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Abstract 

 
 Children who have language difficulties often have trouble learning to read and write 

(Petrill, et al., 2006). This thesis examines how language difficulties impact literacy 

development, especially among children who have difficulties in speech. In particular, the 

relationship between the types of speech errors and the quality of the childrenôs spelling errors 

are examined. In this study, elementary students enrolled in a tutoring program and who have 

been identified as having a history of language difficulties are studied.  In addition to identifying 

these subjectsô language and speech impairments, information about their age, grade, literacy 

development, learning history, and stage of spelling are examined. The study of these studentsô 

case folders will help show how the studentsô speech difficulties relate to their literacy 

development. In conclusion, phonology and articulation in speech are related to spelling, 

showing how there is a closely knit relationship between phonological processing and 

articulation. Numerous examples are presented of how spelling errors are related to studentsô 

difficulties in articulation. In this thesis, I am able to help teachers identify areas of need in 

phonics based on speech, and articulation in particular. I offer recommendations that help speech 

pathologists, special educators, and teachers to coordinate their instruction.  
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I. Introduction  

 
 I first decided to write this thesis after tutoring in a reading center that serves elementary-

aged children with reading difficulties. During my time tutoring, I learned that children who have 

language difficulties also have trouble learning to read and write (Petrill, et al., 2006). In this 

thesis I explore what areas of language difficulties impact literacy developments, especially 

among children who have difficulties in speech.  

 Students with language difficulties, specifically in speech, have the most trouble learning 

how to read and write (Petrill, et al., 2006). This thesis focuses on the specific areas of language 

difficulties that impact literacy development, such as problems reading and writing due to the 

errors in oneôs speech. This thesis will explore the relationship between the types of speech 

errors and the quality of the childrenôs spelling errors in their writing. This paper will show how 

studentsô spelling errors are related to their difficulties in articulation.  

This study examined the learning histories of elementary students enrolled in a tutoring 

program at the University of Nevada, Reno and who were identified as having a history of 

language difficulties. I identify these subjectsô types of language and speech impairments, as 

well as their ages, grades, literacy developments, learning histories, and stages of spelling. This 

helps to show how the studentsô speech difficulties are related to their literacy development.   

 Phonology and articulation in speech will be related to spelling, to show that the 

association between phonological processing and articulation are related. It is anticipated that 

through an examination of the research literature and the studentsô case folders that it will be 

clear that the studentsô phonics strategies are impacted by their specific speech difficulties.  In 

the recommendations, I hope to help teachers identify areas of need in phonics based on speech, 

and articulation in particular. I want to help speech pathologists, special educators, and teachers 



 
 

to coordinate their instruction.  

II.  Literature Review 

 Language difficulties and disabilities, including, but not limited to speech disabilities, 

affect more children than many people think. Compiled from fact sheets produced by the 

National Institute on Deafness and Other Communication Disorders (NIDCD,) it has been shown 

that the prevalence of speech disorders in young children occur in about eight to nine percent, 

and that speech disorders are more prevalent in males (NIDCD, 2009). For this reason, my thesis 

focuses on male students and how their language difficulties affect their literacy development. 

By the time students enter first grade, roughly five percent of children have noticeable speech 

disorders though the majority of these speech disorders have no known cause. Speech disorders 

occur in many children, and they may occur in children who have developmental disabilities 

more than children who have developed without difficulty. High risk factors for children with 

speech disorders include family history of such cases, (Lewis, et al., 1989) though these 

disorders are not limited to a hereditary trait.  

 Since I am not limiting this thesis to speech impairments, but also language impairments 

as a whole, it should also be noted that between six and eight million people in the United States 

have some form of language impairment (NIDCD, 2009). Primary or Specific Language 

Impairments (SLI) are diagnosed in children who have clinically significant impairments in their 

development of spoken language in the absence of sensory or neurodevelopmental disorders. 

Spoken language, when discussed in this case includes many things, such as the ability to 

understand words, sentences, and connected speech. It also includes the ability to express 

messages using appropriate vocabulary, grammar, and discourse. Standards for the diagnosis of 

SLI vary and many children have a pattern of recovery during the early preschool years. A much 



 
 

greater stability over age is seen in children during their schooling over the years (NIDCD, 

2009). Though children and adults may be affected differently, the outcome is often the same. 

Language impairments can also be partially due to parental histories of the same disabilities 

(Bishop, 2001; Stromswold, 1998). Just as in children with speech impairments (SI,) a parentôs 

language disability does not necessarily determine a childôs disability.  

