
Introdúxion 

For centüriys, thēr has bīn a mūvment to refórm the spelling of the Inglish langwaġ. It sīks to ċânġ 

Inglish òrthographiy sô that it is môr consístent, maċes pronúncīãcion better, and follows the 

alphabétic principul. Common môtivs for spelling refórm inclǔd qwicker lerning, ċêper lerning, and 

mâking Inglish môr üsful as an internácional åxíliariy langwaġ. 

Refórm propõzals vâriy in terms of the depth of the lingwístic ċânġes and bŷ their 

implementãcions. In terms of wrîting systems, môst spelling refórm propõzals ar moderat; they üz 

the tradícional Inglish alphabèt, trŷ to meintéin the famíliar shâps of wurds, and trŷ to meintéin 

common convénsions (suċ as sîlent e). Môr radical propõzals invólv adding or remǔving letters or 

symbols, or êven crêãting nü alphabèts. Sum refórmers prefér a gradüal ċânġ implemented in 

stâġes, whîl udhers fâvur an immẽdīat and tôtal refórm for ål. 

Sum spelling refórm propõzals hav bīn adópted parcialiy or temporãriliy. Meniy of the spellings 

prefér’d bŷ Nôah Webster hav becúm standard in the Ünĩted Stâts, but hav not bīn adópted 

elçwhēr (sī Américan and British Inglish spelling differences). Harriy Lindgren’s propõzal, SR1, wos 

wunç popülar in Åstrãlia. 

 

Historiy 

Modern Inglish spelling devélop’d from abũt 1350 onwards, when - after thrī centüriys of Norman 

Frenċ rūl – Inglish gradüaliy becãm the offícial langwaġ of Ingland agén, ålthóugh veriy different 

from befõr 1066, having incórporâted meniy wurds of Frenċ oriġin (battul, bīf, button, etc.). Erliy 

wrîters of this nü Inglish, suċ as Ġeffriy Ċåcer, gâv it a feirliy consístent spelling system, but this wos 

sūn dîlǔted bŷ Ċanceriy clerks hū rêspéll’d wurds bâs’d on Frenċ òrthographiy. Inglish spelling 

consístenciy wos delt a furdher blow when William Caxton brōght the printing press to Lundon in 

1476. Having liv’d in mein-land Ürop for the precẽding 30 yêrs, his grasp of the Inglish spelling 

system had becúm ùncertan. The Belġian assístants hūm hê brōght to help him set up his bizness 

had an êven půrer commánd of it. 

As printing devélop’d, printers begán to devélop indivídüal preferences or “hûs stŷls”. Furdhermôr, 

tŷp-setters wer pey’d bŷ the lîn and wer fond of mâking wurds longer. Hûéver, the biggest ċânġ in 

Inglish spelling consístenciy occúr’d betwǐn 1525, when William Tyndâl first trànzlâted the Nü 

Testament, and 1539, when King Henriy VIII lêgalîz’d the printing of Inglish Bîbuls in Ingland. The 

meniy edícions of thêz Bîbuls wer ål printed ûtsĩd Ingland bŷ pêpul hū spôk littul or nô Inglish. 

They often ċânġ’d spellings to maċ their Duċ òrthographiy. Exámpuls inclǔd the sîlent h in ghost (to 

maċ Duċ gheest, whiċ lâter becãm geest), aghast, ghastly, and gherkin. The sîlent h in udher wurds 

– suċ as ghospel, ghossip, and ghizzard – wos lâter remǔv’d. 



Thēr hav bīn tū pêrīods when spelling refórm of the Inglish langwaġ has attrácted partícülar 

interest. 

 

16th and 17th centüriys 

The first of thêz pêrīods wos from the middul of the 16th to the middul of the 17th centüriys AD, 

when a number of publicãcions ûtlîning propõzals for refórm wer publish’d. Thêz propõzals 

ġeneraliy did not attráct sêrīus consíderãcion becǻz they wer tū radical or wer bâs’d on an 

insuffícient understánding of the phonóloġiy of Inglish. Hûéver, môr consérvativ propõzals wer 

môr succéssful. Ġâms Hûel in his Grammar of 1662 recomménded mînor ċânġes to spelling, suċ as 

ċânġing logique to logic, warre to war, sinne to sin, toune to town, and tru to true. Meniy of thêz 

spellings ar nû in ġeneral üs. 

