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Introduction

A Word about Dictation
Just as Charlotte Mason taught handwriting in the context of an interesting passage or text, so she taught 

spelling, not in isolated lists of words but in the context of useful and beautiful language.
We can present the child with a list of words to learn, such as: “am, will, can, I, ought.” How much more 

pleasant to rearrange that list of words into an inspiring or interesting thought, like Charlotte Mason s̓ motto for 
students: “I am, I can, I ought, I will.”

Charlotte used this principle with prepared dictation to teach spelling, beginning in about the third or fourth 
grade. In prepared dictation, the student is given a passage to study before he is required to write it—the chief 
objective being to write it correctly. 

Miss Mason believed that “the gift of spelling depends upon the power the eye possesses to ʻtake  ̓(in a 
photographic sense) a detailed picture of a word; and this is a power and habit which must be cultivated in 
children from the first. When they have read ʻcat,  ̓they must be encouraged to see the word with their eyes shut, 
and the same habit will enable them to image ʻThermopylae.ʼ”

She discouraged teachers from allowing their students to see a word incorrectly spelled, for “once the 
eye sees a misspelt word, that image remains; and if there is also the image of the word rightly spelt, we are 
perplexed as to which is which.”

Of course, students will not spell every word correctly every time, therefore, it becomes “the teacherʼs 
business to prevent false spelling, and, if an error has been made, to hide it away, as it were, so that the 
impression may not become fixed.”

“Dictation lessons, conducted in some such way as the following, usually result in good spelling.”

(Quotations from Home Education, pp. 240, 241)
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How to Use
Spelling Wisdom

1. Once or twice a week give your student a dictation exercise you want him to learn. Simply print or copy 
the exercise from this book. (You have permission to duplicate the exercises for use within your immediate 
household.)

2. Look through the exercise together and identify the words that you or the student thinks needs his 
attention in order to spell them confidently.

3. Instruct the student to study the identified words—one at a time—until he is sure he can spell every word 
in the exercise. This study period may take anywhere from a few minutes to several days, depending on the 
length of the exercise and the needs of the student. Set aside a little time each day for brief but consistent study 
of the exercise as needed. (See below for how to study a word.)

4. When the student is confident that he can spell every word in the exercise, dictate the passage to him one 
phrase at a time, saying the phrase only once. Pause after each phrase is spoken to allow him time to write it. 
Keep a careful eye on his efforts. If a word is misspelled, quickly cover it with a small self-stick note so its false 
spelling wonʼt be engraved in the studentʼs mind.

5. After the dictation is complete, the student should study any words that he misspelled and, when he is 
ready, write the words correctly on the self-stick notes. 

How to Study a Word
You may want to work with younger or uncertain students to teach them how to study an unfamiliar 

word, as outlined below. Older students or students more accustomed to using the method below may study 
independently.

• Copy the word carefully, making sure it is spelled correctly.
• Look at the word until you can close your eyes and see it spelled correctly in your mind.
• Practice writing the word only if the teacher is nearby to immediately erase any misspellings.

Along with Charlotteʼs method of visualizing the word, we might add one or two study techniques for 
students who like to use their other senses in the learning process.

• Say the letters aloud in order while looking at the word.
• “Write” the word with your first finger on a sheet of paper or other smooth surface, being careful to look at 

the word and spell it correctly.
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About Spelling Wisdom 

When I read about Charlotte Masonʼs method of using prepared dictation to teach spelling, I loved the idea 
and wanted to use it. But I was concerned about missing some necessary words as I selected dictation passages 
to use. I felt very secure using my traditional spelling lists that I knew included the most frequently used words 
in the English language, which my children definitely needed to learn to spell.

So I decided to try to combine the two: dictation exercises that I could be sure included the most frequently 
used words in the English language. The Spelling Wisdom series is the result of that effort. 

The five books  ̓exercises become progressively longer and contain more difficult words as you work through 
the series. Each book contains 140 exercises. If you cover two exercises per week, you should be able to finish 
a Spelling Wisdom book in a little less than two school years. Charlotte began dictation exercises with students 
around the third or fourth grade. With that schedule in mind, here is a rough model of which books correspond 
to which grades:

Grades 3–4 Book One
Grades 5–6 Book Two
Grades 7–8 Book Three
Grades 9–10 Book Four
Grades 11–12 Book Five

Content
The exercises cover a broad range of subjects and topics to reinforce Charlotte s̓ love of a full and generous 

education. Because the books are not thematic, you can use and benefit from the exercises no matter what you 
may be studying in other school subjects. 

I wanted to keep Miss Masonʼs high standards for beautiful thoughts and engaging narratives, so the sources 
of these exercises are speeches, letters, and quotations of famous people; excerpts from historical documents; 
descriptions of historical people and events; poetry; Scripture; excerpts from great literature; and selections 
from old readers and books for young people. Most of the passages were written prior to 1900. (I did find it 
necessary to write a few original exercises that involved the more modern words, like “infrastructure” and 
“computer.”) Each bookʼs bibliography and table of contents will provide more specific information as to which 
sources were used.

The 6,000 most-frequently-used English words included in these exercises are taken from A General Service 
List of English Words by Michael West (Longman, London 1953) and The Academic Word List by Coxhead 
(1998, 2000). We have also included more than 6,500 other words that we think well-educated children should 
know. These bonus words are in addition to those on the lists, making a total of more than 12,500 English words 
covered in the Spelling Wisdom series of books. 
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About Spelling Wisdom (cont.)