 Numerous studies have examined speech impairments and their effect on a childôs 

literacy development. In a recent study, it was found that children with a history of speech-

language difficulties were at greater risk for lower performance on early reading-related studies 

than those without (Petrill, et al., 2006). This study examined children's articulation and language 

difficulties alongside associations between these difficulties and literacy (specifically reading) 

assessments during early childhood to identify their skill levels. The method they used was 

intriguing because it focused on behavioral genetic analyses, particularly on parent-report data of 

248 twins regarding their speech-language skills (Petrill, et al., 2006). This research shows how 

students with speech-language difficulties scored lower than those without such difficulties, 

which supports the foundation of my thesis which is that children with language difficulties have 

more trouble learning how to read and write than general education students.  

 In a related study, when diagnosed with speech impairments (SI) or language 

impairments (LI,) children have been known to encounter a detrimental effect in their early 

reading skills (Puranik, et al., 2008). This research showed that children with SI did better than 

students with LI when it came to oral reading fluency, yet both failed to meet grade level reading 

fluency óbenchmarks.ô Children who struggle with such difficulties need more one-on-one 

support since their progression is slower than that of general education students (Puranik, et al., 

2008). All students learn in the same ways (Bear, et al., 2008); some just need more time and 



 
 

facilitation, especially those with language difficulties. This study argues that we need to gear 

literacy instruction towards these studentsô needs. 

 Unfortunately, students with language disabilities tend to have other difficulties as well 

that add to the struggle for success and progression in literacy. For example, in a study conducted 

by Robinson, ninety percent of his sample of children with speech and language difficulties also 

had motor impairments (Robinson, 1991). Another study (Hill, 2001), found that many students 

with Specific Language Impairment (SLI) have also been diagnosed with Developmental 

Coordination Disorder (DCD). Many times, when a student is not tested, it is not known that 

these other difficulties could also be present. And when children have multiple disabilities, it is 

even harder for these children to progress and learn at a normal rate.  

 There are three difficulties that co-occur: Specific Language Impairment (SLI,) Language 

Impairment (LI,) and Reading Disabilities (RD) (Bishop & Pennington, 2009). In Iowa, an 

epidemiological study followed children with SLI starting at 6 years old. Researchers followed 

the children from kindergarten through eighth grade, and found that at the young age, children 

often had all three SLI, LI, and RD. As they got older, though SLI, LI, and RD were still present 

in some, it was to a much less degree (Catts, et al., 2002; Shriberg et al., 1999). As students got 

older, they were able to combat these disabilities until the disabilities appeared almost non-

existent depending on the differentiation of instruction and the facilitation of their teachers. 

Needless to say, reading disabilities and impairments have been shown to be very strongly 

associated with SLI (Catts, 1993; Catts et al., 2001). This could be predicted due to that fact that 

reading and writing intertwine in many ways. You canôt learn one without in some way learning 

the other. This is why SLI, LI, and RD are prevalent in many of the same students. Having more 

than one difficulty makes it even harder for these children to progress in literacy at a normal rate.  



 
 

 It must be noted that not all students with learning disabilities, specifically speech 

impairments, have had the same trouble learning to read and write, although they all have an 

increased risk of literacy impairments. In one study, researchers found that those with atypical 

speech errors in phonological awareness were most at risk for troubles learning literacy skills, 

specifically reading and writing (Holm, et al., 2008). The children with inconsistent phonological 

disorders were at more of a risk in spelling. This study demonstrates that children, though they 

may have common impairments, struggle in different areas (Holm, et al., 2008). Studies like this 

show why teachers, parents, speech pathologists, and professionals, need to differentiate 

instruction for students with impairments, and those without. Though children learn how to read 

and write in the same manner, they each have a different perspective on what topics they enjoy. 

And those topics are the best way to get them to learn any literacy topic. 

 Speech-language pathologists, or SLPôs, and general education teachers need to work 

together to teach children literacy. An informational article states that SLPôs only have a basic 

understanding of phonological awareness (Schuele & Boudreau, 2008), which makes it hard for 

SLPôs with limited knowledge to help students with language difficulties. This is why speech 

pathologists and teachers should come together to help students with language difficulties. This 

articleôs purpose was to give more ideas in the best practices in phonological awareness 

intervention. If these practices are implemented, speech pathologists and teachers can work 

together to better help students with speech impairments and language disabilities. Together, we 

can cultivate new ideas that teachers and speech pathologists can use in their practice.  

 There is a greater growth in phonological and orthographic awareness in the primary 

grades though there is still some small additional growth thereafter. In an educational article, 

Berninger and her colleagues call for recognition of the importance of three kinds of linguistic 



 
 

awareness: phonological, orthographic, and morphological when learning how to read 

(Berninger, et al., 2009). Though phonological awareness is necessary, orthographic and 

morphological knowledge help to build a foundation for studentsô literacy growth. Each builds 

off of the other (Berninger, et al., 2009). When literacy instruction takes place, it is important 

that all three kinds of awarenesses: phonological, orthographic, and morphological, are present. 

Having all three will make it easier for children to learn, and in turn, all students, especially those 

with language disabilities, will succeed.  

