix-affixed words within the same context. 
The final expectation was that students would be observed during intervention activities demonstrating the ability to recite generalized rules for spelling and actively participating in group rhythmic recitation of correct spellings of sample roots plus suffixes as given on the board.
Measurement of Outcomes

Outcomes were measured in both quantitative and qualitative ways. Root words were divided into three categories as follows:

1. Words with one syllable, one vowel, and a single ending consonant

2. Words ending in a consonant followed by ‘y’

3. Words ending with silent ‘e’

A pre-test and a post-test were administered to the study group. These tests contained five forced choice (multiple choice) words and five free choice words (dictated words). Each section of five words contained one or two of each category of root word as listed above. Three probes (brief five word quizzes) were administered to the study group periodically during the course of the intervention. These occurred at regular intervals (three to four weeks apart) and consisted of root words from a single category. A pre-intervention and a post-intervention creative writing sample were elicited from each student in the study group. Students were observed during intervention activities to determine whether they were able to recite spelling rules and whether they could apply them to selected root words during group activities.
Quantitative comparisons were made in the following two areas:

1. Pre-test mean score was compared to post-test mean score of the study group in order to determine whether progress had been made during the intervention.

2. The mean score of the study group’s pre-test was compared with the mean score from a test administered to a comparable control group in order to strengthen the assumption that the study group was a typical sample of students from the selected school.

Quantitative results were presented bar graph form. Spelling tests were charted with a bar graph showing pre versus post intervention scores of all students included in the study group. A similar bar graph compared pre-test scores of the students in the study group to scores of an equal number of control group students. The difference in mean scores between study and control groups prior to intervention was computed, as was the difference in mean score of the study group before and after intervention occurred. 
Qualitative comparisons were made of the frequency and type of errors in creative writing samples both before and after intervention for all study group students. Observation of student participation in recitation of generalized spelling rules and verbal group practice was noted.

Creative/journal writing results and observations of student participation were reported in a narrative account.

Analysis of Results

A t-test at the .05 level was applied to determine if a significant difference existed between the mean pre-test score and the mean post-test score of the study group.  A t-test was also used to determine the significance of any difference between the mean pre-test score of the study group and the mean score of the control group after both groups having received regular (non-intervention) instruction on the same material. 

Chapter IV:  Solution Strategy

Statement of Problem

The problem addressed in this study was that African-American second grade students in an urban area in the Southeastern United States were failing to use proper spelling when adding suffixes to words. Students were unable to demonstrate that they were able to apply rules for correctly spelling words when suffixes were affixed. 

Discussion

A number of solutions were gleaned from the literature. Flexibility based on student development is key for introduction, application, and reinforcement of generalizations through word study (Abbott, M. 2000). Because both music and language are considered to be universal human capabilities, it is possible that music is an evolutionary precursor to language and can thus aid in the learning of language arts (Hodges, D. A., 2000).  

Music and language both share meter. Gasser, Eck, and Port (1999) define meter as “an abstract structure in time based on the periodic recurrence of pulses.” This pattern of stressed and non-stressed units (syllables or beats) is particularly evident in the call and response style found in many early African-American spirituals, public speaking patterns of many African-American preachers, and in the present day “rap” style. Gasser, Eck, and Port (1999) designed a mechanism that mimics the brain’s learning processes involved with meter and linguistics. They report that their model “learned” more quickly when encountering patterns similar to the meter and periodicity of previously learned patterns. The implication for human learning is that familiar speech and rhythmic patterns may aid learning of those that are less familiar. Foster and Peale (1999) suggest that the familiar call and response patterns of traditional spirituals may aid in the memorization of spelling of words for many African-American students. 

This phenomenon may have a neurological grounding. Science indicates musical activities appear to strengthen links between the brain's neurons, building neural bridges used for spatial reasoning (Rayl, 1995). Each hemisphere of the brain has a corresponding part for information processing, with the left hemisphere processing microstructure and the right hemisphere processing macrostructure. Hodges (2000) reports the following:

“Often, harmony, melody, and rhythm activated different sub-areas of the same major brain area. Among other specific results, we found that an area in the right half of the brain interprets written notes and passages of notes. This area corresponds in location to the area in the left half of the brain known to interpret written letters and words”.

