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ABSTRACT

We analyzed spellings that were produced by children in kindergarten (N = 115), first grade (N =
104), and second grade (N =77) in order to determine whether children’s own names influence their
spellings of other words. Kindergartners overused letters from their own first names (or commonly
used nicknames) when spelling. Kindergartners with longer names, who had more own-name letters
available for intrusions, tended to produce longer spellings than did children with shorter names.
Moreover, the spellings of kindergartners with long names tended to contain a lower proportion of
phonetically reasonable letters than did the spellings of children with short names. These effects
appeared to be confined to children who read below the first grade level. The results support the
view that children’s own names play a special role in the acquisition of literacy. They further show
that children choose letters in a way that reflects their experience with the letters.

The names that parents give to children play an important role in the children’s
development. Infants frequently hear the spoken forms of their names, and they
prefer to listen to their own first names rather than to the names of others by as
early as 4%2 months of age (Mandel, Jusczyk, & Pisoni, 1996). As children get
older, they see the printed forms of their own names on a regular basis. In day
care centers, for example, children’s cubbyholes and art projects are often la-
beled with their first names. As early as 2 years of age, some children can
identify their printed names without any contextual cues (Villaume & Wilson,
1989). Children’s own names also play an important role as they learn to write.
A child’s name is often the first word that he or she attempts to write (Clay,
1975; Temple, Nathan, & Buriss, 1982). Children’s earliest signatures may be
unrecognizable scribbles. By the age of 5 or 55, however, children can usually
print their first name in a conventional or largely conventional manner (Fer-
reiro & Teberosky, 1982; Hildreth, 1936).
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Our interest here is in the role of names in the acquisition of literacy. Given
children’s frequent exposure to the printed forms of their names, and given
the importance of the name to children, it has been hypothesized that names
play a special role in literacy development (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999; Ferreiro &
Teberosky, 1982; Villaume & Wilson, 1989). Empirical evidence for the idea
that names are especially important in early literacy development comes from a
study that assessed children’s knowledge about letters (Treiman & Broderick,
1998). When children were shown the letters of the alphabet and were asked
to provide the name of each letter, they did better on letters that were in their
own first name (or commonly used nickname) than on letters that were not.
Across three samples of children (preschoolers from the United States, kinder-
gartners from the United States, and first graders from Australia), a significant
advantage for the first letter of the first name was found. Tendencies in the
same direction were generally observed for the second, third, and fourth letters
of the first name, but these were not significant. Thus, children named Eva or
Ethan were more likely to know the name of the letter e than were children
named Sam or Maya. An advantage for the initial letter of the first name
was also found in a letter production task. Children named Dan or Donna, for
example, could produce better quality ds than could children named Chuck or
Sarah.

Thus, there is evidence that children’s own names influence their ability to
label and form letters. Do personal names affect the way in which children
actually spell words? A number of researchers have suggested that they do.
These suggestions are based on observations of children from the United States
(Sulzby, 1985; Temple et al., 1982), Israel (Levin, Share, & Shatil, 1996), and
France (Gombert & Fayol, 1992). According to these researchers, the child’s
own name is a repertoire of learned letters. Children often use the letters from
this familiar set to write new words. Most of the studies, however, failed to
adopt stringent statistical techniques in order to determine whether own-name
letters occur more often in children’s spellings than would be expected by
chance. If a child named Emily writes “pelot” for potato, for example, is she
really using e and / because they are letters from her own name? E and [ are
common letters, and it may be that Emily uses them no more often than other
children. Given isolated examples such as these, it is difficult to pinpoint the
cause of the intrusions.

The best quantitative evidence to date on own-name intrusions in spelling
was provided by Bloodgood (1999). She studied spellings produced by 30
children aged 4 or 5, who, according to her description, were not able to
connect letters and sounds with any degree of consistency. Bloodgood’s analy-
ses focused on the letters [, n, r, and s: the consonants that most common-
ly appeared in the children’s first names. For each of these four letters, chil-
dren who had the letter in their first name used the letter more often in their
spellings than children who did not have the letter in their first name. These
results support the idea that children use the letters from their own first names
when spelling other words. However, the conclusions are limited by the fact
that the statistical analyses were performed for only four letters, all of them
consonants.
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Bloodgood (1999) claimed that, as well as reproducing the specific letters
from their own names, children imitate other aspects of the name’s spelling
when they attempt to write other words. For example, she stated that children
whose names contained doublets, such as Brittany, used many doublets in their
spellings of other words. However, Bloodgood did not present quantitative sup-
port for this observation. Nor did this researcher carry out quantitative analyses
to determine whether intrusions were more likely to involve the first letter of
the first name than to involve subsequent letters. Such a difference might be
expected given the finding of Treiman and Broderick (1988) that own-name
effects on knowledge of letter names were primarily apparent for the first letter
of the first name.