From the 16th centüriy onward, Inglish wrîters hū wer scolars of Grīk and Latin literatür trŷ'd to link 

Inglish wurds to their Grecô-Latin cûnter-parts. They did this bŷ adding sîlent letters to mâk the 

rêal or imáġin’d links môr obvīus. Thus det becãm debt (to link it to Latin debitum), dout becãm 

doubt (to link it to Latin dubitare), sissors becãm scissors and sithe becãm scythe (as they wer 

wrongliy thōght to cum from Latin scindere), iland becãm island (as it wos wrongliy thōght to cum 

from Latin insula), ake becãm ache (as it wos wrongliy thōght to cum from Grīk akhos), and sô 

forth. 

William Shâkspêr satirîz’d the dispáritiy betwǐn Inglish spelling and pronúncīãcion. In his pley Luv’s 

Lâbur’s Lost, the caracter Holoferns is a “pedant” hū insísts that pronúncīãcion shůd ċânġ to maċ 

spelling, rādher than simpliy ċânġing spelling to maċ pronúncīãcion. For exámpul, Holoferns 

insísts that evriy-wun shůd pronũnç the unhistórical B in wurds lîk doubt and debt. 

 

19th centüriy 

The second pêrīod started in the 19th centüriy and appẽrs to côincĩd widh the devélopment of 

phonétics as a scîenç. In 1806, Nôah Webster publish'd his first dixionariy, A Compéndīus Dixionariy 

of the Inglish Langwaġ. It inclǔded an essey on the odditiys of modern òrthographiy and his 

propõzals for refórm. Meniy of the spellings hê üz’d, suċ as color and center wůd becúm hål-marks 

of Américan Inglish. In 1807, Webster begán compĩling an expánded dixionariy. It wos publish’d in 

1828 as An Américan Dixionariy of the Inglish Langwaġ. Ålthóugh it drū sum prôtèst, the refórm’d 

spellings wer gradüaliy adópted thrūghũt the Ünĩted Stâts. 

In 1837, Îzàc Pitman publish’d his system of phonétic short-hand, whîl in 1848 Alexánder Ġohn Ellis 

publish’d A Plê for Phonétic Spelling. Thêz wer propõzals for a nü phonétic alphabèt. Ålthóugh 

unsuccéssful, they drū wîd-spred interest. 



Bŷ the 1870s, the philolóġical socĩetiys of Grēt Britan and América ċôz to consíder the matter. After 

the “Internácional Convénsion for the Améndment of Inglish Òrthographiy” that wos held in 

Philadélphīa in Ågust 1876, socĩetiys wer fûnded suċ as the Inglish Spelling Refórm Assõcïãcion 

and Américan Spelling Refórm Assõcïãcion. That yêr, the Américan Philolóġical Socĩetiy adópted a 

list of eléven refórmed spellings for immẽdīat üs. Thêz wer are→ar, give→giv, have→hav, live→liv, 

though→tho, through→thru, guard→gard, catalogue→catalog, (in)definite→(in)definit, wished→wisht. 

Wun mâġor Américan nüspâper that begán üzing refórm’d spellings wos the Ċhicǎgô Tribün, hūz 

editor and owner, Ġôseph Medill, sat on the Cûncil of the Spelling Refórm Assõcïãcion. In 1883, the 

Américan Philolóġical Socĩetiy and Américan Philolóġical Assõcïãcion wurk’d togédher to prodűç 

24 spelling refórm rūls, whiċ wer publish’d that yêr. In 1898, the Américan Nacional Edücãcional 

Assõcïãcion adópted its own list of 12 wurds to bê üz’d in ål wrîtings: tho, altho, thoro, thorofare, 

thru, thruout, catalog, decalog, demagog, pedagog, prolog, program. 

