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This research study examines the effects of the cover, copy, and compare (CCC)
spelling study method on Taiwanese junior high students enrolled in an upper-
beginner level English as a Foreign Language course. Data were collected on
the change in scores between four tests. Test results show a slight difference
between a control group and experimental group in gains of correctly spelled
words between the pretest and the posttest. However in two delayed posttests,
the experimental group retained their gains slightly better than the control
group. The results suggest that CCC may help English learners retain studied
spelling words, but further research is required to confirm its effectiveness.

The Importance of Spelling

Spelling is an important skill for English Language Learners (ELLs). Strong skills in spelling have
been said to make both reading and writing easier, allowing the student to focus on ideas rather
than on letters in a word (Joshi, Treiman, Carreker, & Moats, 2008-2009). Spelling, whether
good or bad, can often influence perceptions of other people toward the speller since spelling is
seen as a “serious social error, making a person, at least, illiterate if not outright ignorant”
(Cronnell, 1979, p. 202). Poorly spelled words can lead to frustration and embarrassment for
English language learners (Joshi et al., 2008). With the availability of technologies such as spell
check, one may easily dismiss the idea that strong spelling skills are needed. However, Jones
(2009) reminds us that the technology is not a complete solution, with the user still having to
pick the correct word from a list of suggestions.

To increase the ease of literacy skills and to avoid social criticism, learning to spell correctly is
important. Therefore, teachers of ELLs must be equipped with solid pedagogical practices for
spelling to help their students succeed. This paper will examine the effects of a spelling study
method called Cover, Copy, and Compare (hereafter CCC) on upper-beginner EFL junior high
school students’ spelling ability in terms of initial success and retention of correctly spelled
words. It begins with a survey of the literature that documents attitudes toward spelling
instruction in EFL contexts and the successes of CCC with a variety of student populations. It
then describes the methods of the current study on CCC conducted with junior high school EFL
students in Taiwan. The paper ends with a discussion of the effects of CCC and a call for further
study.
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Literature Review
Spelling Instruction in EFL Contexts

The teaching of spelling is a contested issue in the field of foreign language teaching (Pérez
Canado, 2006). The debate revolves around the issue of whether to allow spelling to be
learned through explicit instruction or to be learned implicitly. Researchers such as Krashen
(1989) present evidence that suggests adequate exposure to text will result in spelling ability.
However, Shemesh and Waller (2000) suggest that a more explicit approach is necessary.
Some such as Nation (2009) advocate for a balanced approach. This lack of clear consensus
may be why researchers of EFL tend to focus on other areas such as vocabulary and grammar
rather than spelling (Mahmoud, 2013). Although the debate continues, Graham and
Santangelo’s (2014) meta-analysis resulted in support for explicit spelling instruction.

What is Cover, Copy, and Compare?

CCC is a study method used to help students improve their skills in spelling (Skinner,
McLaughlin, & Logan, 1997), math (Skinner, Bamberg, Smith, & Powell, 1993), geography
(Skinner, Belfiore, & Pierce, 1992), sight word recognition (Conley, Derby, Roberts-Gwinn,
Weber, & McLaughlin, 2004), science (Smith, Dittmer, & Skinner, 2002) and foreign language
acquisition (Carter, Wong, & Mayton, 2013). CCC requires three steps. First, the student looks
at a stimulus to be mastered, such as a written word, a mathematics problem with an answer, or
another item relevant to the subject. Second, the student covers the stimulus from step one and
makes a response either orally or in written form. Third, the student looks at the original
stimulus item and compares it with the response (Skinner, McLaughlin, & Logan, 1997, p. 296).
Whether an additional step is required depends on the response. If correct, the student repeats
the process for the next academic stimulus. If incorrect, the student corrects the mistake, redoes
the CCC process, or engages in another type of practice.

Research Findings on CCC

Research on CCC for spelling has been conducted on many different age groups and classroom
situations. The results of studies have shown CCC to be helpful with improving the spelling of
elementary (Darrow, McLaughlin, Derby, & Johnson, 2012; Erion, Davenport, Rodax, Scholl, &
Hardy, 2009) and middle school students (Hollingsworth, Keith, McLaughlin, & Derby, 2012;
Poindexter, McLaughlin, Derby, & Johnson, 2012). A study by Merritt, McLaughlin, Weber,
Derby, and Barretto (2012) concluded that CCC produces positive results for students classified
as at-risk. Furthermore, Cordes, McLaughlin, Derby, and Higgins (2012) reported positive
results of using CCC with an elementary student with autism. Poindexter, McLaughlin, Derby,
and Johnson (2012) studied a seventh-grade male with learning disabilities and a study by
Hollingsworth, Keith, McLaughlin, and Derby (2012) found that CCC was also effective for a
seventh-grade male with severe behavior disorders. As for high school, Carter, McLaughlin,
Derby, Schuler, and Everman (2011) used CCC to help increase the spelling accuracy for four
high school students diagnosed with severe behavior disorders. These studies demonstrate
CCC'’s versatility in many classroom settings.

