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Abstract of thesis presented to the Senate of Universiti Putra Malaysia in 

fulfillment of the requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

 

 

SPELLING ERRORS OF ARAB ESL AND EFL SECONDARY SCHOOL 

STUDENTS AND THEIR ATTITUDES TOWARDS SPELLING AND 

WRITING 

 

 

By 

 

 

BANDAR MOHAMMADSAEED A. ALSOBHI 

 

 

April 2017 

 

 

Chairman : Sabariah Md Rashid, PhD 

Faculty : Modern Languages and Communication 

 

 

English spelling has been described as troublesome because it lacks correspondence 

between its phonemes and graphemes. This makes Arab learners commit serious 

spelling errors while writing. The current study compares the types and causes of 

spelling errors made by Arab secondary school students across two contexts, ESL 

context in Malaysia and EFL context in Saudi Arabia. It also aims at identifying the 

relationship between the students’ attitude towards spelling and writing as well as 

examines the relationship between writing ability and spelling accuracy among the 

Arab students.  

 

 

The study adopted a mixed-method approach in order to acquire a deep 

understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. The participants of the study 

included 140 Arab secondary school students and four English language teachers 

from both contexts. The study involved quantitative and qualitative data collection 

methods. Whilst the quantitative data of the study was gathered via three instruments, 

namely, a spelling test, free composition and survey questionnaire, the qualitative 

data was gathered via face-to-face interviews with English school teachers who were 

teaching the Arab students in both contexts. As far as data analysis is concerned, the 

descriptive statistics was carried out to analyse the quantitative data, which were 

computed and interpreted by means of the SPSS whereas thematic analysis and 

inductive coding were used to analyse the qualitative data gathered from the 

interviews. The students’ types of spelling errors were categorised based on Cook’s 

(1999) classification of errors whereas the likely causes of spelling errors were 

inferred from the students’ spelling tests and the English teachers’ interviews.   
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The findings of the study indicate that the total number of spelling errors committed 

by the Arab students in Malaysia was smaller than their counterparts’ in Saudi 

Arabia. Moreover, errors of substitution represented the highest percentage of errors 

in both contexts. Accordingly, the likely causes of spelling errors were attributed to 

the irregularity of English spelling, the students’ limited knowledge of spelling rules 

and mother tongue interference as well as other non-linguistic factors. The findings 

also indicate that the Arab students in both contexts have positive attitude towards 

English spelling and writing. The findings also indicate that there was a significant 

positive correlation between the attitudes towards spelling and writing among the 

Arab students in Malaysia, but no significant correlation between the two variables 

in the Saudi context. The findings also revealed a positive correlation between 

spelling accuracy and writing ability among the Arab students in Malaysia but no 

significant correlation among their counterparts in Saudi Arabia. The study 

concludes that Arab learners in both contexts find English spelling difficult and 

perplexing. The study recommends that formal spelling instruction should be 

integrated with writing and reading lessons in the curriculum in order to overcome 

the students’ spelling deficiency, which in turn, would facilitate the enhancement of 

ESL/EFL writing.  
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KESALAHAN EJAAN DALAM KALANGAN PELAJAR SEKOLAH 

MENENGAH   ESL DAN EFL ARAB DAN SIKAP MEREKA TERHADAP 

EJAAN DAN PENULISAN 

 

 

Oleh 

 

 

BANDAR MOHAMMADSAEED A. ALSOBHI 

 

 

April 2017 

 

 

Pengerusi : Sabariah Md Rashid, PhD 

Fakulti : Bahasa Moden dan Komunikasi 

 

 

Ejaan bahasa Inggeris telah dikenal pasti sebagai sesuatu yang menyusahkan kerana 

ia mempunyai kurang kesepadanan antara fonemnya dan grafemnya. Perkara ini 

menyebabkan pelajar Arab melakukan kesalahan ejaan yang serius dalam penulisan 

mereka. Oleh sebab itu, kajian ini membandingkan jenis dan penyebab kesalahan 

ejaan yang dilakukan oleh pelajar sekolah menengah Arab merentasi dua konteks, 

iaitu  konteks ESL di Malaysia dan konteks EFL di Arab Saudi. Kajian ini juga 

bertujuan untuk mengenal pasti hubungan antara sikap pelajar tersebut terhadap 

ejaan dan penulisan di samping meneliti hubungan antara kebolehan penulisan dan 

ketepatan ejaan dalam kalangan pelajar Arab.  

 

 

Kajian ini menerima pakai pendekatan kaedah campuran bagi mendapatkan 

pemahaman yang mendalam mengenai fenomena yang dikaji. Responden kajian ini, 

termasuk 140 pelajar sekolah menengah Arab dan empat guru Bahasa Inggeris dari 

kedua-dua konteks. Kajian ini melibatkan kaedah pengumpulan data kuantitatif dan 

kualitatif. Data kuantitatif dalam kajian ini telah dikumpul melalui tiga instrumen, 

iaitu, ujian ejaan, karangan bebas dan soal selidik tinjauan, manakala data kualitatif  

telah dikumpul melalui temu bual bersemuka dengan guru Bahasa Inggeris yang 

mengajar pelajar Arab dalam kedua-dua konteks. Dari segi analisis data, statistik 

deskriptif telah dijalankan bagi menganalisis data kuantitatif yang kemudiannya 

dihitung dan diinterpretasikan menggunakan cara SPSS, manakala analisis tematik 

dan koding induktif telah digunakan bagi menganalisis data kualitatif yang 

dikumpulkan dari temu bual. Jenis kesalahan ejaan pelajar telah dikategorikan 

berdasarkan klasifikasi kesalahan ejaan Cook (1999) manakala penyebab kesalahan 

bahasa yang mungkin terjadi telah dikenal pasti mengikut pengkategorian Al Jayousi 

(2011).  
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Dapatan kajian menunjukkan bahawa jumlah bilangan kesalahan ejaan yang 

dilakukan oleh pelajar Arab di Malaysia adalah lebih kecil berbanding dengan rakan 

mereka di Arab Saudi. Lebih-lebih lagi, kesalahan penggantian mewakili peratusan 

yang paling tinggi dalam kedua-dua konteks. Sewajarnya, faktor yang mungkin 

menyebabkan kesalahan ejaan dikesan sebagai ketaksamaan ejaan bahasa Inggeris, 

pengetahuan pelajar yang terhad mengenai peraturan ejaan dan bahasa ibunda serta 

faktor bukan linguistik yang lain. Dapatan juga menunjukkan bahawa pelajar Arab 

dalam kedua-dua konteks mempunyai sikap yang positif terhadap ejaan dan 

penulisan bahasa Inggeris. Dapatan juga menunjukkan bahawa  terdapat korelasi 

positif yang signifikan antara sikap terhadap ejaan dan penulisan dalam kalangan 

pelajar Arab di Malaysia, tetapi tidak terdapat korelasi positif yang signifikan antara 

kedua-dua pemboleh ubah dalam  konteks di Arab Saudi. Dapatan juga 

memperlihatkan korelasi positif antara ketepatan ejaan dan kebolehan penulisan 

dalam kalangan pelajar Arab di Malaysia tetapi tidak terdapat korelasi yang 

signifikan dalam kalangan rakan mereka di Arab Saudi. Kajian ini, oleh itu, 

mencadangkan supaya pengajaran formal mengenai ejaan harus diintegrasikan 

dengan penulisan dan pelajaran bacaan dalam kurikulum yang baharu bagi mengatasi 

kesilapan ejaan pelajar.     
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CHAPTER ONE 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 
 
 

Even the best speller has moments of uncertainty 
and may fail on some occasions to retrieve the right 
spelling. But what is particularly challenging is the 
case of the poor spellers who cannot do precisely 
that which the good speller does so effortlessly.  

−Uta Frith: Handbook of Spelling, 1994   
 
 
1.1 Background of the Study  
 
Education in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is given a high priority due to its 
prominent role in promoting human life. Accordingly, the Kingdom devotes special 
attention to make education become more effective and to meet the religious, 
economic and social needs of the country. Thus, the Saudi government aims at 
promoting good citizens who serve the community as a whole and keep pace with 
the global development. From the education development point of view, nowadays 
there are over twenty-five universities established across the Kingdom in which the 
students can major in any of the various academic specialisations available and 
obtain the first degree. In addition, Saudi students can be awarded scholarships in 
different disciplines needed in the country provided that they fulfil the requirements 
set out by the Ministry of Education. Over the past ten years, more than eighteen 
thousand students benefited from King Abdullah Scholarship Program. The Program 
enables the Saudi applicants join international universities in more than twenty 
countries such as the USA, Britain, Germany, Canada, Malaysia and Singapore 
(Ministry of Education).  
 