Rauscher (1997) reports a study that showed that simply listening to music significantly enhanced the reasoning ability of young children. In addition, tests on patients experiencing the effects of senility show that certain kinds of music appear to aid recall in these patients (Murphey, 2001). Music may then aid memorization and recall of generalized spelling rules.

Research has further shown that students respond well to teaching methods which take into account the cultural background of those students. Since rhythm and meter are traditional components of African-American culture both past and present, the use of these components in teaching situations has been met with success. 
Teaching the rules for the addition of suffixes in a song or rap may help improve spelling of such words. There are several areas in which music may aid the process. Music can assist in memorization of rules. Rhythm (meter) can stimulate language skills due to the parallel between the underlying structure of meter in both music and language. Musical activities strengthen links between the brain's neurons, building neural bridges used for spatial reasoning. Music could also serve as an aid in motivation to learn spelling rules. The addition of music to spelling tasks would also add variety to traditional pedagogical approaches.
Description of Selected Solutions

Given the findings of the research outlined above, a plan was developed during which students in a study group would be exposed to additional spelling instruction for a thirty minute period one time per week for twelve weeks. The instruction occurring during this period would utilize elements of music in teaching rules and practicing spellings. These elements would include singing call-and response style songs that teach spelling rules, rhythmic recitation of correct spellings, and group practice.
The plan included the following steps:

1. Permission for participation was secured in writing from students’ parents and/or guardians (see appendix C).

2. Students were pre-tested with a spelling test and a journal or creative writing assignment.

3. Concepts for mastery were divided into three categories:

· Root words with one syllable, one vowel, and a single ending consonant 

· Root words ending in a consonant followed by a ‘y’ 

· Root words ending with a silent ‘e’

4. Songs were selected that taught generalized rules for the three categories of root words as listed above.

5. The music specialist supplemented the regular classroom curriculum for thirty minutes each week for twelve weeks. This twelve-week period was divided into three segments, each devoted to one of three spelling concepts. Each 3-4 week segment consisted of the following:

· The music specialist taught a song governing one generalized rule or concept for spelling (appendix A).

· The music specialist used call and response style of rhythmic practice for mastery of each concept.

· The music specialist provided the regular classroom teacher of the study group a CD and a poster of the song involved in the intervention.

· The regular classroom teacher of the study group played the CD for the students each school day.

· At the end of each 3-4 week segment, a probe was administered consisting of five spelling words that utilized the concept taught during the preceding weeks.

6. The previous step was repeated for each of the remaining two rules.

7. All three rules/songs and associated activities were reviewed.

8. Students were post-tested with a spelling test and a journal or creative writing assignment.
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The figure above shows the timeline of the entire study. The duration of the study was twelve weeks. The first week was spent in introductions and pre-testing. The pre-tests consisted of five forced choice (multiple choice) words, five free choice words and one short creative writing assignment. Each of the five word segments of the test included one or two words from each root word category. Weeks two through four were spent learning the song, The 1-1-1 Spelling Rule (appendix A) and associated activities (appendix B) to reinforce the application of this rule for adding suffixes to single syllable base words with one vowel and one final consonant. During week four, the first probe (quiz) of five words was administered covering the 1-1-1 rule. Weeks five through seven were spent learning the song, The “E” Rule (appendix A) and associated activities (appendix B) to reinforce the application of this rule for adding suffixes to base words that end with a silent “e”. During week seven, the second probe of five words was administered covering the “e” rule. Weeks eight through ten were spent learning the song, The “Y” Rule (appendix A) and associated activities (appendix B) to reinforce the application of this rule for adding suffixes to base words that end with a consonant followed by the letter  ‘y’. During week ten, the third probe of five words was administered covering the “y” rule. In week eleven, all three songs and their applications were reviewed. Week twelve was spent in post-testing which consisted of five forced choice (multiple choice) words, five free choice words and one short creative writing assignment. 

Chapter V: Results

Results

The purpose of this study was to attempt to make a positive impact toward reducing the spelling errors made by African-American second graders in a semi-urban Southeastern U.S. public school when adding suffixes to root words. By drawing upon musical elements familiar to the culture of the students involved, a plan was made to include these elements in the teaching and practicing of concepts involved in spelling suffix-affixed words.

