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Special Series: International Perspectives on Spelling and Writing

Background

This special issue was prompted by three recent findings. 
First, according to the Social Sciences Citation Index 
(SSCI), there were 12,726 papers published relating to 
reading during the past five years but only 4,430 papers on 
writing; even more striking was that there were only 1,873 
papers published on spelling. Second, spelling performance 
may be a better indicator of one’s orthographic knowledge 
compared to reading, as reading may be accomplished by 
partial cues (Ehri, 2014). For instance, if the child knows 
the letters S, T, P in the sequence of a 4-letter sequence, we 
know that generally it can be either the word STOP or STEP 
while reading. However, to spell correctly the words STOP 
or STEP, the child would need to have all four letters in the 
correct order. Third, most of the studies of spelling have 
been conducted in English orthography, which according to 
Share (2008), has an outlier orthography because of the 
many anomalies in its sound-spelling correspondences. 
While English is an alphabetic orthography, it is different 
from Spanish and Finnish orthographies in terms of their 
regularities. Thus, we should not consider that what is true 
for English is also true for Spanish or Finnish. For instance, 
English-speaking children make more errors on vowels 
than on consonants because 5 vowel letters in English make 
18 sounds, whereas a majority of consonant letters make 
only one sound (Daniels & Share, 2018). According to 

Kessler and Treiman (2001), vowel spellings in English are 
quite variable. For instance, on a consistency scale of 0 to 1 
(1 being sound is always spelled the same way), the proba-
bility of spelling vowels correctly is 0.53, or about 50% of 
the time. On the other hand, most English-speaking chil-
dren represent the beginning consonant sound correctly and 
the probability is about 0.91, which is more than 90% of the 
time. In contrast, Spanish speaking children make more 
errors on consonants than on vowels, as 5 vowel letters in 
Spanish make 5 sounds (Zhang et al., 2021).

The writing system is generally divided into three broad 
categories: (a) alphabetic, where a letter is the basic unit of 
writing; (b) syllabic, where a syllable is the basic unit of 
writing; and (c) morpho-syllabic, where a morpheme is the 
basic unit of writing (Coltheart, 1984). Examples of alpha-
betic writing systems include English, Spanish, and Arabic. 
Syllabic writing systems are further classified into those 
with phonemic representation, like many Indian languages 
such as Hindi and Tamil; and those without the phonemic 
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Abstract
This article serves as an introduction to the special issue on spelling and writing in different orthographies. Most studies 
and theoretical models of writing are based on the English language, and it is generally assumed that what is true for English 
is also true for other languages. Further, there are more studies on reading compared to studies of writing and spelling. 
Considering that 80% of the world’s population speaks a language other than English, we need more studies on writing and 
spelling in languages other than English. With this intention, we are presenting 6 papers on writing and spelling in different 
languages of different orthographic depth, from highly transparent orthographies like Spanish and Italian to highly opaque 
orthography like Cantonese.
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