To gather firmer and more comprehensive evidence on how children’s own
names affect their spellings, we analyzed spellings that were produced by Amer-
ican children at three different grade levels: kindergarten, first, and second. We
looked at own-name intrusions for a wide range of letters, and we also carried
out quantitative analyses to examine other ways in which children’s own names
may influence their spellings. To obtain good estimates of the effects of chil-
dren’s names on their spelling, one needs data from a large number of children
whose names contain a variety of letters. We therefore analyzed three sets of
data that had been collected in our laboratory. The first, here called Sample 1,
was from Experiment 1 of Treiman and Bourassa (2000). The second data set,
Sample 2, was the real word spelling test used in Experiments 2 and 3 of Cassar
and Treiman (1997). Sample 3 was the real words from Experiment 1 of Trei-
man, Berch, Tincoff, and Weatherston (1993). These were all of the studies
from our laboratory that included children from each of the kindergarten, first,
and second grades and in which children spelled entire real words that were
dictated to them. In all, we analyzed data from 115 kindergartners, 104 first
graders, and 77 second graders.

METHOD

Participants

Background information about the children in each of the three samples is pro-
vided in Table 1.

Stimuli and procedures

The children in Sample 1 were asked to spell 10 words in writing and another
10 words orally. The words are listed in the Appendix of Treiman and Bourassa
(2000). There were two lists of words, and each child spelled one list in each
modality. Assignment of lists to modalities was balanced across children. The
children in Sample 2 spelled 15 words in writing. The words are listed in table
4 of Cassar and Treiman (1997). The children in Sample 3 spelled 20 words in
writing. The words are listed in the appendix of Treiman et al. (1993). Further
details about the studies are available in the original reports.
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Table 1. Characteristics of children in the three samples

Grade level

Sample characteristic Kindergarten First Second
1
N 30(I5M, 15F) 28 (12 M, 16 F) 33 (17 M, 16 F)
Mean age (years;months) 5;8 6;7 7;9
Age range 5;1-6;3 6;2-7;3 7;2-8;10
Time of testing Oct.—Nov. Oct.—Nov. Dec.—Jan.
2
N 64 32 M,32F) 56 (23 M,33F) 24 (11 M, 13 F)
Mean age (years;months)  5;11 6:8 7;11
Age range 4;10-7;2 5;9-9;6 7:4-8:9
Time of testing Feb.—-May Sept.—Feb. Feb.
Reading level Pre-first Mid-first Beginning third
3
N 21O0M,12F) 20(10M,10F) 20 OM, 11 F)
Mean age (years;months)  6;2 7;0 7;11
Age range 5;7-6;10 6;6-7;11 7;5-8;10
Time of testing May Apr.—May March
Reading level Pre-first End first End second

Note: Reading level is grade equivalent on the reading subtest of the WRAT-R
(Jastak & Wilkinson, 1984). Reading level is not available for Sample 1.

RESULTS

Our first analysis focused on intrusion errors in the children’s spellings. Intru-
sions were defined as characters used by children that were not part of the
conventional spelling of the word. Analyses were carried out to determine whether
children’s intrusion errors tended to be letters from their own first names. For
each letter of the alphabet, we calculated how often pupils who had this letter
in their first name (or commonly used nickname) used that letter in a word that
does not contain the letter in its conventional spelling. For example, we calcu-
lated how often students with an e in their first name used an e when spelling
words such as jar and bump, the conventional spellings of which do not contain
e. This count was scaled by the total number of intrusions made by students
with an e in their name. The result indicates the proportion of all intrusions
made by students with an e in their name that were es; it is referred to as the
proportion of name intrusions. For each letter, we also calculated how often the
letter was used intrusively by students who did not have that letter in their
names. This count was scaled by the total number of intrusions made by students
without that letter in their name, yielding a proportion of no-name intrusions for
each letter. For example, we calculated the proportion of intrusions that were es
that were made by students who did not have an e in their own name, such as
Chad. The proportions of name and no-name intrusions were then compared for
each letter. In the Cassar and Treiman (1997) kindergarten data, for instance,
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Table 2. Proportion of intrusions of letters by children who have the letters in their
first names (name intrusions) and children who do not have the letters in their first
names (no-name intrusions)