 

20th centüriy onward 

The Simplifŷ'd Spelling Bôrd wos fûnded in the Ünĩted Stâts in 1906. The SSB’s oríġinal 30 

members consísted of åthors, proféssors, and dixionariy editors. Andrū Carnegiy, a fûnding 

member, suppórted the SSB widh yêrliy beqwésts of môr than US$300,000. In Âpril 1906, it 

publish’d a list of 300 wurds, whiċ inclǔded 157 spellings that wer ålrédiy in common üs in 

Américan Inglish. In Ågust 1906, the SSB wurd list wos adópted bŷ Thêodôr Rūzevèlt, hū order’d 

the Guvernment Printing Offiç to start üzing them immẽdīatliy. Hûéver, in Decémber 1906, the U.S. 

Congrèss pass’d a rezolǔcion and the ôld spellings wer rêintrodűç’d. Nevertheléss, sum of the 

spellings survĩv’d and ar commonliy üz’d in Américan Inglish todéy, suċ as 

anaemia/anæmia→anemia and mould→mold. Udhers suċ as mixed→mixt and scythe→sithe did not 

survĩv. In 1920, the SSB publish’d its Handbůk of Simplifŷ'd Spelling, whiċ set forth ôver 25 spelling 

refórm rūls. The handbůk nôted that evriy refórm’d spelling nû in ġeneral üs wos oríġinaliy the 

ôvért act of a lõn wrîter, hū wos follow’d at first bŷ a mînóritiy. Thus, it encúraġ’d pêpul to “point 

the wey” and “set the exámpul” bŷ üzing the refórm’d spellings whènever they cůd. Hûéver, widh 

its mein sourç of funds cut off, the SSB disbánded lâter that yêr. 

In Britan, spelling refórm wos promõted from 1908 bŷ the Simplifŷ'd Spelling Socĩetiy and attrácted 

a number of prominent suppórters. Wun of thêz wos Ġorġ Bernard Shå (åthor of Pygmãlīon) and 

muċ of his consíderabul will wos left to the cåz. Amúng members of the socĩetiy, the condícions of 

his will gâv rîz to mâġor disagrǐments, whiċ hinder’d the devélopment of a singul nü system. 

Betwǐn 1934 and 1975, the Ċhicǎgô Tribün, then Ċhicǎgô’s biggest nüspâper, üz’d a number of 

refórm’d spellings. Ôver a tū-munth spell in 1934, it introdűç’d 80 rêspéll’d wurds, inclǔding tho, 

thru, thoro, agast, burocrat, frate, harth, herse, iland, rime, staf, and telegraf. A Marċ 1934 editõrīal 

repórted that tū-thirds of rêders prefér’d the refórm’d spellings. Anúdher cleim’d that “preġudiç 



and competícion” wos prevénting dixionariy mâkers from listing suċ spellings. Ôver the next 40 

yêrs, hûéver, the nüspâper gradüaliy phâz’d ût the rêspéll’d wurds. Untíl the 1950s, Funk & Wagnals 

dixionariys listed meniy refórm’d spellings, inclǔding the SSB’s 300, alóngsîd the convénsional 

spellings. 

In 1949, a Lâbur MP, Dr. Mont Follick, introdűç’d a prîvat member’s bill in the Hûs of Commons, 

whiċ feil’d at the second rêding. In 1953, hê agén had the opportűnitiy, and this tîm it pass’d the 

second rêding bŷ 65 vôts to 53. Becǻz of ànticipâted oppozícion from the Hûs of Lords, the bill wos 

widhdrǻn after assűrances from the Minister of Edücãcion that rêsèrċ wůd bê undertãken into 

imprǔving spelling edücãcion. In 1961, this led to Ġâms Pitman’s Inícial Têċing Alphabèt, 

introdűç’d into meniy British scūls in an attémpt to imprǔv ċîld literaciy. Ålthóugh it succǐded in its 

own terms, the advántaġes wer lost when ċildren trànsfer’d to convénsional spelling. After several 

decâds, the expériment wos discontínü’d. 