Although these mostly single-case and small-group studies have suggested that CCC alone
facilitated increases in spelling ability, Membrey, McLaughlin, Derby, and Antcliff's (2011)
study of three middle-school students revealed that adding steps to CCC can increase its
effectiveness. Although the researchers found that all three students improved after
implementation of CCC, for one student, the researchers added copying and spelling out loud
to the procedure. Following the modification, the student scored perfect scores on the last three
spelling tests.
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Although the effects of CCC have been documented for many age groups and student types, no
studies were found during a search of the literature that studied CCC’s effects on EFL students.
In one recent study, Carter, Wong, and Mayton (2013) studied the use of CCC in a Spanish
class by a 15-year-old student diagnosed with a learning disability. However, the focus of this
study was on reading and translation, not spelling. CCC has been shown to be “effective for
increasing performance across curricula, settings, and subjects” (Skinner, McLaughlin, & Logan,
1997, p. 296), but the research currently lacks data to support its effectiveness with EFL
students. This study fills this gap by testing the effects of CCC on EFL students.

Methodology
The Context

This study took place in an English as a Foreign Language junior high school classroom in
northern Taiwan. The study was conducted with 18 seventh-grade Taiwanese students
enrolled in an upper-beginner English class. All students in the class had studied English for
varying periods of time prior to entering the school, but a spectrum of ability levels existed
within the class. Using the Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages (2006) Levels of
English Language Proficiency, student ability level ranged from Level 2 (Emerging), with ability
to “communicate limited information in simple, everyday and routine situations by using
memorized phrases, groups of words, and formulae,” to Level 4 (Expanding), with language
skills “adequate for most day-to-day communication needs” (Teachers of English to Speakers of
Other Languages, 2006, p. 40).

Data Collection: Spelling Tests

The 18 seventh-grade EFL students were administered four identical spelling tests: a pretest, a
posttest, and two delayed posttests, with intervals described below. All of the tests required the
students to spell the same 10 words (see Appendix A). These words were taken from the unit
they were covering in the course reading textbook as required by the school’s course syllabus.
For all tests, the teacher dictated each word twice and the students wrote the words on the test
paper. Scores on each test were out of 10 and 1 point was given for each correctly spelled
word. The target score on the tests was 7 or higher, which would be considered passing.

The pretest was given before any instruction had occurred and was used to gauge the students’
prior knowledge of words. Following the pretest, the students were divided evenly into two
groups: nine in a control group and nine in an experimental group. These groups were based
on students’ pretest scores, with the goal of having an even balance of spelling ability in both
groups.

Seven days following the pretest, a posttest was given. Immediately prior to the administering
of the posttest, students in the experimental group were given a CCC study grid with five
columns (see Appendix B). Students were instructed to look at the first column with the spelling
word. Next, they wrote the word into the second column. Following that, students covered the
first two columns with their textbook. Without looking at the first two columns, the student
wrote the word into the third column from memory. The students then removed the textbook
from the first two columns and compared their spelling in the third column. If their spelling
was correct, students put a checkmark in the fourth column and moved on to the next word. If
their spelling was incorrect, students wrote the word one more time in the final column without
covering the other columns. The experimental group was allowed to work through the CCC
study grid at their own pace and was not given any time restrictions. While the experimental
group completed the CCC study grid, the control group was instructed to study their vocabulary
list quietly in preparation for the test.
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At an interval of 5 days and 19 days following the posttest, delayed posttests were administered
in the same way as the posttest in order to gauge retention. These intervals were chosen based
on Pimsleur’s (1967) graduated interval recall schedule, but adapted to the class meeting
schedule (i.e., the 19th day was used as opposed to the 22nd as called for by Pimsleur).
Students were not explicitly informed, other than through the study consent form, that these
tests would occur. Unlike the posttest, where CCC was administered to the experimental group
and the control group studied independently, neither group of students was given any time
prior to the tests to prepare. These delayed posttests were administered after the completion of
the reading unit.

Findings
Spelling Test: Pretest

The pretest results showed that most of the 18 students were not familiar with the majority of
the words prior to instruction. With the exception of two students who correctly spelled six and
five words correctly out of ten, the majority of students were only able to spell two words or
fewer on the pretest. Five students correctly spelled two words, six students correctly spelled
one word, and five students were not able to spell any of the words correctly.