Grade level

Sample Kindergarten First Second
1
Proportion name intrusions .07 .06 .06
Proportion no-name intrusions .04 .06 .06
p value for difference by ¢ test p <.001 ns ns
p value for difference by Wilcoxon signed ranks test p <.001 ns ns
2
Proportion name intrusions .05 .04 .04
Proportion no-name intrusions .03 .04 .04
p value for difference by ¢ test p =.006 ns ns
p value for difference by Wilcoxon signed ranks test p=.004 ns ns
3
Proportion name intrusions .06 .05 .03
Proportion no-name intrusions .04 .05 .05
p value for difference by ¢ test p=.002 ns ns
p value for difference by Wilcoxon signed ranks test p=.020 ns ns
Combined
Proportion name intrusions .05 .04 .04
Proportion no-name intrusions .03 .04 .05
p value for difference by ¢ test p <.001 ns ns
p value for difference by Wilcoxon signed ranks test p <.001 ns ns

Note: The p values are for one-tailed tests across letters.

59 of the 788 total intrusions made by pupils with an e in their name were es.
The proportion of name intrusions is thus .075. For pupils without an e in their
name, 47 of the 913 intrusions were es, giving a no-name proportion of .051.
For the letter e, then, the proportion of name intrusions is higher than the propor-
tion of no-name intrusions for this sample.

Table 2 shows the proportions of name and no-name intrusions for each grade
level in each sample. The results are pooled over all letters that were present in
the name of at least one child in that grade level and that sample. For Sample
1, the data were additionally pooled over modality of response (oral versus
written spelling) because statistical tests reported below indicated no difference
between the two modalities on the variables of interest here.

For each sample, analyses of variance (ANOVAs) were carried out using
letters as the unit of analysis. There were two within-factors variables: grade
level and the presence versus absence of the letter in the child’s name. The
ANOVA for Sample 1 also included the factor of response modality. Letters
that were not present in any of the children’s names at one or more grade
levels in a particular sample were excluded from the analyses. For Sample 1,
the ANOVA showed a significant interaction between grade and letter presence,
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F(2, 40)=5.64, p=.007. No other results reached the .05 level, although the
main effect of letter presence narrowly missed significance, F(1, 20)=3.77, p =
.067. For Sample 2, the interaction between grade and letter presence did not
reach the .05 level, F(2, 36) = 2.46, p = .10, but the main effect of letter presence
was reliable, F(1, 18) =7.68, p =.013. For Sample 3, the only significant effect
was the interaction between grade and letter presence, F(2, 30) = 8.13, p =.002.

To increase the power of the analyses and the number of letters that could be
included, we carried out an additional analysis in which the data for each letter
were pooled across the three samples. These results are shown in the lower
portion of Table 2. The main effect of letter presence was reliable in the analysis
of the combined data, F(1, 21) =4.70, p = .042. In addition, there was a signifi-
cant interaction between grade and letter presence, F(2, 42) = 10.71, p < .001.

The interaction between grade and letter presence, which was statistically
significant for two of the three samples and for the combined data, arose because
intrusions of own-name letters were more common than intrusions of other let-
ters for kindergartners, but not for first or second graders. To confirm this inter-
pretation, we carried out statistical tests across letters to determine whether the
proportion of name intrusions significantly exceeded the proportion of no-name
intrusions. Letters that were not present in the name of any child at a particular
grade level and in a particular sample were not included in the analysis. Both
nonparametric tests (Wilcoxon signed ranks tests) and parametric tests (¢ tests)
were performed. The results, shown in Table 2, reveal a small but significant
effect for kindergartners in each of the three individual samples and in the com-
bined sample. Kindergartners were more likely to use a letter intrusively when
the letter was in their own first name than when it was not. The effect was
relatively small, but it held for most of the letters of the alphabet. Indeed, 22 of
the 25 letters that could be included in the combined analysis of the kindergarten
data showed a difference in the predicted direction. The three letters that did
not show the effect were letters for which relatively few intrusions were made.
When we restricted the analysis to letters for which the denominator of the
proportion of name intrusions was at least 50 (i.e., letters for which the propor-
tion of name intrusions could be calculated with reasonable accuracy), the effect
was present for all the 21 letters in the combined kindergarten data. Thus, the
own-name effect was quite consistent for kindergartners.