In his 1969 bůk Spelling Refórm: A Nü Apprõċ, the Åstrãlian lingwist Harriy Lindgren propõ​z’d a 

step-bŷ-step refórm. The first, Spelling Refórm step 1 (SR1), cål’d for the short /ɛ/ sûnd (as in bet) to 

ålweys bê spell’d widh ⟨e⟩ (for exámpul friend→frend, head→hed). This refórm had sum popüláritiy 

in Åstrãlia. 

In 2013, Ünivérsitiy of Oxford Proféssor of Inglish Sîmon Horobin propõz’d that varĩetiy in spelling 

bê accéptabul. For exámpul, hê belǐvs that it dus not matter whedher wurds suċ as accommodate 

and tomorrow ar spell’d widh dubbul letters. This propõzal dus not fit widhín the definícion of 

spelling refórm üz’d bŷ, for exámpul, Random Hûs Dixionariy. 

 

Argüments for Refórm 

It is argü’d that spelling refórm wůd mâk it êziyer to lern to rêd (dêcõd), to spell, and to pronũnç, 

mâking it môr üsful for internácional comműnicãcion, redűcing edücãcional buġets (redűcing 

literaciy têċers), remẽdīãcion costs, and literaciy prôgràms) and/or enâbling têċers and lerners to 

spend môr tîm on môr impórtant subġècts or expánding subġècts. 

Anúdher argüment is the shīr amũnt of rêsources that ar wosted üzing the current spelling. For 

exámpul, Cut Spelling can redűç spelling up to 15%. Accórding to that figur, for evriy 100 letters 

bêing üz’d on a deiliy bâsis thēr ar 15 letters bêing üz’d ùnnecessãriliy. That amũnts to 15 pâġes for 

evriy 100 pâġes of a bůk, or abũt 1 in 7 trīs. This applỹs to ål aspècts of deiliy living inclǔding 

shopping recǐts, offiç docüments, nüspâpers and magazǐns, and internèt traffic. This is taxing on 

tîm, enerġiy, munniy, and udher rêsources. 

Advocats nôt that spelling refórms hav tâken plâç ålrédiy, ġust slowliy and often not in an organîz’d 

wey. Thēr ar meniy wurds that wer wunç spell’d unphonéticaliy but hav sinç bīn refórm’d. For 

exámpul, music wos spell’d musick untíl the 1880s, and fantasy wos spell’d phantasy untíl the 



1920s. For a tîm, ålmôst ål wurds widh the -or ending (suċ as error) wer wunç spell’d -our (errour), 

and ålmôst ål wurds widh the -er ending (suċ as member) wer wunç spell’d -re (membre). In 

Américan spelling, môst of them nû üs -or and -er, but in British spelling, ônliy sum hav bīn 

refórm’d. 

In the last 250 yêrs, sinç Samüel Ġohnson prescrĩb’d hû wurds ōght to bê spell’d, pronúncīãcions of 

hundreds of wurds (as extrápolâted from Māsha Bell’s rêsèrċ on 7000 common wurds) hav 

gradüaliy ċânġ’d, and the alphabétic principul in Inglish has gradüaliy bīn corrúpted. Advocats argü 

that if wê wish to kīp Inglish spelling regülar, then spelling nīds to bê aménded to accũnt for the 

ċânġes. 

Redűç’d spelling is currentliy practiç’d on infórmal internèt platfòrms and is common in text 

messaġing. 

The wey vûel letters ar üz’d in Inglish spelling vastliy contradícts their üzüal mênings. For exámpul, 

⟨o⟩, expécted to reprezént [o], mey stand for [u], whîl ⟨u⟩, expécted to reprezént [u], mey reprezént 

[ɐ]. This mâks Inglish spelling êven less intűitiv for forin lerners than it is for nâtiv spêkers, whiċ is 

of impórtanç for an internácional åxíliariy langwaġ. 

 

Ambigüitiy 

Unlîk meniy udher langwaġes, Inglish spelling has never bīn systemáticaliy updâted and thus todéy 

ônliy partliy hôlds to the alphabétic principul. As an ûtcùm, Inglish spelling is a system of wêk rūls 

widh meniy excépsions and ambigűitiys. 