 
The Ministry of Education receives larger budget allocations and gets more generous 
support than ever before. Consequently, more schools and academies have been 
established within Saudi Arabia and abroad. For example, there are twenty Saudi 
schools located in a number of countries such as Malaysia, Turkey, Germany, India 
and Pakistan which accommodate students from kindergarten through the 12th grade 
(Royal Embassy of Saudi Arabia, Washington D.C.; Al-Sobhi, 2013). These schools 
are under the supervision of both the Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 
Education, and their main aims are to serve the Saudis who work, study or live 
abroad, to spread Islam and to establish strong relationships with other countries 
(General Directorate of Saudi Schools Abroad, 1984).  
 
 
In line with the educational development in Saudi Arabia, English receives a special 
attention and has strong presence as a foreign language taught in the Saudi 
educational system. Accordingly, the Saudi students study English for a total of nine 
years starting from grade four to grade twelve. Throughout these grades, the students 
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take four 45-mintue periods of English instruction per week. The great significance 
that English has among other subjects can be clearly seen in the recent English 
curricula which were implemented in 2011. The Ministry of Education introduced 
three different series of English textbooks for the three levels of education, which 
are the primary, intermediate and secondary in order to improve the students’ 
language proficiency. As far as English curriculum is concerned, students from grade 
four to grade six follow a series called Smart Class whereas those in intermediate 
level study Full Blast and finally Traveller is taught in secondary level. These 
curricula are aimed at developing the students’ use of English language skills in a 
communicative way. Apart from that, they also broaden the students’ intercultural 
awareness which does not only enable them understand their own culture better but 
also the other cultures around the world (Mitchell and Malkogianni, 2011). The new 
series also improves and integrates all the language skills through a variety of 
communicative tasks which develop the students’ way of thinking and enhance their 
language ability. 

Being the most commonly spoken language in the world, English plays an important 
role in developing the world’s education and business. For this reason, it is given a 
high priority in the education curriculum in Arab countries. For example, students 
who acquire high proficiency of English will be able to get an excellent chance to 
join local or international universities. In spite of all the efforts given to English as a 
foreign language learnt in universities, schools and institutions, Arab students still 
encounter a number of problems while learning writing skills in general and spelling 
skill in particular. Most of the spelling difficulties which the students encounter are 
due to their little knowledge of the English writing system, i.e. the specific rules used 
in writing. Studies carried out by Al-Jarf (2008) revealed that the Saudi students 
showed serious spelling difficulty especially at the phonological and morphological 
levels. She concluded that the majority of the participants were transferring Arabic 
spelling system into English which led to different spelling errors. Besides, spelling 
is normally ignored and not given any importance in the language courses which led 
to poor spelling (Al-Jarf, 2010). In spite of the early introduction of English in the 
Saudi schools, the students still encounter enormous difficulties in spelling 
especially in vowel representation and silent letters (El-Dakhs & Mitchell, 2011). In 
order to overcome spelling difficulties, it would be important to understand the 
nature of English orthography, including some key concepts about the English 
writing system. 

1.2 Writing Systems 

Although the word ‘writing’ conveys versatile senses, the context can help the 
audience determine the exact meaning referred to (Rogers, 2005). For example, 
writing can mean handwriting: Your writing is very neat. It can also refer to style, 
i.e. the way and manner which people use to express themselves in a written form: 
Alan’s writing has improved after taking some courses in literature. Writing also 
refers to any language writing system: English writing goes from left to right. 
Coulmas, (2003, p.1) defines writing as ‘a system of recording language by means 
of visible or tactile marks which relate in a systematic way to units of speech.’ As 
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far as writing system type is concerned, it can be described as either logographic, 
syllabic, alphabetic or consonantal (Finegan, 2008). Logographic writing system 
represents words and morphemes through graphic signs instead of sounds or 
syllables such as Chinese characters. Written symbols such as <%> ‘percentage’, 
<$> ‘dollar’ and <3> ‘three’ are also logographic. Unlike logographic forms, the 
other three types are phonographic because of the grapheme-phoneme relationship 
(Scholfiled, 1994). A writing system is called syllabic if it employs a set of symbols 
representing the pronunciation of a syllable such as Tamil in India whereas it is 
described as alphabetic when a set of graphic units represents distinctive sounds, i.e. 
phonemes such as English (Finegan, 2008). In addition, consonantal writing system 
like Arabic is graphically represented by consonants and vowels which can be 
indicated by diacritical marks. (Coulmas, 2003). On the other hand, Cook and 
Bassetti (2005) point out that the writing rules include five essential components: 
letter alphabet, writing direction, punctuation, orthographic constraints and sound-
to-letter correspondence. In the context of the current study undertaken, it is 
important to discuss these components in terms of two writing systems: English and 
Arabic.  
 
 
1.2.1 English Writing System 
 
English uses Roman alphabet in writing and has twenty-six letters. They are written 
from left to right and represented in either upper-case, such as <A B C> or lower-
case, such as <a b c>. It has forty-four contrastive sounds divided into two main 
categories: twenty vowels and twenty-four consonants (Dalmolin, 2009). 
Furthermore, punctuation, including word spaces, is considered important in writing 
convention for the English language. It is used for two primary purposes: to indicate 
grammatical features, e.g. the apostrophe indicates ownership, as in Mary’s car is 
new or to show features of spoken language such as pausing or intonation, for 
example, If I were you, I would study harder (Cook, 2004). In addition, the English 
writing system is made up of graphemes, which are small written units considered 
as the written representation of phonemes (Harris & Hodges, 1995). A grapheme 
may be single (known as a graph) such as <p s t> or double (called a diagraph) like 
<ph>, <sh>, <th>. Single and double graphemes are called simple graphemes. 
Compound graphemes, on the other hand, are simple graphemes doubled, such as 
<gg>, <tt>, or <ck> in words like <luggage>, <letter> and <kick> (Birch, 2014). To 
illustrate, a word like <fish> consists of three graphemes <f>, <i> and <sh> whereas 
the word <speak> has only four graphemes <s>, <p>, <ea> and <k>. In writing, the 
position of graphemes follows certain rules and does not occur arbitrarily. In order 
to avoid confusion, scholars of linguistics refer to words or letters inside angle 
brackets < > as graphemes whereas single diagonal slashes /   / are used to represent 
phonemes. Joshi and Carreker (2009) state that  

 
There are some rules or constraints in English orthography that govern 
grapheme sequences, position, and usage. For example, the sequence skr 
does not occur within a syllable; ck does not appear in the initial position of 
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words; v and j do not occur in the final position of words; and j, y, v, and w 
rarely or never double in English. (p.150).    

 
 
Unfortunately, the notable lack of connection between sounds and letters makes 
English spelling inconsistent and unpredictable, therefore, students encounter 
serious difficulty due to this spelling irregularity (Nassaji, 2007; Dehham & 
Mohmmed 2008).  
 
 
Finally, Cook and Bassetti (2005) describe the rules which combine sounds and 
letters and vice versa as grapheme-phoneme correspondence rules (see Table 1.1 
below for an example). For instance, the grapheme <f> has only one phoneme 
whereas the phoneme /f/ can have different graphemes <f>fake, <ph>phone, 
<ff>buff, and rough<gh> (Carney, 1994). Conversely, the phoneme /æ/ has four 
graphemes <a, ai, al, au> as in fat, plaid, half and laugh respectively. For a complete 
list of sound-to-spelling correspondences see (Appendix B:i). 
 