Although the kindergartners were more likely to use a letter intrusively when
the letter was in their own first name than when it was not, the first and second
graders did not show this pattern. As Table 2 shows, the difference between the
name and no-name cases was not significant in any of the analyses for first or
second graders. This continued to be true when the analyses were restricted
to letters for which the denominator of the proportion of name intrusions was
at least 50.

Having documented the occurrence of own-name intrusions among kinder-
gartners, we then asked whether the intrusions from the kindergartners’ names
tended to originate from any particular position within the name. For example,
is a child named Emily especially likely to produce the letter e intrusively,
reflecting the fact that this is the first letter of her name? Bloodgood (1999)
implied that intrusions of letters that occurred early in the name were more
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common across children than intrusions of middle letters, but she did not present
quantitative data on this point. For each letter, we calculated the proportion of
intrusions by kindergartners who had that letter in the first, second, third, or
fourth positions of their first name or commonly used nickname. (We did not
go beyond the fourth letter in these analyses because a number of students’
names were only four letters long.) An ANOVA using the factors of letter posi-
tion (first through fourth) and letter presence (present versus absent), with letters
as the unit of analysis, was carried out on the combined results for the three
kindergarten samples. There was a main effect of letter presence, F(1, 9) =8.19,
p =.019, consistent with the findings reported previously. However, there was
no effect of letter position and no interaction between letter position and letter
presence. When the analyses were restricted to letters for which the denominator
of the proportion of name intrusions was at least 50, the proportion of letters
showing a difference in the predicted direction was slightly higher for the first
letter than of the name than for the subsequent letters. Again, though, letter
position did not enter into any statistically significant effects. Thus, it appears
that intrusions of letters from the kindergartners’ own names came from a vari-
ety of positions within the name, and not just from the first letter.

For Samples 2 and 3, data on the children’s reading levels from the Wide
Range Achievement Test—Revised (WRAT-R; Jastak & Wilkinson, 1984) were
available. For these samples, we carried out an additional ANOVA using the
factor of reading level (categorized as pre-first grade vs. first grade vs. second
grade and above) and letter presence (letter present in child’s first name or
commonly used nickname vs. not present). The results of this analysis were
consistent with the results reported previously. Specifically, there was an inter-
action between reading level and letter presence, F(2, 40) =4.60, p =.016, and
a main effect of letter presence, F(1, 20) =5.31, p=.032. The children who
read below the first grade level, most of whom were kindergartners, were more
likely to use a letter intrusively when it was in their own name than when it
was not (.06 versus 04, p = .001 by a # test; p = .003 by a Wilcoxon signed ranks
test, both tests one-tailed). The children whose reading level was at or beyond
first grade, who were mainly first and second graders, did not show a significant
difference between the name and no-name cases.

The results so far show that kindergartners with low levels of reading skill
tend to overuse letters from their own names when spelling other words. To get
a better idea of how often children produce own-name intrusions relative to
other types of spellings, we categorized each character used by each child into
one of the four categories shown in Table 3. The first category, own-name
intrusions, were letters from the child’s own name that were neither in the con-
ventional spelling of the word nor reasonable renderings of the sounds in the
word’s pronunciation. For example, Emily’s use of / in “Imiluei,” her spelling
of sank, is an own-name intrusion. The letter [/ is from her first name, but it is
not a plausible representation of any of the sounds in sank. The second category,
phonetically reasonable spellings, consisted of correct letters and letters that,
according to previous studies, are common and reasonable attempts to represent
the phonemes in the spoken word. For a spelling to be placed in this second
category, it had to be phonetically reasonable but not a letter from the child’s
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Table 3. Mean proportions of characters of various types for children in
combined sample (standard deviations in parentheses)