A pre-test of the study group, designed to be given in the familiar format of a traditional spelling test, yielded a mean study group score of 56%. A post-test of the study group, similar in format to the pre-test, was administered after the intervention period. The mean study group score for this post-test was 66%; yielding a net change in study group mean of +10%.  This was within the projected outcome of +14%, plus or minus 5 points... A t test for two samples of unequal variances yielded a score of 1.70. When an alpha level of 0.05 was applied for a directional test with a df of 27, this difference in the mean scores proved statistically significant (see tables below).

	t-Test: Two-Sample Assuming Unequal Variances

	 
	Variable 1
	Variable 2

	Mean
	56
	66

	Variance
	311.428571
	440

	Observations
	15
	15

	Hypothesized Mean Difference
	14
	

	df
	27
	

	P(T<=t) one-tail
	0.00107999
	

	t Critical one-tail
	1.70328804
	


	Level of Significance for a Directional Test where df = 27

	0.05 level
	0.025 level
	0.01 level
	0.005 level
	0.0005 level

	1.70
	2.05
	2.47
	2.77
	3.69


The expectation was met by this outcome. 

It was further expected that samples of creative writing would show an improvement in spelling of suffix-affixed words and more confidence in using such words in free-style writing. Creative writing samples elicited both before and after intervention appeared to contain similar numbers and types of errors. The study did not meet this expectation. 
It was projected that all students would be able to accurately recite generalized spelling rules during the intervention activities. Observation of showed that this expectation was indeed met. It was also expected that students would be able to join in group rhythmic generation of correct spellings when given sample words. Observation showed most students were able to complete this expectation satisfactorily.  

Expectations were met for group recitation of spelling rules, group practice activities, and traditional spelling tests. Expectations were not met in transferring this learning to the more informal setting of free style or creative writing. 

Discussion

The ten question spelling test was administered after traditional methods of teaching this material had already occurred. An identical test was administered to a control group of similar size and background at the same point in their education. The mean control group score was 57%. The 1% difference between the two groups’ means strengthened the confidence that the study sample was representative of the school population. Since the difference in the study group’s mean scores before and after intervention showed significant positive change, it is assumed that the intervention was successful in regard to aiding students in choosing and generating correct spelling within the format of a spelling test. 

The failure to meet creative writing expectations could be due to a problem related to choosing correct tense rather than inability to spell. For example, one student wrote, “Yesterday I play football with my friends.”  Another student wrote, “Yesterday I was jump rope.” These were not atypical or isolated examples; many students ignored tense entirely and thereby gave no examples of suffix-affixed words in the body of their writing. Although this may be a tense related problem, it was not the case with all students... Many students did include suffix-affixed words yet displayed a lack of ability in or a lack or attention to generating correct spellings. Examples of proper grammatical use but incorrect spelling of suffix-affixed words included, “I was comeing home” and “to go swimming”. Another factor that could have contributed to this disappointing outcome may have been students’ failure in transferring knowledge gained during the intervention to the less specific format of free style writing as opposed to spelling tests. Further research is indicated to determine the precise cause of this failure.

Since participation in reciting spellings and singing spelling rules was overwhelmingly positive and significant gains were made is correct spellings on tests, it appears that musical elements did indeed contribute to increases in both motivation and mastery of spelling concepts. The immediate implication is to recommend inclusion of musical elements in teaching any difficult rule-based content to young African-American students. Further implications could include using elements of African-American culture other than music to aid teaching African-American children. Expansion of the concept of using music to teach later grades, for use with students of other cultures, or into other subject content areas could also yield interesting results. As was pointed out in the literature, students need to perceive tasks as interesting and relevant in a cultural context (Kaplan and Maehr, 1999). The introduction of musical elements in teaching any subject could infuse learning tasks with interest and variety, while maintaining momentum in mastery of concepts.
Recommendations