 

Table 1.1 : ‘Mapping options’ for selected examples for English words 
 

Grapheme-phoneme 
Correspondences 

Phoneme-grapheme 
Correspondences 

Grapheme Phonemic 
options 

Example Phoneme Graphemic 
options 

Example 

<f> /f/ fake /f/ <f> 
<ph> 
<ff> 
<gh> 

fake 
phone 
buff 
rough 

 
<a> 
 

/eɪ/ 
/ɑː/ 
/iː/ 
/e/ 
/aɪ / 
/әʊ/ 
/ɔː/ 
/ә/ 
/u:/ 

fake 
arm 
eat 
many 
aisle 
coat 
all 
canal 
beauty 

/eɪ/ 
 

<a-e> 
<a> 
<ai> 
<ai-e> 
<aigh> 
<au-e> 
<ay> 
<e> 
<ea> 
<ei> 
<eigh> 
<et> 
<ey> 

fake 
angle 
aid 
aide 
straight 
gauge 
way 
cafe 
break 
vein 
weigh 
beret 
they 

<k> /k/ 
silent 

fake 
knee 
 

/k/ <k> 
<c> 
<cc> 
<ch> 
<ck> 
<cq> 
<qu> 

fake 
arc 
occupy 
echo 
back 
acquire 
bouquet 

<e> silent 
/eә/ 
/i:/ 
/e/ 
/aɪ /  
/ә/ 

fake 
there 
feel 
and 
eye 
angel 

   

 

Note: From “A Survey of English Spelling” By Carney 1994, p.17 Routledge.  
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In addition to what has been said, there are different levels of phonological 
transparency (also referred to as ‘orthographic depth’) which describes the writing 
system as either phonologically transparent or opaque based on the connection 
between spoken and written forms (Bassetti, 2012). Accordingly, a language in 
which sounds and letters considerably correspond, is described as transparent 
whereas a language in which sounds and letters vary greatly is said to be opaque. 
However, the degree of transparency and opaqueness relatively varies from one 
writing system to another according to the type of the writing system used such as 
alphabetic, syllabic, consonantal or morphemic (Cook & Bassetti, 2005). Because of 
the lack of one-to-one correspondence between sounds and letters in English, its 
writing system is commonly considered phonologically opaque par excellence 
(Birch, 2014). English is alphabetic, i.e. one symbol represents one sound, either a 
consonant or a vowel (Birch, 2014). She states  
 

English spelling violates the alphabetic principle in that there are fewer letters 
than needed to represent the sounds of English. Some letters are not needed: 
c, q, or x could be substituted by other letters: s, k, or ks … English spelling 
is often considered chaotic or inconsistent; it is most certainly highly 
complex. (p.27) 

 
 
On the other hand, the way in which English words are spelt or read is considered 
challenging especially to those who use a completely different writing system such 
as Arab learners. This sound-letter inconsistency negatively affects both spelling and 
reading and makes learners commit many serious errors in spelling. Bassetti (2012, 
p.450) also emphasized that  
 

The level of phonological transparency of an alphabetic writing system 
affects reading and spelling. Users of phonologically opaque alphabetic 
writing systems rely more in whole-word units for reading and spelling … 
and readers of transparent alphabetic writing systems rely more on 
grapheme-morpheme conversions for reading and phoneme-grapheme 
conversions for spelling.  

 
 
As far as spelling is concerned, Al-Jabri (2003) revealed that substitution is the most 
common type of spelling error Omani learners make. Al-Mezeini (2009) asserted 
that 55% of the spelling errors in his Omani learners’ writing are of sound-based 
nature. Al zuoud and Kabilan (2013) also showed in their study that the largest type 
of error committed by Jordanian English language students is substitution which is 
based on the relationship between sounds and written symbols. For example, sounds 
such as /p/ and /v/ are usually replaced with /b/ and /f/. Similarly, Dehham and 
Mohmmed (2008) found out that the complex correspondence between sounds and 
letters is the most difficult aspect of English spelling for the Iraqi EFL learners. It is 
worth mentioning that English vowels exhibit a greater difficulty than consonants, 
especially for learners of a phonetic language with a limited number of vowel sounds 
like Arabic (Al-Najjar, 2012).  
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Up to this point, much attention was given to the nature of the English writing system 
and how it works. The discussion was followed up by some previous studies which 
revealed that English orthography was problematic and illogical to the Arab learners 
especially in terms of the relationship between English sounds and letters. This 
discussion leads us to shed light on the nature of Arabic language writing system 
since these two languages, English and Arabic, came into existence from different 
origins.  
 
 
1.2.2 Arabic Writing System 
 
Arabic is a Semitic language originated in the Arabian Peninsula and gained its high 
reputation with the spread of Islam (Coulmas, 2003). It is the first language of about 
206 million people spread mostly in the Middle East and North Africa (Allaith, 
2009). Today, a large number of non-Arab Muslims around the world are eager to 
learn Arabic because it is the language of the Holy Qur’an, the Muslims’ sacred 
book. Arabic has 28 letters written from right to left. Its writing system is 
consonantal, i.e. it relies more heavily on consonants than vowels. Generally 
speaking, Semitic languages share two common features. First, they involve 
diacritics which demonstrate different ways consonants and vowels are articulated 
based on their context and grammatical structure. These signs can be mostly seen in 
literary texts, school textbooks and above all in the versions of the Holy Qur’an, 
while the latter is rarely written or seen without these diacritical marks. It is worth 
noting that words written with diacritics ‘called marked’ are by far more accurate in 
terms of reading than those unmarked words. Thus, textbooks which are designed 
for Arab children and novice readers are fully provided with diacritical marks to 
specify the correct pronunciation of the written words. However, adults and 
advanced learners generally depend on the context or their previous knowledge to 
deduce the unseen diacritics (Abu-Rabia & Siegel, 1995). Second, words of Semitic 
origins are derived from one root usually made of three consonants which carry the 
meaning (Jensen, 1969; Allaith, 2009). For example, an Arabic learner can derive 
and inflect many words with different referents from the root كتب <ktb> /kataba/ (he 
wrote) such as book, writer, writing, written, office, library and so forth. The 
derivational and inflectional processes which Arabic words go through establish a 
high connection between Arabic semantic and formal similarities among Arabic 
words (Link & Caramazza, 1994). That is to say, all the words which are derived 
from one root are semantically and formally related to the root and to each other as 
well.  In the above-mentioned example, the words book, writer, writing, written, 
office, library are semantically associated with each other.  
 
 
In writing, letters of Arabic are connected to one another to form words, and they 
take different shapes based on their position in a word: initial, medial, final or 
independent (Habash, 2010). It is worth mentioning that the Modern Standard Arabic 
(MSA) is the official written language of the Arab World, and the language which is 
primarily used in media and education. Thus, dialectal Arabic which is used for 
communication is not stressed here because it considerably differs from the Standard 
Arabic. Arabic dialects ‘are primarily spoken not written [they are not] taught in 
schools or even standardised although there is a rich popular dialect culture of 
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folktales, songs, movies, and TV shows’ (Habash, 2010, p.1). It is widely believed 
among the Arab speakers that mastering MSA reflects how educated and 
knowledgeable the individual is. Therefore, it is ‘a mark of prestige, education and 
social standing’ (Ryding, 2011, p.485). Compared with English, Arabic sounds 
considerably correspond to letters. That is to say, there is almost a match between 
the graphs and sounds in Arabic, while English has no match in most cases which 
makes its spelling irregular (Abdul Ameer & Altaie, 2010; Link & Caramazza, 
1994). Because of this irregularity, most Arab learners fail to spell out English words 
successfully. Thus, Arab learners should have basic knowledge of the English 
orthography skills in order minimize their spelling errors.  
 
 
1.3 Spelling: Definitions and Importance 
 
Researchers and linguists have arrived at different definitions of the concept of 
spelling. For example, Graham and Miller (1979, p.2) describe spelling as ‘the ability 
to recognize, recall, reproduce or obtain orally or in written form the correct 
sequence of letters in words.’ On the other hand, Hodges (1984, p.1) considers 
spelling ‘as a process of converting oral language to visual form by placing graphic 
symbols on some writing surface.’ On the other hand, Lennox and Siegel (1994, 
p.93) view spelling as a process that ‘involves integration of several skills including 
knowledge of phonological representation, grammatical and semantic knowledge as 
well as formulation of analogies with words in visual memory. In the same vein, 
Mesmah (2012, p.15) refers to spelling as the ability to produce words, orally or in a 
written format, by placing the letters of these words in an accurate sequence.’ In 
addition, Staden (2010, p.1) offers a more comprehensive definition and describes 
spelling as ‘a complex written language skill that draws upon a number of language 
abilities including phonological and visual skills, awareness of morphological 
structures and semantic relationships as well as knowledge of spelling rules.’ It can 
be concluded from the previous definitions that correct spelling is a written or spoken 
product developed by a series of stages based on the learner’s knowledge of the 
interrelated linguistic levels and visual memory skills as well.    
 