Grade level

Type of character Kindergarten First Second
Own-name intrusion only 15 (.13) .07 (.07) .02 (.02)
Phonetically reasonable letter only 45 (.24) .60 (.13) .65 (.09)
Neither 24 (.18) 10 (.11) .02 (.04)
Ambiguous .16 (.08) .22 (.09) .31 (.09)

first name. Confusions on the basis of voicing (e.g., k for /g/) and attempts to
represent the affrication of /t/ and /d/ before /1/ (e.g., g for /d/ before /t/) were
counted as phonetically reasonable spellings because such errors have been well
documented in previous studies (e.g., Read, 1975; Treiman, 1993). Errors based
on letter names were also considered reasonable attempts at sound-based spell-
ing. For example, /w/ is the first sound in the name of y, and young children
sometimes spell /w/ as y for this reason (Treiman, Weatherston, & Berch, 1994).
Emily’s use of p in “pelot,” her spelling of potato, falls into the category of
phonetically reasonable spellings, as p is a conventional representation of the
/p/ phoneme but not a letter from Emily’s name. The g in “gp,” Nicole’s spelling
of drip, was also placed in the phonetically reasonable category, being a reason-
able representation of /d/ before /r/ but not a letter from Nicole’s name. The
third category of spellings consisted of characters that were neither letters from
the child’s own name nor phonetically reasonable spellings. The « in “Imiluei,”
Emily’s spelling for sank, was put into this third category because it does not
appear to be an attempt to represent either a sound of the spoken word or a
letter from the child’s name. In the fourth category were spellings that were
ambiguous, being both phonetically reasonable spellings and letters from the
child’s own name. For example, an / in Emily’s spelling of belly falls into the
ambiguous category. It is both a reasonable (and, in fact, a correct) spelling of
/1/ and a letter from Emily’s name.

Pooling across the three samples, 15% of the characters in kindergartners’
spellings could be explained only as intrusions of letters from the children’s
own names. The proportion of such errors decreased markedly across the three
grade levels, F(2, 293) =47.22, p < .001. In contrast, the proportion of charac-
ters that fell into only the phonetically reasonable category increased with grade
level, F(2, 293)=36.48, p <.001. However, even the kindergartners used a
number of spellings that were correct or phonetically well motivated. Pooling
over all kindergartners, 45% of the characters that were used fell into this cate-
gory. When we restricted the analysis to the 30 kindergartners who had the
highest proportion of own-name intrusions (M = 33%), we found that they, too,
produced a nonnegligible number of phonetically reasonable characters (M =
22%). Thus, it appears that phonetically reasonable letters and own-name intru-
sions coexist in a number of kindergarten children.

Children may overuse letters from their own name because these are letters
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that they encounter frequently. If so, other frequent letters should often appear
as intrusions as well. We thus carried out additional analyses to determine
whether the letters that children use intrusively in their own spellings tend to be
the letters that are most frequent in English. As a measure of letter frequency
in the words to which young children are exposed, we calculated the number of
times each letter occurs in the entries for which Zeno, Ivenz, Millard, and Duv-
vuri (1995) report a first-grade U value (frequency adjusted for variation in
distribution of words across different content areas) of 20 words per million or
higher, weighting the entries by their frequency of occurrence. For kindergart-
ners, the correlation between number of intrusions and letter frequency was .81.
The correlation was .78 for first graders and .69 for second graders (p < .001
for all correlations). These results indicate that common letters, such as ¢, ap-
peared more often as intrusions than did less common letters, such as k. The
correlations between number of intrusions and letter frequency remained signifi-
cant when we limited the analyses to intrusions that were not letters from a
child’s own name.

Further analyses examined other factors that, in addition to the frequencies of
letters in printed words, could help explain the variation among letters in intru-
sion errors. One such factor was the position of the letter in the alphabet. An-
other was the type of letter (vowel or consonant). Regression analyses were
carried out using the variables of order of the letter in the alphabet (coded as 1
to 26) and vowel (where q, ¢, i, o, u, and y were coded as vowels), in addition
to letter frequency. For kindergartners, the regression accounted for 78% of the
variance in intrusion errors (p <.001). A significant effect of letter order was
found, such that intrusions were more likely to involve letters early in the alpha-
bet than letters later in the alphabet (p =.009). In addition, intrusions were more
likely to involve vowels than consonants (p = .028). There was also an effect of
letter frequency, with more intrusions of common letters (p <.001). For first
graders, the three variables together explained 73% of the variance (p <.001).
All three variables had significant effects (p = .042 for order, p = .035 for vowel,
p <.001 for letter frequency); the directions of the effects were the same as in
the kindergartners. The percentage of explained variance was somewhat lower
for second graders, 57% (p <.001). At this level, vowel letters were intruded
more than consonants (p = .046), and frequent letters were intruded more than
infrequent letters (p <.007). The order of the letter in the alphabet no longer
had a significant effect.

