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The Royal Road to Spelling and Dictation 
“The whole secret of spelling lies in the habit of visualizing words from memory, and children 
must be trained to visualize in the course of their reading. They enjoy this way of learning to 
spell.”

Charlotte Mason used dictation, usually from a work of literature the children were currently 
reading, as the “royal road to spelling.” She felt that if a child were a poor speller it was usually 
a sign of too little reading of high quality literature, or skimming the text without the habit of 
seeing the words. 

The method of using dictation to improve spelling involves seeing the word correctly spelled in 
the mind’s eye and then ensuring that the word is written successfully the first time. Miss Mason 
describes it in the following article. 

Excerpted from Home Education, pp. 240-241
Taken from the original text.

…The gift of spelling depends upon the power the eye possesses to ‘take’ (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 ‘cat,’ they must be encouraged to see the word with 
their eyes shut, and the same habit will enable them to image ‘Thermopylae.’ This picturing 
of words upon the retina appears to be to be the only royal road to spelling; an error once 
made and corrected leads to fearful doubt for the rest of one’s life, as to which was the wrong 
way and which is the right. Most of us are haunted by some doubt as to whether ‘balance,’ for 
instance, should have one ‘l’ or two; and the doubt is born of a correction. Once the eye sees a 
misspelled word, that image remains; and if there is also the image of the word rightly spelt, we 
are perplexed as to which is which. Now we see why there could not be a more ingenious way of 
making bad spellers than ‘dictation’ as it is commonly taught. Every misspelled word is in image 
in the child’s brain not to be obliterated by the right spelling. It becomes, therefore, the teacher’s 
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.

Steps of a Dictation Lesson
Dictation lessons, conducted in some such way as the following, usually result in good spelling. 

• A child of eight or nine prepares a paragraph, older children a page, or two or three
pages. (That is, the child looks at the selection)

• The child prepares by himself, by looking at the word he is not sure of, and then
seeing it with his eyes shut. 

• Before he begins, the teacher asks what words he thinks will need his attention.
He generally knows, but the teacher may point out any word likely to be a cause of 
stumbling. 
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• He lets his teacher know when he is ready. 
• The teacher asks if there are any words he is not sure of. These she puts, one by one,

on the blackboard, letting the child look till he has a picture, and then rubbing the word 
out.

• If anyone is still doubtful he should be called to put the word he is not sure of on the
board, the teacher watching to rub out the word when a wrong letter begins to appear, 
and again helping the child to get a mental picture.

• Then the teacher gives out the dictation, clause by clause, each clause repeated once.
She dictates with a view to the pointing (punctuation), which the children are expected 
to put in as they write; but they must not be told 'comma,' 'semicolon,' etc.

• After the sort of preparation I have described, which takes ten minutes or less, there
is rarely an error in spelling. If there be, it is well worth while for the teacher to be on 
the watch with slips of stamp-paper to put over the wrong word, that its image may be 
erased as far as possible. 

• At the end of the lesson, the child should again study the wrong word in his book
until he says he is sure of, and should write it correctly on the stamp-paper.

A lesson of this kind secures the hearty co-operation of children, who feel they take their due part 
in it; and it also prepares them for the second condition of good spelling, which is––much reading 
combined with the habit of imaging the words as they are read.