 
There are a number of cogent reasons for learning to spell words accurately. One is 
that correct spelling makes the reader understand the written message clearly. 
Writing a text with incorrect spelling leads to unsuccessful communication between 
the writer and the audience. Thus, writers should have good competency in spelling 
in order to convey their written messages vividly and avoid distraction. Okyere 
(1990, p.1) asserts that  
 

spelling is an essential skill for students to master because it allows for the 
clear expression of thought in written form. It is one of the important tool 
skills in written communication and an essential component of a total 
language arts curriculum. 

 
 
In spoken language, a speaker who mispronounces words cannot be properly 
understood by listeners. Likewise, a writer whose words are written inadequately 
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may confuse the reader. It is worth noting that in a conversation, a listener has the 
opportunity to comment or request more clarification to get a clearer message 
because verbal mistakes can be corrected immediately. On the contrary, writing in 
general does not allow instant corrective feedback, instead, it receives a delayed 
response such as correcting the students’ writing tasks (Ellis, 2009). Secondly, 
research has shown that there is a mutual relationship between spelling and reading. 
In other words, reading fluency requires two kinds of knowledge: spelling-to-sound 
correspondences and spelling and pronunciation of particular words (Gough & 
Wren, 2009). As a process, learning how to read a word necessitates readers to look 
at the spelling, pronounce the word, differentiate between the sounds and recognize 
how letters correspond to the sounds in that word (Ehri, 2005). Furthermore, Moats 
(2005, p.12) points out that ‘spelling and reading build and rely on the same mental 
representation of a word, and knowing the spelling of a word makes the 
representation of it sturdy and accessible for fluent reading.’ Thus, readers who 
understand English orthographic rules such as knowing that /f/ is represented 
differently in words like cliff, phone and enough are described as competent readers, 
and vice versa.   
 
 
Thirdly, spelling demonstrates the writer’s sound knowledge and efficient spelling 
creates a good impression about his academic proficiency. Parker (1991, p.46) points 
out that ‘good spelling is regarded as the mark of a well-educated person, and 
because of this, it can affect a child’s future opportunities and choices in life.’ For 
example, a job applicant whose writing is full of mistakes may lose the opportunity 
to be a successful candidate. On the other hand, Warda (2005, p.2) asserts that 
‘spelling affects academic performance and grades since individuals with low 
spelling confidence and skills not only write less and more plainly, but may simply 
not be empowered to adequately express their knowledge in various subject areas.’ 
For instance, an IELTS test taker is expected to have a lower band if he produces 
many noticeable mistakes in listening, reading and writing tasks, which include poor 
spelling that affects the overall score. For this reason, test candidates are required to 
practice well to avoid misspelt words especially the high frequency ones such as 
beautiful, tomorrow, sciences, experience, beginning, remember, etc. (Fry, 2000).    
 
 
Because of the importance of spelling, teachers usually allocate a specific amount of 
time to teach the students the spelling rules, especially in primary schools, by 
providing them with different activities to enhance their word knowledge. In these 
activities, students can be exposed to the high frequency words through which the 
teacher concentrates on the key areas of spelling such as letters sequence in a word, 
the relationship between sounds and letters, spelling patterns, words with silent 
letters, and so forth. To illustrate the point, a teacher can implement different 
strategies such as sound patterns to facilitate spelling and makes it easy to remember. 
Rhyming pairs of words like fan - ran, light - right, kind - mind, game - name, talk - 
walk and so on are examples of sound patterns. The knowledge of spelling patterns 
enables the students learn more than one word at a time, and this encourages the 
students to learn spelling correctly and increases their confidence (Antenucci et al., 
2011). Finally, for many years, a number of countries around the world such as the 
USA, Australia, Canada and India had sponsored a competition called Spelling Bee 
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in which the participants are asked to spell out words with different levels of 
difficulty. The main purpose of this competition is to develop the students’ spelling 
proficiency, expand their vocabulary and increase correct English usage that help 
them in their daily life (Duhon et al., 2001). Realising the role of spelling and word 
knowledge for the Arab students, local schools such as the Saudi School in Kuala 
Lumpur (SSKL) have been conducting a Spelling Bee as well for the primary level 
since 2012. As a preparation stage, the students are given a list of high-frequency 
words to practice within a two-month period, and then they are orally tested in 
different rounds of the competition. Upon giving an incorrect spelling of a word, the 
speller immediately drops out of the competition. In the final round, the qualifying 
spellers are asked to spell out words of different levels of difficulty. The judges 
declare the winner after he/she spells out all the words accurately.  
 
 
It can be concluded from what has been said that learning to spell English words 
correctly is of great salience because it is part and parcel of people’s everyday written 
communication and efficient spelling is a mark of language competence which 
leaves a mark on the status of language user. In addition, accurate spelling is also an 
indicator for learners’ reading proficiency. In his study, Johnson (2013, p.13) 
concluded that 
 

children who are good readers are often good spellers because spelling and 
reading are so closely related [and] spelling instruction improves reading 
performance. It is shown that students who improve in spelling instruction, 
also improve in writing fluency and reading word-attack skills. These 
findings show that spelling instruction can boost overall reading 
performance. If students have a higher knowledge of spelling, they are able 
to make more sense of the words that they are reading. 

 
 
1.3.1 Developmental Stages of Spelling  
 
In 1982, Gentry revealed that spelling is a product that passes through some 
sequential stages, and learners do not just learn how to spell words by memorising 
them, but rather they spell with an understanding of the implicit rules of the English 
spelling system. Despite the fact that these stages have a sequential pattern of 
development, it is important to remember that spelling ability improves over time, 
and a range in spelling proficiency should be expected at any age (Gentry, 2000; Fay, 
2004). Gentry, (1982) categorized five stages which children go thorough while 
learning how to spell. First, children begin with a precommunicative stage through 
which they write letters randomly to represent a word. The letters are scribbled and 
drawn with no connection to the sounds of the word, e.g. RTAT for eighty. This stage 
is followed by a semiphonetic stage when children start to learn writing a letter or a 
group of letters based on sounds. They write the first and/or the last letter of the target 
word, e.g. a initial for eighty. During the phonetic stage, children write the letters as 
they sound e.g. ate for the initial sound in eighty. At this stage, children can represent 
almost a complete letter-sound correspondence. Later, at the transitional stage, the 
spelling visually resembles the correct form of the word, and the child perceives 
certain English spelling rules such as the use of diagraph patterns, e.g. <qu>, <st>, 
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<ea>, <ai> and silent letters. As a result, he may write eightee for eighty. Finally, 
over a long period of practice and instruction of the English orthography system, the 
child writes the correct spelling of the word. Mesmah (2012) adds that   
 

The correct speller also accurately spells prefixes, suffixes, contractions, and 
compound words. He recognizes misspellings and uses alternative spellings 
to correct the mistakes. The correct speller also accurately spells prefixes, 
suffixes. Spellers in the correct stage also accumulate a large inventory of 
learned words. (p.31) 

 
 
In essence, during the early stages of spelling development, children make a number 
of errors due to their lack of knowledge of English phonology, morphology and 
orthography. For instance, they omit some silent consonants <nee> for <knee>, 
misspell some suffixes <bodi> instead of <body> or misrepresent sounds <kar> for 
<car>. Each of the stages above as they move towards the correct spelling, is 
characterized by observations of spelling errors (Fay, 2004). Accordingly, the 
learner’s errors are expected to progressively decline once his spelling competence 
gradually develops and his awareness of the spelling components rises.    
 
 
1.3.2 Essential Components for Spelling 
 
The previous section has shown that learning to spell is a process developed through 
certain underlying linguistic knowledge rather than a mere memorization effort. 
Thus, learners need to understand the spelling patterns that apply to a large number 
of words in order to spell the words correctly (Templeton, 2004). In order to be a 
good speller, a learner needs to be aware of the six essential spelling components 
(see Figure 1.1) which are integrated from many aspects of a language. These six 
aspects are synthesized from the previous studies conducted by (Gillon, 2004; 
Carlisle 1995; Lawrence, 2008; Rathvon, 2004; Apel, 2011; Antenucci, 2011).  
 