Spelling Test: Posttest

Results from the spelling tests show that the gain between the pretest and posttest for both the
control and experimental group were similar. Both groups’ highest score was ten words correct
and both groups’ lowest score was three words correct. The control group went from an
average of 1.6 words correct on the pretest to an average of 7.3 words correct on the posttest
with an average gain of 5.7 words. Similarly, the experimental group went from an average of
1.4 words correct on the pretest to an average of 6.9 words correct on the posttest with an
average gain of 5.5 words.

Table 1
Control Group Scores
Participant Pretest Posttest Delayed Posttest | Delayed Posttest
1 2
C1 0 10 1 1
c2 1 5 2 0
C3 1 7 3 1
C4 1 3 4 4
C5 0 10 4 3
C6 1 7 5 4
c7 2 7 5 7
C8 2 8 5 8
C9 6 9 10 9

Note: The highest possible score for all spelling tests is 10.
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Table 2
Experimental Group Scores

Participant Pretest Posttest Delayed Posttest | Delayed Posttest
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Note: The highest possible score for all spelling tests is 10.

Spelling Test: Delayed Posttests

Although the two groups were similar in their gains between the pretest and the posttest, there
was a difference in the loss of words between the posttest and the two delayed posttests with
the experimental group exhibiting slightly better retention. The control group went from an
average of 7.3 words correct on the posttest to an average of 4.3 words correct on the first
delayed posttest, an average loss of three words. The average dropped slightly to 4.1 for the
second delayed posttest. In contrast, the experimental group went from an average of 6.9
words correct on the posttest to an average of 5.2 words correct on the first delayed posttest
with an average loss of 1.7 words. The average remained the same, 5.2, with a slight change in
the standard deviation for the second delayed posttest.

Conclusion
Outcomes

Based on the scores from the spelling pretest, there was only a slight difference between the
experimental group and the control group. Although there was an increase in correctly spelled
words from pretest to posttest, the control group who spent time independently studying the list
produced comparable results to the CCC group.

However, the delayed posttests revealed some difference in losses in retention incurred
between the experimental group and the control group. The numbers suggest that CCC helped
the students retain words slightly better than the control group in both delayed posttests.
Although both groups’ scores declined, the control group declined slightly more than the
experimental group for the first delayed posttest with a slight additional decline after the second
delayed posttest. In contrast, the experimental group declined less for the first delayed posttest
and maintained their average for the second delayed posttest.

Limitations

There were a few limitations to this study. First, this study was conducted with only one set of
words. Questions remain about the effectiveness of CCC for EFL students if multiple sets were
considered. It is feasible that the use of CCC over time with a larger cumulative list of words
may produce better results. The effectiveness of CCC with more words tested warrants further
research.

Another limitation is the size of the group studied. With only eighteen students involved in the
study, nine in each group, the size of the group is not large enough to definitively make
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conclusions about the implications for the larger population of EFL students. Future studies
using larger groups of EFL students in different contexts are required to determine the
effectiveness of CCC with EFL students.

Implications

This paper explores the effects of the spelling study method Cover, Copy and Compare. As
revealed in the literature review, CCC has been shown to be a successful method with a variety
of populations, yet the EFL context has not been thoroughly explored to date. Most current EFL
spelling research focuses on error analysis, largely ignoring the research area of spelling
instructional methods (Mahmoud, 2013). To the knowledge of the author, this study is the first
to explore the CCC spelling teaching method in an EFL context and adds to the sparse research
on EFL spelling instructional methods. Because of the importance of spelling for EFL students,
more studies on CCC and other EFL spelling instructional methods are needed.

Although the scores of the experimental group did not rise substantially above the control
group, the retention data suggests that CCC may still be useful in the EFL classroom. Fountas
and Pinnell (2000) suggest a weekly sequence of spelling activities that includes CCC as one of
the activities. Coupled with the additional spelling exercises that could help raise initial
spelling ability, CCC could potentially be effective in helping to retain learned spelling words.
However, further study would be required to confirm this assertion.

Unfortunately, the study did not produce the desired rise in EFL spelling scores for the group of
EFL junior high students in the study, and questions still remain on the effectiveness of CCC on
EFL spelling achievement. Further study is required to confirm these findings. If CCC is found
by other studies to be ineffective with EFL students, further analysis would be required to
determine why it had been successful with other populations and not with English language
learners.
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crust
dangerous
destroy
direction
plate
powerful
pressure
fault
earthquake
tsunami

Appendix A
Spelling Words
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Appendix B
CCC Study Grid

Spelling Word Copy Cover + Copy Compare Correction

crust

dangerous

destroy

direction

plate

powerful

pressure

fault

earthquake

tsunami
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