Given that kindergartners tend to overuse letters from their own first names
when attempting to spell other words, we might expect to find some differences
in the spellings produced by children who have long first names compared to
children with short first names. Children with long names, such as a child named
Christopher who does not use the shortened form Chris, may produce longer
spellings of all types of words than children with short names, such as a child
named Sam. This may occur because Christopher has more letters from his
name that he can use as own-name intrusions. Indeed, analyses of the combined
kindergarten data showed a positive correlation between the number of letters
in a child’s first name or commonly used nickname and the average number of
letters in the child’s spellings (r =.25, p =.006, two-tailed test). For first and
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Figure 1. Mean number of letters in spellings produced by kindergarten, first grade, and
second grade children with short (two or three letters), medium short (four or five letters),
medium long (six or seven letters), and long (eight or more letters) first names, pooling over
the three samples. No second grader had a name in the short category.

second graders, who produced few own-name intrusions, the correlations were
not significant (r = .10 and .08 for first and second graders, respectively). Figure
1 depicts the relationship between the length of a child’s name and the average
number of letters in his or her spellings by dividing children into four groups:
those with short (two or three letters) first names, those with medium short first
names (four or five letters), those with medium long first names (six or seven
letters) and those with long first names (eight or more letters). For kindergart-
ners, there was an increase in length of spellings across the four groups, with a
significant linear trend, F(1, 111) =9.14, p =.003. No such effect was seen for
the first or second graders. These results show that kindergartners with long first
names tended to produce longer spellings of other words than kindergartners
with short first names. There are several potential explanations for this phenom-
enon, but one contributor appears to be the fact that kindergartners add letters
from their own names to their spellings, and kindergartners with long names
have more own-name letters. Supporting this view is the significant correlation
we observed between the length of a child’s name and the proportion of letters
in the child’s spellings that could only be explained as intrusions from the name
(r=.28, p=.003, two-tailed test).

If kindergartners with long first names tend to produce relatively long spell-
ings that contain a number of intrusions from their own name, then the propor-
tion of characters that are correct or phonetically well motivated, expressed as
a proportion of all characters in the spelling, should be relatively low. Figure 2
shows the relationship between the length of the child’s first name or commonly
used nickname and the proportion of all characters used by that child that were
phonetically reasonable (i.e., correct, close phonetic equivalents, or letter-name
based errors). For kindergartners, the data in Figure 2 show a decrease in the
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Figure 2. Mean proportion of characters in the phonetically reasonable category produced
by kindergarten, first grade, and second grade children with short (two or three letters),
medium short (four or five letters), medium long (six or seven letters), and long (eight or
more letters) first names, pooling over the three samples. No second grader had a name in
the short category.

proportion of phonetically reasonable characters with an increase in the length
of the child’s name. The linear trend was significant when name length was
analyzed in terms of the four categories shown in Figure 2, F(1, 111)=15.90,
p =.017. Also, there was a reliable negative correlation between the proportion
of phonetically reasonable characters and the length of the child’s name (r=
—21, p=.025, two-tailed test). As compared to their classmates with short
names, kindergartners with long names tended to produce spellings that con-
tained a lower proportion of phonetically reasonable letters. However, no such
relationship was observed for first or second graders. The length of a kindergart-
ner’s name is clearly not the main contributor to the phonetic accuracy of the
child’s spellings as measured here, as it accounts for only 4% of the variance.
However, it is striking that this factor contributes at all.

The results so far show that kindergartners sometimes reproduce the specific
letters from their own first name when they are attempting to spell other words.
Bloodgood (1999) suggested that young children also reproduce more abstract
aspects of their own names’ spellings. In particular, young children who have
double letters in their names, such as the s in Brittany, tend to include more
doublets in their writing than children without double letters in their names.
Bloodgood did not provide quantitative support for this observation, however.
To test the idea that children with doublets in their first names tend to use
doublets when spelling other words, we compared the spellings of those 29
kindergartners in the combined sample whose name contained a doublet to the
spellings of those 86 kindergartners whose name did not contain a doublet. For
kindergartners whose name contained a double letter, the proportion of spellings
of words that did not have a double letter in their standard spelling and for
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which the student’s response included doubled letters not found in the student’s
own name was .12. The figure was .10 for kindergartners whose name did not
contain a doublet. The difference was not significant, #(113) = .62. (We focused
on cases in which the doublet was not found in the child’s own name because
the production of a doublet from a child’s name could have reflected a tendency
to use the specific letter strings from the name rather than a tendency to use a
general orthographic pattern.) Nonsignificant results were found, as well, at the
first and second grade levels. Our results thus do not support the idea that chil-
dren who have double letters in their name tend to overuse double letters when
spelling other words. Kindergartners’ own-name intrusions and the longer spell-
ings of children with longer names appear to reflect young children’s tendency
to spell with letters from their own names. It may not be necessary to postulate
that children form a scheme for what written words should look like based on
fairly abstract properties of their own name.