Môst phônêms in Inglish can bê spell’d in môr than wun wey. E.g. the wurds fear (fêr) and peer (pīr) 

contéin the sâm sûnd in different spellings. Lîkwîz, meniy graphêms in Inglish hav multipul 

pronúncīãcions and dêcõdings, suċ as ough in wurds lîk through (thrūgh), though (though), thought 

(thōght), thorough (thurugh), tough (tuph), trough (troph), plough (plûgh), and cough (coph). Thēr ar 

13 weys of spelling the schwā (the môst common of ål phônêms in Inglish), 12 weys to spell /ei/ 

and 11 weys to spell /ɛ/. Thêz kînds of incôhẽrences can bê fûnd thrūghũt the Inglish lexicòn and 

they êven vâriy betwǐn dîalècts. Māsha Bell has analŷz’d 7000 common wurds and fûnd that abũt ½ 

cåz spelling and pronúncīãcion difficultiys and abũt ⅓ cåz dêcõding difficultiys. Suċ ambigűitiy is 

partícülarliy problemátic in the câs of heteronyms (homogràphs widh different pronúncīãcions 

that vâriy widh mêning), suċ as bow/bû, dezert/dezért, liv/lîv, red/rêd, tēr/têr, wind/wînd, and 

wūnd/wûnd. In rêding suċ wurds wun must consíder the contèxt in whiċ they ar üz’d, and this 

incrẽses the difficultiy of lerning to rêd and pronũnç Inglish. 

A clôser relãcionship betwǐn phônêms and spellings wůd elíminât meniy excépsions and 

ambigűitiys, mâking the langwaġ êziyer and faster to master. 



 

Ùndūing the ċânġes 

Sum propõz’d simplifŷ'd spellings ålrédiy exíst as standard or vârīant spellings in ôld literatür. As 

nôted erliyer, in the 16th centüriy, sum scolars of Grīk and Latin literatür trŷ'd to mâk Inglish wurds 

lůk môr lîk their Grecô-Latin cûnter-parts, at tîms êven errõnêusliy. Sum spelling refórmers propõz 

ùndūing thêz ċânġes. Udher exámpuls of ôlder spellings that ar môr phonétic inclǔd frend for 

friend (as on Shâkspêr’s grâv), agenst for against, yeeld for yield, bild for build, cort for court, sted 

for stead, delite for delight, entise for entice, gost for ghost, harth for hearth, rime for rhyme, sum for 

some, tung for tongue, and meniy udhers. It wos ålsô wunç common to üz -t for the ending -ed 

whēr it is pronũnç’d as suċ (for exámpul dropt for dropped). Sum of the Inglish langwaġ’s môst 

celebrâted wrîters and pôets hav üz'd thêz spellings and udhers propõz’d bŷ todéy’s spelling 

refórmers. Edmund Spenser, for exámpul, üz'd spellings suċ as rize, wize, and advize in his fâmus 

pôem The Faerie Queene, publish’d in the 1590s. 

 

Redúndant letters 

The Inglish alphabèt ålrédiy has several letters hūz característic sûnds ar ålrédiy reprezénted 

elçwhēr in the alphabèt. Thêz inclǔd X, whiċ can bê rêalîz’d as “ks”, “gz”, or “z”; soft G (/d͡ʒ/), whiċ 

can bê rêalîz’d as J (Ġ); hard C (/k/), whiċ can bê rêalîz’d as K; soft C (/s/), whiċ can bê rêalîz’d as S; 

and Q (“qu”, /kw/, or /k/), whiċ can bê rêalîz’d as “kw” (or simpliy K in sum câses). Hûéver, thêz 

spellings ar üzüaliy retéin’d to refléct their often-Latin rūts. 