 

 
Figure 1.1 : The Essential Components for Spelling Skill 

Aspects that 
Affect 

Spelling
1. phonology

2. morphology

3. orthography
4. visual 
memory

5. semantics

6. etymology
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Linguists such as (Chomsky and Halle, 1968; Langacker, 1973; Ehri, 1980) 
suggested that every lexicon has different identities, namely, phonology, syntax, 
semantics and orthography. Accordingly, a word is comprised of certain sounds, 
carries a grammatical function, and has a specific dictionary definition. Besides its 
letters are sequenced and has systematic relationships to the phonological properties. 
Ehri (1980) noted that when words are read or written correctly their orthographic 
images are synthesized with the above-mentioned identities. That is to say, the 
word’s phonological, syntactic and semantic identities are integrated together to 
form single units in the lexical memory.  
 
 
1.3.2.1 Phonological Awareness   
 
It refers to the learner’s ability to identify and use the sound structures of a language. 
Gillon, (2004) determines three levels of phonological awareness in which a word 
can be broken down into smaller units: syllable, onset-rime and phoneme. First, the 
syllable level requires knowing that words are divided into syllables and each 
syllable contains a vowel sound such as pen-cil and sand-wich. These vowel sounds 
are normally either stressed or unstressed. For example, in the words above the first 
syllables (pen - sand) are stressed whereas the last ones (cil - wich) are not. 
Moreover, Onset and rime demonstrate the way in which single syllable words can 
be divided into a beginning sound unit known as onset and a rime unit containing the 
vowel and what follows it. In the word think, th is the onset of the syllable and ink is 
the rime. The awareness of onset and rime is usually recognized by rhyming words 
(Gillon, 2004) such as hill - fill and name - same. Finally, the phonemic awareness 
is third level of phonological awareness in words are segmented into phonemes – the 
smallest distinctive sound units. To illustrate, the word pen has three different 
phonemes /p/, /e/ and /n/. Changing one of these phonemes produces another word 
with a different meaning. For example, if the first phoneme is changed from /p/ to /t/ 
or /h/, the words ten and hen would be heard. Griffith (1991) concluded that 
phonological awareness helps to create correct spellings, and children having high 
phonemic awareness skills are better spellers than those having low phonemic 
awareness skills in both first and third grades. Apel et al. (2004) asserted that the 
child phonemic awareness is a strong predictor of the early childhood spelling 
ability. It is worth noting that exposing learners of English to homophones, words 
with identical pronunciation but different written forms and meanings such as 
meet/meat and write/right, raises their phonological awareness decreases the 
complexity of English spelling. Because English homophonous words create 
difficulty in spelling and may affect comprehension especially when there is 
insufficient context, learning to spell correctly should not be neglected while learning 
the language. Besides, the students should be aware of the English morphological 
system as it helps them understand how word formation works.      
 
 
1.3.2.2 Morphological Awareness  
 
Morphology is defined as the study of internal word structure, i.e. the morpheme. A 
morpheme is the smallest constituent of a word that carries meaning. Carlisle (1995, 
p.194) refers to the morphological awareness as the learner’s ‘conscious awareness 
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of the morphemic structure of words and the ability to reflect on and manipulate that 
structure.’ It also refers to the learner’s ability to realise how affixes, i.e. prefixes and 
suffixes are added to the base word and what modifications are undergone while 
attaching these affixes (Apel et al., 2004). Prefixes are added to the beginning of 
words and serve to change their meanings (see Table 1.2) but they very rarely change 
the word class except the derivational prefix {en-} as in encircle, enrich and enforce. 
However, there are a number of inflectional prefixes which alter the word’s meaning. 
For example, prefixes like {a-, anti-, un-, dis-} express negation whereas {infra-, 
sub-, trans-, re-} describe direction (Nagy et al., 2009). Notice that curly brackets { 
} indicate morphemes.  
 
 

Table 1.2 : Examples of English Inflectional Prefixes 
 

Prefixes Meanings Examples 

{a-} not abnormal 

{anti-} against antibiotic 

{un-} not unhappy 

{dis-} opposite disapprove 

{inter-} between international 

{mal-} wrong, bad maltreat 

{micro-} small microscope 

{ex-} former ex-president 

{co-} together cooperation 

 
 
Suffixes, on the other hand, are either inflectional or derivational. Inflectional 
suffixes are added to the end of words to indicate grammatical categories such as 
plural (books), person (reads), tense (studied) and possession (Sam’s). In English, 
there are eight inflectional suffixes as shown in Table 1.3. These suffixes are 
essential for the construction of grammatical sentences. For example, the subject and 
verb must agree in person and number. This means that singular subjects demand 
singular verbs, e.g. The boy is playing football and plural subjects demand plural 
verbs, e.g. The boys are playing football. Accordingly, the plural and person suffixes 
are syntactically related (Plag, 2003).  
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Table 1.3 : English Inflectional Suffixes  
 

Suffixes Examples Functions Word categories 
1. {-s pl.} students - plural number noun 
2. {-s ps. } student’s - singular possessive 

 
 

3. {-s 3rd} plays - present 3rd  
  person singular 

 

4. {-ING vb} playing - present participle verb 
5. {-D pt} played - past tense  
6. {-D pp} played 

 
- past participle  

7. {-ER cp} taller - comparative adjective 
8. {-EST sp} tallest - superlative  

 Note. Adapted from ‘Inflectional Morphology,’ by E. Finegan, 2008,  
  Language: Its Structure and Use, p. 55. Copyright Thomson Wadsworth. 

 
 
In addition, derivational suffixes (as illustrated in table 1.4) are attached to the base 
form to create a new word category. For instance, one can derive many word classes 
from the word beauty like beautify, beautiful and beautifully. 
 
 

Table 1.4 : Examples of English Derivational Suffixes 
 

 
Suffixes 

 
Examples 

 
Word categories 

{-age} 
{-ation} 
{-dom} 

coverage 
education 
kingdom 

 

 
noun 

{-en} 
{-ify} 
{-ise} 

broaden 
certify 
organise 

 

 
verb 

{-ful} 
{-less} 
{-ous} 

careful 
useless 
delicious 

 

 
adjective 

{-ly} 
{-wards} 
{-wise} 

slowly 
inwards 
clockwise 

 
adverb 

 

 
 
Understanding the morphological changes enhances the learner’s ability to spell out 
words correctly and facilities his reading comprehension. Lawrence (2008) noted 
that morphological awareness plays an important role in the spelling of base, 
inflected, and derived words. O’Sullivan (2007, p.29) also observed that the 
‘children’s awareness of word structures and their meanings, including suffixes and 
prefixes, played an increasing role in their ability to make the right choices when 
spelling.’ In addition, the learners’ morphological awareness includes learning 
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spelling patterns such as careful, graceful and thankful which end with the suffix {-
ful} or they learn through common spelling generalisations like: if a word ends in -
y preceded by a vowel letter (a-e-i-o-u), add -s or -ed such as plays and played. If the 
final -y is preceded by a consonant letter, change the -y to -i then add -es or -ed as in 
studies and studied. It is worth mentioning again that English is said to have a low 
degree of phonemic-graphemic correspondence.  For instance, the two inflectional 
morphemes: the verbal past-tense {-ed} and the plural {-s} represent different 
allomorphs, i.e. have different pronunciations as in <called>, <walked>, <waited> 
and <books>, <dogs>, <dishes>. Because of such inconsistent letter-sound 
relationships, Arab learners of English who are expected to spell words like 
<waited> and <dogs> correctly would have problems and may produce them as 
waitid and dogz. Thus, developing morphological awareness marks a noticeable 
progress towards becoming a competent speller, that is to say, the learners’ spelling 
proficiency increases when they know how new words are formed by attaching 
prefixes and suffixes to the base form. In spite of its importance, Westwood (2008) 
pointed out in his study that many teachers ignore teaching children about 
morphemes and word structure. Hurry et al. (2005) revealed that only 3 out of 17 
teachers could even define a morpheme. They concluded that teachers’ negligence 
of instructing morphological fundamental rules creates a serious problem in spelling 
ability.  
 