Index
The index in the back of each Spelling Wisdom book will give you a list of all the words included in that 

bookʼs exercises. If you want to concentrate on or review a particular word, just look in the bookʼs index to find 
any other exercises that use it. The index should also prove to be a friendly help if you spot a word or two in the 
childʼs written narrations that need some attention. You can easily find and assign a dictation exercise that uses 
the word in question and reinforces its correct spelling.

Spelling Variations
You may have noticed that the older writings contain some different spellings than we use today. For 

example, in Charlotte Masonʼs Home Education passage quoted at the beginning of this introduction, the word 
we spell today as “misspelled” was originally spelled “misspelt.” Because the main objective of dictation is 
correct spelling, I updated such older words to modern spelling.

Two versions of the Spelling Wisdom series are available: American and British. The British version contains 
the British spelling preferences that Iʼm aware of. If I overlooked a possible alternate spelling, you can easily 
write your preferred spelling on the printed sheet that you give your student. (Then would you please e-mail us 
with the details of the change, or any other corrections, so I can change it in the book? Just contact us at
http://simplycm.com/contact. Thank you!)

Poetry Variations
Many poets “take liberties” with word spellings in order to make the words fit in their assigned poetical 

places. Several of the poetry selections in these dictation exercises contained contracted words, such as “oʼer” 
instead of “over.” Since the goal of dictation is correct spelling, and missing letters donʼt help us reach that goal, 
I replaced contracted words with their spelled-out versions. You can easily enjoy the original form of the poems 
in your regular poetry studies, but for dictation purposes I thought the prudent path was to display the words 
correctly spelled.

Punctuation Variations
Because Charlotte advocated dictating “with a view to the pointing [punctuation], which the children are 

expected to put in as they write,” I have attempted to edit the punctuation of the older passages to bring them 
more closely into conformity with modern punctuation guidelines. Encourage the children to make sure they are 
familiar with where the capital letters and punctuation marks go in their assigned exercises, even as they make 
sure they can spell all the words. 

It is my hope that this collection of dictation exercises will make your journey more enjoyable and your path 
a little smoother on the “royal road to spelling.”

(Quotations from Home Education, pp. 241, 242)
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Exercise 5
On the Truth
By Sir Winston Churchill

Men occasionally stumble over the truth, but most of them pick themselves up 
and hurry off as if nothing ever happened. 
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Exercise 11
On Habits

From George Muller of Bristol by A.T. Pierson

Habit both shows and makes the man, for it is at once historic and prophetic, 
the mirror of the man as he is and the mold of the man as he is to be.
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Exercise 19
Equal 100

From Amusements in Mathematics by Henry Ernest Dudeney

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 = 100

It is required to place arithmetical signs between the nine figures so that they 
shall equal 100. Of course, you must not alter the present numerical arrangement of 
the figures. Can you give a correct solution that employs the fewest possible signs?
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 Exercise 92
Psalm 46

God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble. 
Therefore will not we fear, 
though the earth be removed, 
and though the mountains be carried into the midst of the sea; 
Though the waters thereof roar and be troubled, 
though the mountains shake with the swelling thereof. Selah. 

There is a river, the streams whereof shall make glad the city of God, 
the holy place of the tabernacles of the most High. 
God is in the midst of her; she shall not be moved: 
God shall help her, and that right early.
The heathen raged, the kingdoms were moved: 
he uttered his voice, the earth melted. 
The Lord of hosts is with us; 
the God of Jacob is our refuge. Selah. 

Come, behold the works of the Lord, 
what desolations he hath made in the earth. 
He maketh wars to cease unto the end of the earth; 
he breaketh the bow, and cutteth the spear in sunder; 
he burneth the chariot in the fire. 
Be still, and know that I am God: 
I will be exalted among the heathen, 
I will be exalted in the earth. 
The Lord of hosts is with us; 
the God of Jacob is our refuge. Selah.
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Exercise 98
Concord Hymn

By Ralph Waldo Emerson

By the rude bridge that arched the flood,
Their flag to Aprilʼs breeze unfurled,
Here once the embattled farmers stood,
And fired the shot heard round the world.

The foe long since in silence slept;
Alike the conqueror silent sleeps;
And Time the ruined bridge has swept
Down the dark stream which seaward creeps.

On this green bank, by this soft stream,
We set today a votive stone;
That memory may their deed redeem,
When, like our sires, our sons are gone.

Spirit, that made those heroes dare
To die, and leave their children free,
Bid Time and Nature gently spare
The shaft we raise to them and thee.
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 Exercise 105
Be Peace-Possessed

From Secrets of the Woods by William Joseph Long

A dog knows when you are afraid of him—when you are hostile, when 
friendly. So does a bear. Lose your nerve and the horse you are riding goes to 
pieces instantly. Bubble over with suppressed excitement and the deer yonder, 
stepping daintily down the bank to your canoe in the water grasses, will stamp 
and snort and bound away without ever knowing what startled him. But be quiet, 
friendly, peace-possessed in the same place and the deer, even after discovering 
you, will draw near and show his curiosity in twenty pretty ways ere he trots away, 
looking back over his shoulder for your last message. Then be generous—show 
him the flash of a looking-glass, the flutter of a bright handkerchief, a tin whistle, 
or any other little kickshaw that the remembrance of a boyʼs pocket may suggest—
and the chances are that he will come back again, finding curiosity so richly 
rewarded.
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