 When thinking of how a childôs language difficulties affect their spelling, it is important 

to remember their use of spelling strategies, what works, and what doesnôt work. An article 

published by Sharp, he and his colleagues discuss the phases of spelling development and the 

relationship between childrenôs developing use of spelling strategies, and then, consequently, 

their spelling errors. It found that techniques are needed to employ a detailed analysis of 

developmental spelling (Sharp, et al., 2008), such as the spelling inventories in Words Their Way 

(Bear, et al., 2008). A distinct relationship is made between the phases of spelling development a 

child is in, and the errors made due to his/her speech impairment, or language difficulty. Within 

the book Words Their Way (Bear, et al., 2008), there are many word sorts and picture sorts that 

will help students to disambiguate sounds similar in articulation. These sorts help teachers to 

facilitate their studentsô literacy development, and can also be used by speech pathologists when 

working with children. Reading and writing are mirrored in a way that you canôt teach one 

without in some way teaching the other. Words Their Way was designed to help teachers identify 

what spelling and reading stages their students are in so that teachers can then decide what word 

study will best fit the studentsô needs. There are always more ways to differentiate instruction to 

help our students with learning difficulties and speech-language impairments, along with the 



 
 

general education classroom. 

III.  Methodology  

 For this thesis, I analyzed the case folders of several students who attend or attended a 

university literacy center in the West. In this center, students who struggle with learning to read 

and write are tutored by preservice teachers who are at the end of their preservice programs. The 

tutoring program runs throughout the year. During the fall and spring semesters, children meet 

with tutors twice a week. In the summer, children meet with their tutors four days a week to 

perfect their skills. The tutoring program in the fall and spring spans 10 weeks and students 

attend approximately 20 sessions a semester. In the summer, students attend four days a week for 

two hours a day. About 200 students enroll in this program each year, and about half of the 

students have a history of language difficulties. The center works with many of the same children 

over several years in hopes of helping them reach grade level reading and writing abilities. This 

program helps to bring students up to par, and reading and writing at their grade level so that 

they can excel in school, and to then succeed in all forms of education. 

 Since I was a tutor for the fall 2009 session, I learned that many of these students start the 

session not wanting to read or write, and then by the end of the semester, they are more open to 

literacy activities and games. My research not only shows the struggles with literacy that many 

students with speech impairments have, but it also suggests better teaching techniques to foster a 

successful learning environment catering to each childôs needs.  

 In this thesis, five male students with speech impairments and their journey in literacy 

development are described. I reviewed these five files of students with reading difficulties, 

specifically those with speech impairments, using the information in the childrenôs case folders 

kept at the center. This research was conducted by using reports from the tutor, studentsô 



 
 

teachers, parents, and guardians. The parent report is vital because it holds all the information 

that the parents give the center before their child starts the tutoring program. They explain the 

childôs history, age, grade, family relationships, likes, dislikes, morning routine, home 

environment, normal and abnormal behavior, language difficulties, areas of struggle, strengths, 

weaknesses, and special services received in school. The childrenôs teachers send in a two-page 

review on the child answering questions about their learning progression in literacy and other 

subjects. Teachers explain what methods they use to gauge literacy progression for their 

students, and they explain why the child is at their specific level of development. One section is 

dedicated to how the child behaves in class, and how he/she seems to like school. Teachers also 

have a section where they fill out what services the child receives on a daily or monthly basis 

from the school. The tutors interview the parents before meeting for the first time, and write a 

one to two page report on what was said over the phone. This information was very important 

because I saw the child from the tutorsô point of view, and their understanding of how the parents 

felt about the childôs education and other little facts about the childôs life. It also explains more 

that the parents say about their child, adding more information to help the studentôs literacy 

progression. When parents enroll their children, they sign permission forms for the files to be 

culled for this information. This information has and always will be kept confidential to protect 

the privacy of the students and their families. For example, I renamed the students: Stan, 

Timothy, Adam, Johnny, and Brian. I not only identified these subjectsô types of speech 

impairments and learning difficulties, but also their ages, grades, stages of spelling, and when the 

diff iculties were identified, if possible. I used summaries of their previous testing, samples of 

their work during the semester, assessment results conducted in the center, as well as parent, 

teacher, and tutor reports. All of this helped to show how the studentsô speech impairments were 



 
 

related to their literacy development, specifically in word knowledge as evidenced in their 

spelling.  

 My research to understand studentsô orthographic knowledge was based on the Primary 

Spelling Inventory which is a 26-word spelling inventory from Words Their Way (Bear, et al., 

2008), (See Appendix A1, B1, C1, D1, & E1). This spelling inventory was given to each student 

by the tutor on the first day so that the tutor knew what stage of spelling (according to Words 

Their Way, 2008) the child was in. The tutor learned the stage of spelling by following a Primary 

Spelling Inventory feature guide (See Appendix A2, B2, C2, D2, & E2). The words are on the far 

left of the page, and to the right, the students earn feature points for each letter they spell 

correctly. This way, even if the student misspells a word, they get feature points for knowing 

parts of the word as opposed to getting the whole word wrong. For example, the first word is fan. 