DISCUSSION

It has been suggested that children’s own names play an important role in the
early development of literacy (e.g., Bloodgood, 1999; Ferreiro & Teberosky,
1982; Villaume & Wilson, 1989). In many cases, however, the support for this
assertion has been primarily anecdotal or observational. The present study was
designed to provide quantitative evidence on the role of children’s own names
in their early spelling. In previous work, we showed that children’s experiences
with their own first names boost their knowledge about the labels and printed
forms of the individual letters within the name (Treiman & Broderick, 1998).
In the present study, we went beyond the earlier work to show that children’s
experiences with their names affect their early spellings. Kindergartners tend to
overuse letters from their own names when trying to spell other words. Children
whose names contain many letters have more possibilities for own-name intru-
sions than do children whose names contain few letters. As a result, it appears
that kindergartners with long names tend to produce spellings that are longer
and contain lower proportions of phonetically motivated letters than do kinder-
gartners with shorter names. If the proportion of phonetically motivated letters
in a spelling is a reasonable metric of the quality of the spelling — and this
metric is similar in spirit to those that have been used in the literature (Olson,
1985) — then it is interesting to note that name length is one contributor to this
measure for beginning spellers. Of course, factors such as a child’s phonological
awareness skills are likely to be more important contributors (e.g., Byrne &
Fielding-Barnsley, 1991).

Previous studies of children’s spelling have focused on the phonetic factors
that cause children to make the particular mistakes they do. For example, the j
in a kindergartner’s spelling of drink as “drjabronpq” is an error in the sense
that no j is present in the conventional spelling of the word. The child’s j may
be more than a random error, however, for /d/ is affricated before /r/ and is
pronounced similarly to /d3/ (e.g., Read, 1975; Treiman, 1993). The child who
produced this error, it seems, at least began the spelling by trying to represent
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the sounds in the spoken word. As another example, the use of a in “yat” for
wet reflects the similarity in sound between the vowels /®/ and /¢/ (e.g., Read,
1975; Treiman, 1993). Still other intrusions can be explained by considering the
names of the English letters. The use of y for /w/ in the preceding example
reflects the fact that the name of y, /wai/, begins with the phoneme /w/ (Treiman
et al., 1994). The kindergartners in the present study produced a number of
errors of these kinds. Nearly half of their characters, 45%, were either correct
letters or phonetically reasonable errors of the sort documented in previous
studies.

If almost half of the letters that kindergartners used in their spellings made
sense on the basis of the word’s sound, what is the origin of the other half?
Most previous researchers have considered such errors to be completely random
and unmotivated. Children who produce a large number of such errors are
thought to be in the precommunicative (Gentry, 1982) or prealphabetic (Ehri,
1997) stage of writing development, which involves stringing letters together in
a haphazard fashion. The present results show that errors that are not phoneti-
cally motivated are not necessarily haphazard. Some of them, instead, are letters
from the child’s own name. In Emily’s production of “pelot” for potato, for
example, the / does not have a ready explanation based on the sounds in the
spoken word. Emily seems to have used this letter because it is a familiar sym-
bol from her own name. Such errors occur for a reason, but not for the phono-
logical reasons on which previous studies have focused.