 
1.3.2.3 Orthographic Awareness    
 
Earlier, the researcher has discussed the prominent role of phonology and 
morphology in increasing the learners’ spelling knowledge. The correspondence 
between the above-mentioned linguistic aspects is the main concern of orthography. 
To differentiate between spelling and orthography, Sebba (2007, p.11) wrote ‘I am 
spelling the words of this sentence according to the orthography of English using the 
Roman writing system.’ He described spelling as a set of conventions for writing 
words whereas orthography is the application of those conventions. Orthography is 
also described as the ‘system of printed symbols for representing the speech sounds 
in a written language which includes uppercase and lowercase letters, numeral and 
punctuation marks’ (Rathvon, 2004, p.92). Orthographic knowledge helps learners 
recognize the rules on which letters are sequenced in a word. For example, English 
words never begin with double consonants, and consonant digraphs such as <ng> or 
<nk> are never shown in the word-initial position, but can normally appear in the 
medial and final positions in words like <sing>, <singing>, <linked> and <link>. 
Additionally, orthographic awareness is the learner’s ability to recognise the one-to-
one correspondence between graphemes and phonemes, and vice versa. Ehri (1998) 
pointed out that orthographic awareness ‘provides a powerful mnemonic system that 
bonds the written forms of specific words to their pronunciation in memory’ (p. -15).  
 
 
Because English spelling lacks grapheme-phoneme correspondence (see Table 1.1), 
it is frequently described as illogical and inconsistent. For example, words containing 
<ough> such as in <tough>, <thought>, <through>, <although>, <cough>, <plough> 
and <hiccough>are pronounced differently. Another example of an unpredictable 
pronunciation is the grapheme <oo> which indicates different sounds as in <book>, 
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<soon>, <door> and <blood> whereas the phoneme /u:/ can have different 
graphemes such as <ue, oe, ew, ough, o, oo, ou, wo, uo, u> as in <blue>, <shoe>, 
<flew>, <through>, <to>, <too>, <soup><two>, <you> and <flu> (Bell, 2009). As 
noted, orthographic depth is considered an influential factor which affects the 
spelling of language learners. To illustrate, Arabic is said to have a transparent 
orthography, i.e. each phoneme is orthographically represented by only one 
grapheme. For this reason, Arab learners find it difficult to spell English words which 
contain silent or double consonants such as <light>, <take>, <sitting> and 
<stopped>. Durgunoğlu et al. (2002) revealed that learners whose first language is 
highly transparent may use the sound-to-letter strategy to spell English words, which 
may cause spelling errors. Bancha (2013, p.12) added that ‘errors on inflectional 
endings are meaningful as they give different meanings to the words, and it is 
impossible to add those inflected words accurately without linguistic knowledge’.  
 
 
1.3.2.4 Semantic Awareness 
 
In order to spell words correctly learners should acquire some semantic knowledge 
besides the other linguistic elements viz phonology, morphology and orthography. 
Semantics is defined as the study of the meaning of words, phrases and sentences 
(Yule, 2010). Accordingly, semantic awareness is the learner’s ability to realize the 
effect of spelling on word meaning or vice versa (Apel, 2011), i.e. spelling the target 
word incorrectly leads to a different meaning. Thus, a learner is required to select the 
right spelling for the right context in order to avoid spelling errors. In spelling, 
context plays a significant role in selecting the correct word, especially those words 
which look or sound alike, namely, homophones and homographs. Exposing learners 
of English to homophones, words with identical pronunciation but different written 
forms and meanings such as meet/meat and write/right, raises their linguistic 
awareness and decreases the complexity of English spelling. Because English 
homophonous words create difficulty to spell or comprehend especially when 
context is minimal, they should not be neglected while learning. Similarly, 
homographs, words with similar spelling but different pronunciation and meaning 
such as minute/minute and close/close, should be emphasized to enhance the 
learner’s spelling and reading proficiency.  
 
 
1.3.2.5 Etymological Awareness 
 
The word etymology refers to the scientific study of word origin. According to 
Durkin (2009), it is concerned with investigating and tracing of word history. 
Antenucci et al. (2011) pointed out that etymological knowledge includes six 
components. First, words that are borrowed from other languages such as aster in 
<astronaut> from Greek which means star and centum in <century>from Latin 
which means hundred. Second, acronyms, i.e. an abbreviation made up from the 
initial letters of words or phrases and pronounced as one word as in NATO (North 
Atlantic Treaty Organization). Besides, etymology includes neologism, i.e. new 
words and terms coined after an invention such as nylon and Internet.  Also, blended 
words such as gasoline and brunch or words that are derived from names of people 
and places as diesel and America are considered parts of etymology. Etymology also 
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focuses on the origin of trade names such as Gillette and Jacuzzi. As for spelling, 
etymology answers the learner’s puzzling questions concerning the way in which 
some English words are written such as the silent consonants as in psychology, light, 
know etc. Being aware of how these words exist in English broadens the learner’s 
understanding of spelling conventions and helps him/her in writing errorless words.      
 
 
1.3.2.6 Visual Memory   
 
In addition to the language related features mentioned that affect spelling visual 
information also plays a significant role in deciding whether a word is written 
correctly or not. The appearance of the word helps learners compare the new word 
with a similar word stored previously (Mpiti, 2012). Andrews and Scarratt (1996) 
observed that good spelling reflects an effective lexical storage in memory in which 
the word image is stored in the learner’s mind and is recognized immediately by 
sight and written spontaneously. For example, learners can easily remember the 
spelling of words like friend, because, open, juice and starts as they respectively 
contain the implicit familiar words, namely, end, use, pen, ice and arts. Hendrickson 
(1967) stated that  

 
As the child learns to visualize he learns to look and observe. He learns to 
see, listen, and know more. He learns to see more in less time. He learns the 
visual ability of substituting symbols for experiences, and he learns symbol 
manipulation as a visual activity which, when adequately learned, produces 
a good writer, good reader, and a good speller. When he can visualize a word, 
he can spell it, regardless of how it sounds. (p.42) 

 
 

Moseley (1997) asserted that children greatly depend on the visual characteristics of 
a word after the phonetic stage. Researchers like Singelton, (1997); Medwell et al., 
(2007) and Westwood, (2008) revealed that visual imagery enhances the learner’s 
spelling performance and helps learners spell out English irregular words better. 
Westwood (2008) added that the common LOOK-SAY-COVER-WRITE-CHECK 
spelling strategy activates the learner’s visual imagery and helps him store the 
important words in memory. Ehri (1980, p.334) concluded that ‘orthographic images 
ensure identification and production of printed words’ therefore words can be read 
fluently and spelled out correctly.   
 
 
1.4 Common Spelling Rules in English 
 
As mentioned previously, English spelling has a reputation of being unmanageable 
because it does not show a high degree of correspondence between its phonemes and 
graphemes. For example, the phoneme /f/ can be represented differently in words 
like fat, cliff, phone and enough. Similarly, the sound /iː/ can be written with various 
forms as in me, see, sea, key, field, pizza and receive. On the contrary, one grapheme 
can have several phonemes. For instance, <c> can have various pronunciations such 
as car, center, special and cello. Likewise, the letter <k> is silent in know but 
pronounced in key. In spite of this inconsistency, there are some spelling rules which 
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can lower the possibility of spelling errors and guide foreign learners of English to 
the correct spelling (Carney, 1994; Alkhuli, 1997; Seaton, 2001; Ott, 2007; Upward 
and Davidson, 2011; Al-Najjar, 2012). The following summary of the most common 
spelling rules in English concerning the –s and –ed inflectional endings as well as 
the common English silent letters adapted from (Alkhuli, 2004).   
 
 
1.4.1 The –s Inflectional Ending  
 
The inflectional suffix <s> includes plurality, possessive, 3rd person singular present-
tense and contraction. Here are the pronunciation and spelling rules for inserting final 
<s>:  
 

1. If <s> comes after the voiceless non-sibilant sounds /p, k, t, f, θ/, it is 
pronounced /s/ as in lips, books, hats, roofs and months. 