The student gets a feature point for each letter in the correct spot of the word. F at the beginning 

equals a point, a in the middle equals a point, and n at the end equals a point. The words get 

harder as they go along, and feature points are offered for harder orthographic features towards 

the end. Lastly, the tutor counts up the feature points and writes the correct number at the 

bottom. The first place where the student scores 5 out of 7, determines what stage of spelling the 

student is in. From here, they could move to the corresponding chapter in Words Their Way to 

decide what activities their children would benefit from to improve their literacy skills in reading 

and writing.  

 The stages of spelling are as follows: Emergent, Letter Name-Alphabetic, Within Word 

Pattern, Syllables and Affixes, and Derivational Relations (Bear, et al., 2008). The tutors needed 

to be well aware of the stages of their students so that they could plan instruction accordingly. 

Some tables were available to help tutors know what they should expect from a child within each 



 
 

stage of spelling. (See Appendix F2 & F3) This way tutors could come well equipped for each 

lesson. Lastly, I discovered the best techniques according to the book Words Their Way (Bear et 

al., 2008) that help children with these speech impairments and language difficulties to flourish 

in their literacy development throughout their time in this program. I explain the importance of 

such techniques so that teachers, special educators, and speech pathologists can come together 

and work in the same manner yielding the best results to assist these children.  

1) Site 

 The literacy center where this study was conducted is located in the College of Education 

on the campus of a university in the West.  For many years, students have come for an after 

school program to help with reading and writing. There are multiple small rooms that are used 

for individual instruction. Each area is decorated showcasing the childrenôs work, and often other 

college students are in the area conducting research or preparing their lessons. The site holds 

case folders with records of students for the past 10 years, including personal information, 

parent, teacher, and tutor reports, testing and reading scores, and writing samples. This center 

was where most of my ñhands on researchò was conducted.   

2) Participants 

 The five male participants in my research included past and recent students. The students 

in the center range from the ages of five to sixteen; the five male participants range from the ages 

of six to nine. Many of the students in the center have difficulties in reading and writing, and are 

below grade level in literacy studies at school. All of my students had difficulties in reading and 

writing, and were below grade level in literacy studies at school. Some of the students in the 

center, as well as all of my five male participants have had learning difficulties, including, but 

not limited to, speech impairments. The tutoring program helps to bring students up to their 



 
 

grade level in reading and writing so that they can excel in school, to then succeed in all forms of 

education.  

 I became not only a tutor, but also a mentor to some of the students when I was involved 

in the program for the fall 2009 session. During that time, I learned that the students learned 

better with fun activities and game sorts rather than textbook worksheets. Most activities were 

taken from the book Words Their Way (Bear, et al., 2008). These are the same activities that all 

students would benefit from in all forms of literacy instruction, and will be further explained in 

the recommendations section of this thesis. These participants are the reason that I became 

interested in this specific subject matter in the first place. They represent those I hope to help. 

3) Data Collection: Case Folders  
 

 In this section, I discuss the development of five male students in the center:  Stan, 

Timothy, Adam, Johnny and Brian. I show how a childôs articulation and learning disability are 

related to his spelling. The names have been changed to protect their identity. 

Stan 

 Stan was a seven-year-old kindergartener who loved cars, games, dinosaurs, and action 

heroes! His mother said that Stan had to repeat kindergarten due to his slow progression that may 

have been related to his speech problems. Stan had speech difficulties that were moderately 

severe. He had made some progress in his speech and Stan, after some time, became easier to 

understand. He started with difficulty in phonics, and some trouble with his fine motor skills. His 

difficulties led to troubles with blends and he had a hard time verbalizing his feelings and 

thoughts. His disability made it hard for him to write words and complete sentences. Stan was in 

speech therapy at school twice a month, and had been going to speech therapy at the university 

since he was three. He had been attending tutoring sessions at the center for two years. In the 



 
 

parent report mom stated that Stan loved school and was always eager to attend. Mom said that 

his speech had made it difficult for him to read, and that he would get discouraged easily. Stan 

experienced developmental delays in his speech and in his literacy development. His speech was 

immature both in articulation and in structure.  He was a bit difficult to understand, and spoke in 

a rather shrill voice. She also mentioned that Stan did best with routine and a reward system. The 

parent interview summarized by the tutor, stated that Stan had a twin brother who was then in 

first grade. His mother mentioned in the parent interview that she was afraid Stan would be upset 

that his brother moved on the first grade without him, but was pleasantly surprised when he 

showed no upset feeling on this matter.  