1. Available time must be utilized as fully as possible. Materials to be used should be organized and in working order. Teachers should be familiar enough with materials so as to maximize actual instruction time while students are present. The time frame of this study was necessarily limited to thirty minutes exposure per week, and instruction was given by a teacher other than the regular classroom teacher. Because of this, the intervention did not accomplish as high a degree of mastery as would have occurred had more time been available. In situations where time is limited to this degree, the author suggests using a recording of the teaching songs during times when students would not otherwise be engaged in instructional activities. Songs could be played as students enter and leave the classroom for other activities outside the classroom (while lining up to go to lunch, physical education, computer labs, media center, restrooms, etc.). Rhythmic practice could occur in cadence as students move from one area of the school building to another. Utilization of student ‘down-time’ in this manner would allow additional instruction to occur without reducing regular classroom instruction time.
2. Mastery of instructional content is the goal. When using musical elements to teach rule-based material (spelling, grammar, etc.), practitioners should be careful to keep instructional goals in sight. Singing tone, accurate rhythm, and even memorization of words/songs should be subordinate to assisting the students in mastery of concepts. In applying the intervention outlined above, music is a tool and not an end. As long as it is capable of writing, it is unimportant whether a pencil is freshly painted or chewed, straight or bent, razor-sharp or somewhat blunt. In the capacity of this study, music plays a similar role to that of a pencil in the hands of a mathematician. Similarly, a perceived lack musical ability of the instructor should not significantly reduce the effectiveness of the technique as long as the instructor is not unduly uncomfortable with her level of musical ability. 
3. Teachers should be flexible in adjusting activities to suit the targeted student population. The premise upon which this plan was founded was that students learn more easily when they perceive the task as relevant within their native cultural context. Educators can take cues from observing students at play or in free style interaction with each other.
Plans for Dissemination
Several presentations of the results of this study have been made. A query of educators around the country was made through email and a PowerPoint presentation was forwarded to each respondent who indicated an interest. A second presentation was made to selected music faculty at a local university. A third presentation was made to a string quartet composed entirely of educators in a neighboring state.

An abridged narrative version of this paper will be submitted to four periodicals. These include the monthly journal of a national music educator’s association (Music Educators’ National Conference), a monthly publication of resources for elementary and middle school music teachers (Music K-8 published by Plank Road), a magazine published about African-American education (The Journal of Negro Education), and a monthly magazine geared toward elementary school reading teachers (The Reading Teacher).
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Appendix A – Songs for teaching rules (Stevens, 2002)
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Does the word have – one syllable,
    
If you see (snap)  e - r ,  

One vowel, one consonant at the end?
  
(snap) e – s – t, (snap) e – d ,  i – n – g 

If it does, then one more thing;

Sometimes  y . what do you do?

How does the end begin?

 
Double the consonant and add the suffix.







You have used the  1 – 1 – 1  spelling rule!
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When do we drop silent  e ?

If you see (snap)  e - r ,  

We want to add a suffix.


(snap) e – s – t, (snap) e – d ,  i – n – g , 

Can you tell me, what’s the rule?
But leave the  e  to add   l – y .

This is what we learn in school.

It’s so easy when you try!
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If a word ends in consonant y, 

Watch out! (clap, clap)

Here’s a rule you must apply. 

Watch out! (clap, clap)

Change the y to i and then 

Don't use this rule with i-n-g

Add the suffix to the end. 

That puts two "i's" side by side.

"Don't do that!" the teacher cried

Appendix B – Associated activities: Examples (adapted from Stevens, 2002)

These examples are to be spoken rhythmically in a call and response fashion. Teacher cues are in red, expected student responses are in blue, unison responses with teacher and students are purple, and accented words are in bold type.


The 1-1-1 Rule



Sample Word (written on board): HOP + ing

Does it have just 
(snap) one sylla-ble? 

Yes, it does.


(snap) one vo-wel?


Yes, an “O”.

end with one conso-nant?

Yes, a “P”
(ALL) Double the consonant, add i-n-g

Student or teacher demonstrates following at board as all recite:




with an “h” and an “o” and a double “p”-“p” (snap on each “p”)




add an “i” and an “n” and a “g”.  H-O-P-P-I-N-G


The “E” Rule



Sample Word #1 (written on board or sentence strip): COME + ing

Do you see 
(snap) “e”- “r”? 