2. If <s> comes after the voiced consonant sounds /b, d, g, v, m, n, ŋ, l, r /, it is 
pronounced /z/ as in cabs, words, bags, gloves, dreams, fans, songs, walls 
and doors. This includes all the vowel sounds, e.g. days, keys, cows, toes, 
pies and boys.  

3. If <s> comes after a hissing sound, i.e. a sibilant or affricate consonants /s, x, 
z, ʃ, ʒ, tʃ, dʒ/, it is pronounced /ɪz/ as in buses, foxes, prizes, dishes, garages, 
churches and bridges. 

4. If <y> is final and preceded by a consonant, change <y> to <i> and add <-s> 
as in study/studies, cry/cries and apply/applies. However, if it is preceded by 
a vowel, <y> remains unchanged, e.g. play/plays, destroy/destroys.     

 
 
1.4.2 The –ed Inflectional Ending  
 
The inflectional suffix <ed> involves the regular past tense and the past participle of 
the verb. The following are the pronunciation and spelling rules for adding <ed>:     
 

1. If <d> comes after voiced consonant sounds /b, g, v, ð, z, dʒ, m, n, ŋ, l, r, /, 
it is pronounced /d/ as in robbed, hugged, loved, breathed, amazed, damaged, 
claimed, cleaned, called and offered. This includes all the vowel sounds like 
played, continued, followed, died and enjoyed. 

2. If <d> comes after the voiceless consonant sounds /p, k, f, s, ʃ, tʃ, x/, it is 
pronounced /t/ as in stopped, walked, laughed, missed, washed, watched and 
fixed. 

3. If <d> comes after /d, t/, it is pronounced /ɪd/ as in studied, needed and 
heated. 

4. Double the final consonant and add <–ed> if the verb has two syllables with 
stress on the second syllable, e.g. admit/admitted, prefer/preferred, 
occur/occurred. However, words with <ss> ending are exceptions, e.g. 
confess/confessed, depress/depressed.   

5. If <y> is final and preceded by a consonant, change <y> to <i> and add <-
ed> as in study/studied, cry/cried and apply/applied. However, if it is 
preceded by a vowel, <y> remains unchanged, e.g. play/played, 
destroy/destroyed.     
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1.4.3 Silent Letters  
 
Silent letters are those letters which are seen but not heard. Here are a few selected 
spelling rules for silent letters, and for a complete list see (Appendix B: ii). It is worth 
mentioning that the students’ spelling test (see Appendix D: i) contains a number of 
words with silent letters, e.g. night, writing, knew, environment, halves, because, 
adventure, treasure, favourite, bridge and responsible.   
 

1. Unlike Arabic, double consonants in English are pronounced as one 
phoneme, e.g. apple, rubber, summer, letter, winner, connect and miss.   

2. If <mb> is final, <b> is silent as in comb, lamb, limb, tomb and plumb.   
3. In words like made, gene, fine, hope and cute the final <e> is silent. However, 

it is a marker to distinguish the phonetic value, i.e. it changes the short vowels 
in mad, gen, fin, hop and cut to long ones. In other words, it makes the vowel 
say its alphabet name <a,e,i,o,u>. This rule is called the magic <e>. However, 
there are some exceptions to this rule in which the word ends in silent <e> 
but the short vowel remains unchanged as in were, come, some, love, live, 
give, done, gone and have.  

4. In few English words, <h> is silent as in exhibit, ghost, heir, honest, honour, 
hour, rhinoceros, rhyme rhythm and vehicle, otherwise it is pronounced as in 
home, honey, hope etc.  

5. If <k> is initial before <n>, it is often zero, e.g. knew, knee, knife, knight, 
knob, and knot.  

6. If <l> is before a consonant and after a vowel is often zero as in half, walk, 
talk, chalk, could, should, palm, calm, and salmon. However, <l> is 
pronounced in other words like build, fault, assault, false malt, solve and 
falcon. 

7. If <st> is medial, it is often silent as in castle, fasten, hasten, listen and 
whistle.   

8. In a few English words, if <w> is initial before <h>, it is sometimes silent as 
in who, whom, whole, whose. However, in other English words <w> is 
pronounced as in what, wheel, when, which, whip, and why.  

9. If <w> is initial before <r>, it is rendered silent as in write, wreck, wrench, 
and wring.   

 
 
1.5 Statement of the Problem 
 
Throughout my sixteen years of teaching English language in different high schools 
in Saudi Arabia, I noticed that the majority of the Saudi students generally lack the 
basic writing skills that would enable them to express themselves easily, and they 
also lack the ability to spell simple English words correctly.  
 
 
In 2011, I started teaching English in the Saudi School in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 
which includes Arab students studying in an ESL environment. Although the school 
uses Arabic as a medium of instruction, the Arab students receive greater exposure 
to English language than their counterparts in Saudi Arabia. In fact, English is a 
strong second language in Kuala Lumpur, and is considered as the second important 
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language after Bahasa Malaysia (Thirusanku & Yunus, 2014). Accordingly, Arab 
students can practice English on a daily basis outside school, e.g. in restaurants, 
malls, hospitals, train stations and so forth. It is worth mentioning that English as a 
second language (ESL) is spoken in countries where English is an important and 
usually official language, but not the main language of the country. Malaysia, 
Nigeria, India, and the Philippines are examples of countries in which English is said 
to be spoken and used as a second language (Thirusanku & Yunus, 2012). 
 
 
In a multilingual city like Kuala Lumpur where English is spoken and written as an 
active second language, the Arab school students are expected to acquire a 
reasonably high level of writing skills especially in spelling. Unlike in the ESL 
context, English in Saudi Arabia is taught as a merely school subject and is not used 
in everyday life.  
 
 
Although much research has been conducted discussing the difficulties related to 
English spelling and writing skills in the Middle East, there is a paucity in studies 
comparing the spelling ability of the Arab school students in two different ESL/EFL 
contexts, i.e. Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. Accordingly, this study aims at comparing 
the students’ spelling errors among the Arab students across two environments 
specifically Kuala Lumpur and Jeddah. It attempts to trace the types of errors the 
Arab students commit in spelling and their causes. Furthermore, it identifies the 
relationship between the attitudes towards spelling and writing among the Arab 
students. Finally, this study also identifies the relationship between writing ability 
and spelling accuracy among the Arab students in the two above-mentioned contexts.       
 
 
Ecological problems that affect spelling in English are found fundamentally in 
certain major differences between Arabic and English orthographic systems. As a 
result, this creates a number of problems for an Arab student who is learning how to 
write words in English. To begin with, unlike the English script which is written 
from left to right with upper and lower cases, Arabic is written from right to left and 
has no upper and lower case distinction (Smith, 2001). In addition, Arabic words are 
composed of connected letters and provided with diacritics to indicate the 
morphological and phonological features (Link & Caramazza, 1994). On the 
contrary, diacritical marks rarely appear in the English script except in a few 
borrowed words from other foreign languages such as café, naïve, résumé, hôtel 
which are words borrowed from French (Garner, 2000). However, Garner added that 
the usage of such marks has considerably declined in today’s English writing style. 
Moreover, unless they are handwritten in a cursive style, English letters are normally 
written in an unconnected way to represent a word. In addition to what has been said, 
Arabic is a phonetic-based language whereas English is not. That is to say, Arabic 
words are written as they are pronounced.  In contrast, in English there is no one-to-
one correspondence between sounds and letters. Because of such a mismatch, a 
learner of English cannot be sure how a new word heard by him can be spelt (Sethi 
& Dhamija, 2010). The /k/ sound, for example, is spelt differently in words like kite, 
car, occasion, back, chemistry, quarter whereas /k/ is not pronounced in words like 
know and knot. Besides, words such as comb, light, receipt and sign are not expected 
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to be pronounced and spelt out correctly by an Arab learner as they contain silent 
sounds. Furthermore, Arab learners have a problem in differentiating between /b/ 
and /p/, /f/ and /v/ and /tʃ/ and /ʃ/ because in Arabic consonant sounds like /p/ and /v/ 
and /tʃ/ do not exist so the learners are expected to mispronounce and misspell words 
like park, van and choose with bark, fan and shoes.  
 