 Stan started his tutoring in the center with a Primary Spelling Inventory (Bear, et al., 

2008); see Appendix A1. He scored in the Early Letter Name-Alphabetic Stage; see Appendix 

A2. He consistently included a vowel in each syllable, and used a letter name strategy to spell 

short vowels based on articulation. On his Primary Spelling Inventory, he substituted the long 

vowel A, the closest letter name to the short E. For example, he spelled PAT for the word pet, 

and SLAD for the word sled. It is important to note that while Stan progressed in a 

developmental fashion during this semester, some of his speech delays were evident in his 

spelling. For example, he spelt FLT for the word fright, JOD for the word chewed, FON for the 

word thorn, and FRD for the word third. Since he said the word with a /fr/ instead of a /th/ 

sound, this is how he spelled it. The tutor had to work to coordinate his instruction with what he 

was learning in speech. Together they pursued sound sorts (from Words Their Way, 2008) with 

pictures and words that drew his attention to some of the sounds he had difficulty articulating. 

Because of Stanôs speech impairment, he took longer to progress in all forms of literacy 

instruction.  



 
 

Timothy 

 Timothy was an eight-year-old second grader who loved to draw and excelled in arts and 

crafts. He was very creative and loved to show his artistic abilities in the classroom and in his 

home environment. He played baseball, and though he wasnôt really big into sports, his parent 

report stated that he excelled and had fun in the process. He too had a learning disability that left 

him struggling in literacy. His mother said that he ñneeded a lot of help in reading.ò Timothy 

received special services at school including, but not limited to, special education for reading, 

writing, and mathematics, along with speech and language assistance. On his teacher report, it 

was said that Timothy ñread individually daily in his leveled text. He did spelling, sorting and 

other activities with his list. He read daily in his leveled reading book and attempts classroom 

writing with modified assignments. He read with someone in second grade text to get needed 

information.ò His teacher also explained that Timothy had a profound language processing 

disability and that he received special school services as listed above. Her main concern was his 

slow progression even with multiple interventions. For students such as Timothy, even with extra 

facilitation, they progress slower than a general education student. They need multiple 

interventions in the classroom, and at home, and still they may be behind, because of their 

language difficulties.   

 Timothy started his tutoring in the center with a Primary Spelling Inventory as well; see 

Appendix B1. He began as a Middle Letter Name ï Alphabetic speller; see Appendix B2. He 

spelled the word rob as RAD. I believe that this error is because he was an English language 

learner, whose primary language was Spanish. In Spanish, the English short /o/ sound is the same 

as the Spanish short /a/ sound. So he replaced the /o/ in rob with an /a./ This is a common 

mistake among English language learners (Bear, et al., 2007). The d replacing the b at the end of 



 
 

the word is a common error among many children in this stage as the letter b and d are often 

reversed. It is most likely that because of his language disability, he spelled the word coach as 

KOS. Though the letter k and the letter c can have the same sound so the first error is 

understandable, the /ch/ sound is not the same as the letter /s/ sound. The reason he spelled it 

with an s is because that is most likely the way he pronounced it. So when the tutor said the 

word, he most likely repeated it in his head as he spelled it out and said it ending with an /s/ 

rather than a /ch/. In this case, his language difficulty in pronunciation was reflected in his 

spelling errors.  

Adam 

 Adam was a nine-year-old fourth grader and it was reported that he loved to play and 

watch baseball. Anything to do with sports would catch his attention in an instant. His parent 

report stated that he was very calm, and humorous. His tutor said that he tended to have an ñIôm 

too cool for you attitude,ò but she thought it had to do with his two younger brothers and the fact 

that they all fed off each other. She mentioned that he appeared to be ñthe leader of the pack.ò 

She explained that Adam was creative and sweet when he wanted to be, which seemed to reflect 

his views on writing as well. Adam loved to write when he liked the topic, and would write when 

he wanted to. If he was not in the mood, the paper stayed blank. At school he was receiving 

special services, but it wasnôt noted exactly which ones he received. His parents said that he 

lacked motivation. When he was tired, he wouldnôt do anything. It was noted in his file that his 

mother and father act differently on a lot of matters. His tutor said that he seemed to be torn on 

different views and ideals, and that his home life reflected his studies. I believe this struggle 

effected his learning and developmental stage, because as many agree, children rely on 

consistency. The tutor explained that Adam mixed up his words and spelled them backwards as 



 
 

well, though she left no specific examples. He tended to mix words up and go back to fix them 

when he was told to proof read. His dad reported that he had mild dyslexia, and Adam seemed to 

have some of the same traits as well. We are still unsure of what language disability it was that 

was so prominent, but his tutor said she saw signs such as indicated above in his everyday work. 

Mom and dad seemed genuinely concerned, and Adam seemed to be progressing well with the 

tutoring sessions.  