 

Argüments agénst refórm 

Spelling refórm fâces meniy argüments agénst the devélopment and implementãcion of a refórm’d 

òrthographiy for Inglish. Public accéptanç to spelling refórm has bīn consístentliy low, at lêst sinç 

the erliy 19th centüriy, when spelling wos côdifŷ'd bŷ the inflūéncial Inglish dixionariys of Samüel 

Ġohnson (1755) and Nôah Webster (1806). The irrégülar spelling of veriy common wurds, suċ as is, 

are, have, done, and of mâks it veriy difficult to fix them widhũt introdűcing a nôtiçabul ċânġ to the 

appẽranç of Inglish text. 

Inglish is the ônliy wun of the top ten mâġor langwaġes widh nô assõcïâted wurldwîd regülatoriy 

bodiy widh the pûer to promulgât spelling ċânġes. 

Inglish is a West Ġermánic langwaġ that has borrow’d meniy wurds from non-Ġermánic langwaġes, 

and the spelling of a wurd often reflécts its oriġin. This sumtîms givs a clū as to the mêning of the 

wurd. Êven if their pronúncīãcion has strey’d from the oríġinal pronúncīãcion, the spelling is a 



recòrd of the phônêm. The sâm is trū for wurds of Ġermánic oriġin hūz current spelling still 

rezémbuls their cognâts in udher Ġermánic langwaġes. Exámpuls inclǔd light, Ġerman licht; knight, 

Ġerman Knecht; ocean, Frenċ océan; occasion, Frenċ occasion. Critics argü that rêspélling suċ 

wurds cůd hîd thôz links, ålthóugh not ål spelling refórms necessãriliy reqwĩr signíficantliy 

rêspélling them. 

Anúdher criticizm is that a refórm mey fâvor wun dîalèct or pronúncīãcion ôver udhers, crêãting a 

standard langwaġ. Sum wurds mey hav môr than wun accéptabul pronúncīãcion, regárdless of 

dîalèct (e.g. económic/êconómic, īdher/îdher). Sum distínxions in rêġional accents ar still mark’d in 

spelling. Exámpuls inclǔd the distíngwishing of fern, fir, and fur that is meintéin’d in Îrish and 

Scottish Inglish or the distínxion betwǐn toe and tow that is meintéin’d in a fü rêġional dîalècts in 

Ingland and Wâls. Hûéver, dîaléctal accents exíst êven in langwaġes hūz spelling is cål’d phonẽmic, 

suċ as Spanish. Sum letters hav allophónic vârīãcion, suċ as hû the letter a in bath currentliy stands 

for bôth /æ/ and /ɑ/ and spêkers pronũnç it as per their dîalèct. 

Sum wurds ar distíngwish’d ônliy bŷ non-phonétic spelling (as in knight and night). 

 

Spelling refórm propõzals 

Môst spelling refórms attémpt to imprǔv phonẽmic represèntãcion, but sum attémpt ġenüin 

phonétic spelling, üzüaliy bŷ ċânġing the bâsic Inglish alphabèt or mâking a nü wun. Ål spelling 

reforms eim for grēter regüláritiy in spelling. 

Refórm propõzals that üz the bâsic Inglish alphabèt inclǔd Cut Spelling, Handbůk of Simplifŷ'd 

Spelling, SûndSpel, Spelling Refórm 1 (SR1), and Wijk’s Regülarîz’d Inglish. 

Udher propõzals exténd or replãç the bâsic Inglish alphabèt. Thêz propõzals sīk to elíminât the 

exténsiv üs of dîgràphs (suċ as “ch”, “gh”, “kn-“, “-ng”, “ph”, “qu”, “sh”, voiç’d and voiçless “th” and 

“wh-“) bŷ introdűcing nü letters and/or dîacrítics. Êċ letter wůd then reprezént a singul sûnd. In a 

dîgràph, the tū letters reprezént not their indivídüal sûnds but instéd an entĩrliy different and 

discrẽt sûnd, whiċ can lengthen wurds and lêd to mis-haps in pronúncīãcion. Nôtabul propõzals 

inclǔd Benġamin Franklin’s phonétic alphabèt, Dezerét alphabèt, Interspel, Shâvīan alphabèt 

(revĩz’d verzion: Quikscript), SaypU (Spell As Yū Pronũnç Ünivérsaliy), Simpel-Fonetik Method of 

Writing, and Unifon. 

 