Were this study to be repeated with younger children, we suspect that the
proportion of own-name intrusions would be higher than that found here. In-
deed, Gombert and Fayol (1992) reported a developmental difference of this
kind in their study of French children. In that study, productions with a high
proportion of letters from the child’s first name were more common among 4-
and 5-year-olds than among 5- and 6-year-olds. What is particularly interesting
about our kindergarten data is the suggestion that own-name intrusions can co-
exist with phonetically motivated spellings. Kindergartners who are beginning
to grasp the alphabetic principle and move into phonetically based spelling may
continue to use letters from their own name when they spell. They may do this
to fill out a spelling that is perceived to be too short or to stand in for parts of
a spelling that are difficult to construct on a phonetic basis. An early strategy
— using letters from a well-learned set to spell other words — is not immediately
abandoned when a more advanced strategy — using the sounds in a word to
derive its spelling — begins to emerge. This outcome supports Siegler’s wave
model of cognitive development, which was recently applied to spelling (Rittle-
Johnson & Siegler, 1999).

The tendency that we found for intrusion errors to involve vowels rather than
consonants probably has a phonetic explanation. Children learning to spell in
English have more difficulty with vowels than consonants because the links
between sounds and spellings are more complex for vowels (e.g., Treiman,
1993). A child who is not sure how to spell a word may be more likely to
include, for example, an extra u or e than an extra ¢ or m because he or she is
less knowledgeable about spelling—sound correspondences for vowels than for
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consonants and because letters such as e are sometimes silent. Indeed, Reece
and Treiman (2001) documented that children often overuse es in spellings such
as “sire” for sir.

Although phonetic factors often drive spelling, familiarity with letters is im-
portant, too. Supporting this view is the strong relationship that we found be-
tween the frequency of a letter in reading materials targeted at young children
and children’s tendency to use this letter intrusively in their own spellings. For
instance, the letter 7, which is very common in printed materials, is more familiar
and accessible to children than is the letter k. As a group, then, children are
more likely to use s than ks in their spellings. These results support the view
that even young children encode information about frequency of occurrence
(Hasher & Zacks, 1984). Some studies, indeed, have reported no developmental
improvement in frequency judgments after the age of kindergarten (e.g.,
Hasher & Zacks, 1979). Other studies have found differences between children
aged 4 and 5 and children aged 6 to 8 (e.g., Ellis, Palmer, & Reeves, 1988;
McCormack & Russell, 1997). In all of these studies, though, even the youngest
children were able to discriminate differences in frequency. Our findings add to
this body of research by demonstrating that young children are sensitive to fre-
quency differences that are experienced outside of the laboratory. This affects
their behavior in situations that are arguably more natural than those studied in
previous research.

To explain kindergartners’ overuse of letters from their own names, we postu-
late that letter frequency is an individual matter for young children. Consider a
kindergartner named Karen who sees her printed name every day on her cubby-
hole, art projects, and drinking glass but has relatively little exposure to, or
interest in, other printed words. For her, the letter k£ has a higher frequency than
it does for other children. As a result, Karen is more likely to use ks when she
tries to write. As Karen learns to read and is exposed to increasing numbers of
printed words, the effects of exposure to her own name are swamped by the
effects of exposure to other words. By first and second grade, individual chil-
dren’s frequency metrics become more similar to one another and less influ-
enced by the children’s own names and other idiosyncratic characteristics.

The tendency of kindergartners and first graders to overuse letters from the
beginning of the alphabet probably reflects differences in experienced frequency
as well. With young children, teachers and parents may focus more intensively
on the early letters of the alphabet than the later letters. Because a, b, and ¢ are
at the beginning of alphabet books and charts and at the beginning of the alpha-
bet song, their subjective frequency may be higher than otherwise expected.
However, the effect of alphabet order declines as reading experience becomes
the main contributor to experienced letter frequency. By second grade, then,
position in the alphabet no longer has a measurable effect in our data. Previous
findings indicate that order in the alphabet does not affect adults’ judgments of
letter frequency, either (Marshall & George, 1983).

In sum, the evidence that kindergartners use letters based on print frequency,
their own name, and the letters’ order in the alphabet has a unified explanation:
Children retrieve letters for use in their own spellings in a way that reflects
their frequency of exposure to the letters. Frequency of exposure is a somewhat
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idiosyncratic matter for younger children, but children converge as reading ex-
perience increases. These results support the idea that frequency information is
encoded from an early age and plays an important role in a variety of situations
(Hasher & Zacks, 1979, 1984).

In conclusion, we must look beyond phonology to understand the logic behind
young children’s spelling errors. We should not be too quick to label a child’s
early spellings as haphazard or unmotivated. Some errors that seem at first to
make no sense in fact reflect children’s tendency to use the letters that are most
frequent and important in their experience.
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