 Adam started his tutoring in the center with a Primary Spelling Inventory as well; see 

Appendix C1. On this inventory he scored to be in the Early Within Word Pattern Stage; see 

Appendix C2. On his spelling inventory, Adam spelt the word bottle as BOLTL. He spelt it as it 

sounded, and because of his speech difficulty, he said bltl, and then wrote it how he pronounced 

it. He seemed to be more advanced that other students discussed here. Other than that error, 

Adam seemed to have other normal spelling errors for his stage. Still, his tutor explained 

problems with his language development, and how even though we may not always see it on 

paper, it affected his overall literacy development during the tutoring sessions.  

Johnny  

 Johnny was a six-year-old first grader who loved basketball, baseball, and to ski. He 

enjoyed playing the family Wii in his spare time at home with his siblings. Johnny may have 

appeared to be shy, but once he opened up, he was thought to be very personable. His parent 

report described him as a happy kid who loved math. He usually had a high self-confidence, 

especially in areas where he excelled, such as mathematics. Johnny had a speech impairment that 

kept him struggling in literacy. Neither of his siblings struggled with a learning disability, nor 

did his parents. The parent interview mentioned that his father seemed to know little about his 

educational success, and the tutor thought his father was not involved with Johnnyôs education. 



 
 

His tutor believed that this was why Johnny may have felt so alone and singled out at home. The 

teacher report in his file noted that Johnny skipped words he did not know, rather than trying to 

sound them out. He received special services at school including speech & language. He was 

pulled out of the general education classroom a few times a week to work in small groups in the 

speech and language resource room. According to his teacher report, Johnny seemed to find 

comfort in that atmosphere. 

 Johnny started his tutoring in the center with a Primary Spelling Inventory as well. On 

this he scored to be in the Middle Letter Name Alphabetic Stage; see Appendix D2.  On his 

Primary Spelling Inventory, (see Appendix D1), he spelled fright as fite, stick as SIECK,ò sled as 

SIBE and spoil as SOLE.  He had trouble spelling blends, which his tutor mentioned was 

because of his trouble pronouncing words. Instead of saying fright, he said, ñfight.ò Instead of 

saying stick, he said ñsick.ò Instead of saying sled, he said ñsed.ò And instead of saying spoil, he 

said, ñsoil.ò He spelled the words the way he said the words, which was causing not all, but 

many of his mistakes on this test. Even on Johnnyôs work, (see Appendix D3), he wrote, ñTim 

make a the house out of sick.ò He meant to write out of sticks, but perhaps because he did not say 

the word correctly, he in turn spelled it incorrectly. If students can spell a word, they can read the 

word (Bear, et al., 2007). Since Johnny could not say the previous words correctly, he could not 

spell the previous words correctly, which meant he might not have been able to read the word. 

This shows how a child who has a language difficulty such as speech impairments will most 

likely also have trouble in reading since the two go hand in hand.  

Brian 

 Brian was a nine-year-old fourth grader who loved karate, drawing, painting, watching 

scary movies, and soccer. He was usually a very excited kid who was very enthusiastic and got 



 
 

along nicely with his peers. His mother said that he had ñpretty good self confidence,ò and that 

he was very helpful around the house. He loved to take care of the family animals, and was 

usually pretty easy going with his parents. Brian had a rough entrance to this world, as his 

umbilical cord was wrapped around his neck during birth. Brian had stopped moving, and his 

mother had an emergency c-section. Brian was left with a grade two, brain hemorrhage. This 

may have contributed to his trouble learning to read and write. His language difficulties seemed 

to be related to this slow progression in literacy. He received special services at school including 

going to the resource room every day. His brother also had a learning disability (reading 

comprehension,) so they often found comfort in each other. His file mentioned, in the parent 

report, that Brianôs dad also had a learning difficulty in school, but it was not specific as to what 

kind. His mother said that Brian and his siblings were very close. His teacher report mentioned 

that Brian was an outstanding student and a pleasure to have in class. She also mentioned that 

Brian received more special services than his parents had mentioned. He was also in special 

education for both math and reading.  

 Brian started his tutoring in the center with a Primary Spelling Inventory as well; see 

Appendix E1. On this he scored to be in the Middle Within Word Pattern Stage; see Appendix 

E2. His tutor said that Brian said a lot of his /r/ôs as /w/ôs. This was obvious on his Primary 

Spelling Inventory, as he spelt the word rob as WROB and he spelt the word riding as 

WIDING.ò On all of the other words, Brian spelt them just as they sounded, something we 

encourage our students to do.  Even on an assignment, (see Appendix E3), he spelled the word 

trees: TRWES. You can tell that he was still confused for he put both letters r and w where the r 

belonged. Because of his language difficulty, Brian had misspelled three words because he spelt 

them how they sounded to him, which meant he spelt them how he said them. Since Brian had 



 
 

trouble pronouncing the letter r, all of his /r/ôs in his writing became /w/ôs, and his literacy 

development suffered because of it.  

IV.  Discussion of Results 

 The five male participants all showed a struggle in literacy progression. Many problems 

were due to the fact that children spell words how the words are articulated, and if a language 

difficulty makes a child say the word incorrectly, then the child may spell the word incorrectly.  