No.


(snap) “e”- “s”-“t”?


No.

(snap) “e”- “d”? 


No.


“i”-“n”- “g”? 


YES!
(ALL) Drop the “e”, add i-n-g

Student or teacher demonstrates following at board as all recite:



with a “c” and an “o” and an “m”; drop the “e” 



add an “i” and an “n” and a “g”.  C-O-M-I-N-G
Sample Word #2 (written on board or sentence strip): RARE + ly

Do you see 
(snap) “e”- “r”? 


No.


(snap) “e”- “s”-“t”?


No.

(snap) “e”- “d”? 


No.


“i”-“n”- “g”? 


No.
(ALL) Keep the “e” to add “l”-“y”

Student or teacher demonstrates following at board as all recite:



with an “r” and an “a” and an “r”; keep the “e” 



add an “l” and an “y” – R-A-R-E-L-Y 

The “Y Rule



Sample Word #1 (written on board or sentence strip): TRY + ed

Do you see 
“y” at the end? 


YES!

“i”-“n”- “g”? 


NO!
(ALL) “Y” becomes “i” and add “e”-“d”

Student or teacher demonstrates following at board as all recite:




with a “t” and an “r” and an “i”–“e”- “d” 




T-R-I-E-D


Sample Word #2 (written on board or sentence strip): TRY + ing

Do you see 
“y” at the end? 


YES!

“i”-“n”- “g”? 


YES!
 (ALL) Don’t drop the “y” the teach-er cried! (Hands up and out as if in a panic)

            Can’t have two eyes side by side! (Point to eyes, look left then right on words “side by side”) Student or teacher demonstrates following at board as all recite:



with a “t” and an “r” and we leave the “y”; 



add an “i” and an “n” and a “g”.




T-R-Y    I-N-G

Appendix C – Letter of Informed Consent



Dear Parent/Guardian,
I am a music teacher for xxxx County Schools. I am also a student at the University of Phoenix where I am studying the use of technology in the schools. I am researching whether second grade children might be better able to learn spelling words if they learn them with songs. Your child is being invited to participate in this study. A 15-30 minute per week segment of your child’s music class will be devoted to learning the rules for spelling. In addition, s/he will listen to a CD with these teaching songs for a brief period during the school day. The study will last three months. I will be checking spelling test and journal writing grades of all students participating in this study to see if there is any improvement when music is used in addition to the usual teaching methods to help them memorize spelling rules. The songs to be taught are available for your review prior to granting consent if you so desire.

Neither the classroom teacher nor anyone other than I will know which students are participating and which are not. Participation is entirely voluntary and you may withdraw your child from this study at any point without any penalty. Your child will not be identified by name in any report of findings.

The possible benefit of participation in this study is that your child will have additional instruction in spelling. This may improve spelling grades and will hopefully make learning more fun. The possible risk is that since your child will have slightly more music instruction, s/he may have less time for other classroom activities. This study was developed so as to minimize the amount of time taken from the school day and to utilize time that is usually less productive (non-instruction times such as waiting for busses to be called, restroom break rotation, etc.).

Please return one copy of this letter, circling below whether you do or do not wish your child to participate. Fill in your child’s name then sign and date this letter. Seal the signed copy of the letter in the attached envelope and have your child return it to the school office. Keep the second copy for your files. Remember, You MAY withdraw at any time without penalty.

Thank you for helping with this project,
Kathryn S. Morrison
Music Specialist
xxxx County Public Schools
I DO / DO NOT give permission for my child, ____________________    

    (circle one) 






(Child’s Name)
to participate in the project outlined above.


___________________________________
______________________

(Parent/Guardian signature)




(Today’s Date)

	                            FRONT OF ENVELOPE

TO: xxx School Office

ATTN: K. S. Morrison

                                  CONFIDENTIAL

	                            BACK OF ENVELOPE

                            Thanks for your response.

                            CHECKLIST

                            Did you:

                            ___   Circle whether you want your child to participate?

                            ___   Fill in your child’s name?

                            ___   Sign and date the enclosed letter?

                            ___   Seal the envelope?

                            ___   Keep a copy of the letter for yourself?