 
As a result of many features that can be attributed to interlanguage problems, spelling 
as a skill is found to be difficult for many Arab students learning English. Spelling 
problems have persisted and warrants further investigation. Previous studies have 
been done on Arab students in an EFL environment where English is used as a 
foreign language. That is to say, English is learnt merely as a school subject. Alzuoud 
and Kiblan (2013, p.156) revealed that 
 

Arab students face many difficulties when they write, especially in spelling. 
They cannot express their ideas, because they cannot spell words correctly. 
[Also,] there is a problem with the Arab students in writing and spelling in 
particular, where they have difficulties in spelling and pronunciation of the 
word, because of the difference between Arabic and English.   

 
 
Abu-Rabia and Taha (2004) also studied the English spelling errors made by Arabic 
speaking students in grade 1-9, and concluded that phonological spelling errors 
predominated in all grades and represented 50% of total errors. In addition, Al-Saudi 
(2013) revealed that Jordanian students misspell English words because of the 
irregularities of English spelling rules besides confusion in words such as cot, coat 
and caught. The numerous studies which analysed learners’ spelling errors helped 
researchers understand the main causes of committing spelling errors as well as the 
major challenges which face EFL learners while they spell out English words.  
However, environment could influence learning. In this study, the Arab students 
study English in an ESL environment where English is very much used in 
communication especially in an urban area where they reside. As such this is seen as 
a gap in which language use can be studied in order to contribute to the state of 
knowledge about spelling development constrained by environment. Furthermore, 
there are no comparative studies that have been conducted on Arab students living 
in an ESL and an EFL contexts related to spelling errors and writing performance, 
which has been a major concern among many Arab researchers in the field of 
Applied Linguistics in recent years (Al-Jarf,2010; Ahmad, 2013; Alhaisoni et al., 
2015; Hameed, 2016).     
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1.6 Objectives of the Study 
 
The three primary objectives of this study are: 
 

1. To compare the spelling types and causes of errors made by Arab secondary 
school students across two environments, Malaysia and Saudi Arabia. 

2. To identify the relationship between attitude towards spelling and writing 
among the Arab students. 

3. To identify the relationship between writing ability and spelling accuracy 
among the Arab students. 

 
 
1.7 Research Questions 
 
The five research questions for this study are: 
 
RQ1: What types of spelling errors do Arab secondary school students in Malaysia 

and in Saudi Arabia make when they write in English?            
RQ2: What are the causes that explain the Arab students’ incorrect spelling?  
RQ3: What are the Arab secondary school students’ attitude towards spelling and 

writing across the two groups?  
RQ4: What is the relationship between attitude towards spelling and writing among 

the Arab students? 
RQ5: What is the relationship between writing ability and spelling accuracy among 

the Arab students?  
 
 
1.8 Significance of the Study 
 
In second language acquisition (SLA), investigating learner’s errors is considered 
important from three perspectives. First, identifying errors enables researchers 
understand the nature of these errors and their causes while learning development 
takes place. Accordingly, the findings of this study can be used as a reference for 
those who are interested in conducting a study on error analysis in general and 
English spelling errors in particular. In addition, it is a procedure that can help 
learners discover the rules of the target language. The study is also beneficial for 
teachers, material developers and curriculum designers as it helps them find better 
teaching strategies and techniques to treat these errors while preparing and designing 
the curriculum (Corder, 1981). He emphasised that  

 
… a good understanding of the nature of error is necessary before a 
systematic means of eradicating them could be found [also] a study of 
learners’ errors is part of the systematic study of the learners’ language which 
is itself necessary to an understanding of the process of second language 
acquisition. (p.10).   
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Thus, the researcher hopes that the findings from this study contributes to the field 
of applied linguistics in respect of learning English in a context where it is actively 
spoken as a second language, where a large number of Arab students live for a period 
of time. Besides, the study hopes to help English teachers in general and EFL/ESL 
teachers in particular to have a deeper understanding of the difficulties the students 
encounter in learning English spelling.  
 
 
In addition, the study gives insights into the different types of errors made in light 
also of the students’ own language. The findings will give empirical data relevant to 
contrastive analysis to two linguistic systems. The minute descriptions of the errors 
made will prioritise the spelling problems faced thus providing opportunities for a 
more systematic treatment of the errors which will have significant pedagogical 
implications for teachers and textbooks or material writers.     
 
 
1.9 Theoretical Framework of the Study 
 
The theoretical framework of the study comprises three prevailing approaches (see 
Figure 1.2) to the study of Second Language Acquisition (SLA) since the middle of 
the twentieth century: Contrastive Analysis, Error Analysis and Interlanguage. 
 
 
 

 

 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Figure 1.2 : The Theoretical Framework of the Study 
 
 

1.10 Definitions of Terms 
 
This section attempts to provide the definitions of the important terms that were 
employed in this research.   
 
 

Contrastive 
Analysis  

(Lado, 1977) 

Error Analysis 
(Corder, 1981) 

Interlanguage 
(Selinker, 1997) 

-L2 learning is a set of habit formation. 
-L1 interference creates learner’s errors.   

-Errors are different from mistakes. 
-Learner’s errors are significant. 
-Error Analysis has a four-stage procedure.   

-Errors occur due to language transfer, transfer of 
training, L2 learner’s strategies and 
overgeneralisation of L2 rules. 
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Spelling Errors 
 
According to Ferris (2011, p.3), errors are ‘morphological, syntactic, and lexical 
forms that deviate from rules of the target language, violating the expectations of 
literate adult native speakers.’ In the context of this study, a spelling error refers to 
any misrepresentation of English words resulted from the Arab secondary school 
students’ unawareness of phonological, orthographic and morphological knowledge.   
 
 
Error Analysis 
 
It is a systemic process through which a researcher collects samples of learner written 
or spoken language identifies and describes the error in these samples and classifies 
them according to their hypothesized causes and finally, evaluates their seriousness 
(Ellis, 1985). In this study, only the written work is examined for spelling errors.    
 
 
Saudi School in Kuala Lumpur (SSKL) 
 
A school which was founded in 1990 in Kuala Lumpur (see Appendix A) and 
supervised by both the Saudi Ministry of Foreign Affairs and the Ministry of 
Education (Al-Sobhi, 2013). It accommodates students from different Arab and non-
Arab countries e.g. the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Yemen, Iraq and Syria with non-
Arab minorities such as Malaysians and Singaporeans from kindergarten through the 
12th grade. Al-Sobhi added that the primary goals of establishing the school are to 
serve the Saudi citizens who work, study or live outside the Kingdom of Saudi 
Arabia, to preach Islam and to build strong relationship with Malaysia. In this 
research, only secondary school students are involved. 
 
 
Al-Nahrawan Secondary School in Jeddah (NSSJ)  
 
A public secondary school found in 1990 in Jeddah. It teaches over 450 students 
hailing from different Arab countries including Saudi Arabia, Syria, Egypt, Sudan 
and Yemen. Most of them were born and raised in Jeddah (see Appendix A).    
 
 
1.11 Organisation of the Study  
 
This study is divided into five major chapters. The first introductory chapter sets the 
stage and tone of the study. It establishes the focus of the paper and the basic 
framework and background in which the study is situated. It sheds light on the major 
differences and similarities between English and Arabic writing systems. It also 
gives a comprehensive picture about spelling including its components and 
developmental stages. Throughout the chapter, definitions and important concepts 
used in the study are explained. Most importantly, this chapter grounds the research 
questions that guide the study, also highlighting the importance as well as the 
significance of the study. Briefly, the chapter provides an overview of the problem 
that the study addresses.  
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The review of related literature constitutes the second chapter which discusses the 
prevailing theories on the concept of error analysis. It provides an overview of 
previous studies on the subject matter, as well as introducing the prominent theorists 
behind these studies. A comparative description of the similarities and contrasts 
between relevant aspects of the Arabic and English languages will also be provided. 
Lastly, the researcher highlights the existing gaps in the literature, as a way to link 
the present study to the existing literature.  
 
 
The third chapter outlines the research methodology. In this section, the focus is on 
the primary research instruments and procedures used in the collection and analysis 
of data, as well as the selection of texts and participants for the study. Following this, 
the empirical data gathered during the research are coded and analysed, and the final 
findings of the study will be discussed in the fourth chapter. Finally, the researcher 
summarizes and concludes the research and offers some recommendations for further 
research in Chapter Five. 
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