 In Stanôs case, his speech disability made it so he said the sound /fr/ instead of the sound 

/th/. For example, Stan said the word ñfrdò instead of the correct pronunciation of third. 

Therefore he spelled the word third as FRD. To help Stan with the difference of these sounds, so 

he could then spell the word third correctly, it would be beneficial for the tutor to conduct a 

picture hunt of f versus t words, and then later f versus th words. In this way Stan could practice 

his enunciation of the sounds each letter makes.  

 In Timothyôs case, his profound language processing disability made it so that he said the 

sound /s/ instead of the sound /ch/. For example, Timothy said the word ñcoasò instead of the 

correct pronunciation of coach. Therefore he spelled the word coach as KOS. To help Timothy 

with the difference of these sounds, so he could then spell the word coach correctly, it would be 

beneficial for the tutor to do a picture hunt of the s verse ch words. In this way Timothy too 

could practice his enunciation of the sounds each letter makes.   

 In Johnnyôs case, his speech impairment made it so that he had trouble with blends. He 

said ñfiteò for the word fright, so that is how he spelled it. To help Johnny with blends and their 

sounds, so he could then spell the word fright correctly, it would be beneficial for the tutor to do 

a word hunt for words with blends. In this way Johnny could practice looking for both letters to 

make a blend, and hopefully remember them in the future. 



 
 

 In Brianôs case, his grade two, brain hemorrhage may have left him with language 

difficulties. He confused the sound /w/ for the sound /r/. Because of this, he spelled the word 

riding as WIDING.ò To help Brian with these two sounds, a picture sort would be helpful in 

classifying the words that begin with the /w/ sound from the words that begin with the /r/ sound. 

In this way Brian too could practice his enunciation of the sounds each letter makes.   

 Children who have language difficulties often have trouble learning to read and write 

(Petrill, et al., 2006). Throughout this thesis we have seen what areas of language difficulties 

impact literacy development, especially among children who have difficulties in speech. There is 

a relationship between the types of speech errors and the quality of the childrenôs spelling errors. 

And since reading and writing are interrelated, their reading is affected as well. Studentsô 

spelling errors are related to their difficulties in articulation. In this study, I followed five male 

students to see how the studentsô speech difficulties may be related to their literacy development. 

It was found that phonology and articulation in speech can be related to spelling, and this thesis 

shows that the association between phonological processing and articulation is a closely-knit 

relationship. Through an examination of the research literature and the case folders among 

remedial readers with speech impairments, it is clear that the studentsô phonics strategies are 

impacted by their specific speech difficulties.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

V. Analysis 

 When analyzing each studentôs case folder, I not only identified these subjectsô types of 

speech impairments and learning difficulties, but also identified their age, grade, stage of 

spelling, and when the difficulties were identified. I used summaries of their previous testing, 

samples of their work during the semester, assessment results conducted in the center, as well as 

parent and teacher reports. I tried to give the reader an understanding of the studentôs interests, 

home life, and where the child excelled so the reader could have a better understanding of the 

individual child. Overall, students learning histories were summarized to show that they were 

usually in all other aspects normal children who had likes and dislikes just like general education 

students. These childrenôs difficulties made it hard for them to excel in literacy. Lastly, these 

case folders were a way to show that students with language difficulties often had difficulties in 

their spelling, reading, and writing.   

  Through an examination of the research literature and the case folders among remedial 

readers with speech impairments, it is clear that the studentsô phonics strategies are impacted by 

their specific speech difficulties. For example, if a student does not say the /r/ sound, but instead 

substitutes the /w/ sound, when, for example, saying the word ñrat,ò he/she may then spell it 

WAT. Another difficulty for children with speech impairments are the differences between /sh/ 

and /ch/ sounds. For example, a child who says the word ñshoeò without the /sh/ sound, but the 

/ch/ sound may then spell shoe with a ñchò. These are only two examples of the difficulties that 

students have in spelling, and then in reading, (since a studentôs spelling predicts a studentôs 

reading, Bear, et al., 2008) if they have a learning disability, such as a speech impairment.  

 Understanding some key concepts such as orthographic knowledge and the relationship 

between phonics and spelling is vital in teaching literacy to students with speech impairments. 



 
 

Research in the area of orthographic knowledge, (a studentôs knowledge of how words are 

spelled, Bear, et al., 2008), shows that a studentôs reading is based on familiar letter patterns.  

Another important factor to remember is the relationship between phonics and spelling, and how 

their symbiotic relationship plays out. The relationship between sounds and their spellings is a 

tough concept for most children. Our goals as educators should include ways to help students 

decode and sound out unfamiliar words or words that are not ñsight words.ò This is why children 

with speech impairments and other learning difficulties have trouble when learning through 

phonics instruction: their articulations of sounds are not always correctly matched to the correct 

spelling.  

VI.    Recommendations and Conclusion 

 Since this thesis was geared towards speech pathologists, special educators, and teachers, 

I hope it yields results that will help each of them to use better techniques to become more 

successful literacy teachers for those students with speech impairments or other language 

difficulties. Other teachers are welcomed to use my research to better their teaching techniques, 

projects, research, and articles on subjects related to speech impairments, language difficulties, 

and struggles learning literacy. It can be applied in the classroom, at home, and in any 

environment where students with language difficulties, specifically speech impairments, are 

educated. From this thesis, I hope professionals will be able to use the knowledge and research to 

create even better ideas and techniques to help these children in future literacy instruction. 

 In the book Words Their Way, (Bear, et al., 2008) spelling inventories place students in 

specific stages as mentioned in each childôs case study. From there, teachers are led to areas of 

instruction, and ways that can help students become successful. There is also a guide produced 

by Bear that shows what stages children are normally in depending on grade level; see Appendix 



 
 

F1, and then what to expect from students when they are in each stage; see Appendix F2. There 

are many word sorts and picture sorts that help students to disambiguate sounds similar in 

articulation. These sorts help teachers to facilitate their studentsô growth in all forms of literacy, 

and should also be used by speech pathologists when working with children. Reading and 

writing are mirrored in a way that you canôt teach one without teaching the other. Words Their 

Way was designed to help teachers identify what spelling and reading stages their students are in 

so that teachers can then decide which sorts will most fit the studentsô needs. 

 Many types of sorts are suggested in Words Their Way to help children with these 

literacy needs including concept sorts, writing sorts, guess my category, open sorts, picture sorts, 

speed sorts, partner sound sorts, collecting word bank words, word sorts, studying interesting 

words, word hunts, word study notebooks, closed sorts, and games.  

Five word study activities have proven to be particularly successful:  

 Closed and Open Sorts: Students first read the words and set unknown words aside.  In 

closed sorts, students arrange the words underneath the columns designated by the teacher.  In 

open sorts, the students organize the words into categories that they develop. After sorting, 

students read the words in each column to check their work.  These sorts can be recorded in word 

study notebooks.   

 Writing Sorts: Students often do a writing sort after theyôve completed a closed sort. 

Categories are set up, and as words are called out, students listen and decide in which category 

each word belongs.  They then write the word under that category label.  For independent 

assignments, students can be asked to add more words to each column.  

 Word Hunts: After studying a pattern, students return to texts they are reading to find 

words that go with a specific pattern; for example, students may be asked to hunt for words that 



 
 

sound like ñbeatò (long e) in the middle.  The words they find can be recorded in word study 

notebooks.  

 Word Study Notebooks: These are notebooks, or a section of larger notebooks, in which 

students collect words and occasionally record word sorts that theyôve completed.  We can begin 

word study notebooks with students in the middle of the Letter Name phase of spelling. The 

word study notebooks expand when students are in the Within Word Pattern phase of spelling. 

When students study long vowels, several pages can be set aside for each vowel. Students add 

words to sorts in their word study notebooks. Sorts in the word study notebook include sound, 

pattern, and meaning sorts.  

 Word Study Games: Almost any card game or board game can be adapted for word 

study.  Path games are particularly successful, as are word study versions of ñGo Fish,ò  

ñConcentration,ò ñBingo,ò and ñBlack Out.ò  Many commercial electronic games are fine as long 

as students can read the words with ease. Ask the student to read through the words in the games 

and expect very high accuracy. (Bear, et. al, 2008) All of these examples are ways that children 

have been able to excel in the center, and prove that all students can show progression as well, 

since all students learn the same, just at different rates.  

 Lastly, Words Their Way (2007) suggests using the activities denoted in the acronym 

RRWWT to help further instruction in your classroom. It stands for Read To, Read With, Write 

With, Word Study, Talk With; see Appendix F3. This is a way to have all students excel in 

literacy by working in these areas on a daily basis. Each day the students need to be read to, read 

with a teacher or a mentor of some sort, write with someone, and work on word study and then 

talk with someone about it all. This benefits all students; those with language difficulties, and 

also those without.  



 
 

 In conclusion, children who have language difficulties often have trouble learning to read 

and write (Petrill, et al., 2006). Through the examination of case studies of five male remedial 

readers, and the relationship between the types of speech errors and the quality of the childôs 

spelling errors, it was shown how a childôs language difficulties impact their literacy 

development. This thesis also showed how phonology and articulation in speech are related to 

spelling, and how there is a closely knit relationship between phonological processing and 

articulation. Most importantly, I offer recommendations that can help speech pathologists, 

special educators, and teachers to coordinate their instruction to help children with language 

difficulties as well as the general education students to prosper. There are always more ways to 

differentiate instruction so that all of our students are successful. All that it depends on are those 

teachers willing to do it.  
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