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Introduction

The Problem

Traditional teaching methods do not do enough to effectively teach to all different 

learning styles and multiple intelligences. Recent research shows that specifically low 

achieving students benefit from a kinesthetic approach (Lister, 2005). It is important then 

as educators that we investigate a variety of methods to give all children the best 

opportunity to leam. Traditionally visual and auditory methods are more easily 

incorporated into lessons than the kinesthetic, but this does not excuse its exclusion from 

daily curriculum. In the first grade, children are introduced to spelling as a core subject 

and are tested weekly on developmentally appropriate words. Many students are 

successful, but some struggle to score well on the spelling tests. Difficulty in spelling 

may translate to difficulty with reading and finally with comprehension in the future.

This effect will become more crippling as students emerge from “learning to read to 

reading to leam” in upper grades. Literacy is integral to education and without it, students 

may struggle throughout their entire educational experience.

This researcher questioned if incorporating kinesthetic activities into the weekly 

spelling lesson would improve scores for the class, specifically the traditionally lower 

scoring students. For this study, four children out of twenty were labeled as low 

achievers, meaning that they scored a seven or below on their spelling test during Week 

One of the study. The current and traditional method of teaching spelling in the first 

grade is a verbal and visual introduction of the 10 spelling words. The teacher may 

discuss a common sound or theme for the words that week (all words have the long “o” 

sound for example). The students are instructed to write each word three times and
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complete a worksheet where they unscramble their spelling words and sort the words into 

groups (of common sounds or spellings). These methods do not change all year 

regardless of student achievement. New methods should be explored to see if they help 

low achieving students. The purpose of this study is to see if implementing a kinesthetic 

approach in addition to the traditional methods of teaching spelling in a first grade 

classroom will improve the scores on weekly spelling tests.

Literature Review

There has been extensive research done on incorporating kinesthetic activity into 

the classroom as a part of testing the VAK (visual, auditory, kinesthetic) learning style 

theory. However, there were fewer instances of purely kinesthetic methods being tested. 

It is important to understand the different learning styles and multiple intelligences at 

work in an elementary classroom before testing out any method. The learning style this 

study is focused on is the kinesthetic learner. This is one who learns through moving, 

doing and touching; these students learn best through a hands-on approach, actively 

exploring the physical world around them. They may find it hard to sit still for long 

periods and may become distracted by their need for activity and exploration (netnet.org, 

2007). In a descriptive study on learning styles, Lamarche-Bisson says, “Many 

individuals need to use the whole-body approach to learn. The kinesthetic learner does 

best by using a combination of learning styles. He may need to listen (auditory), then 

look at (visual) the given information. He may then need to repeat it in his own words, 

and write, type or even draw it. Because he needs to move a lot, the kinesthetic learner 

may want to walk around or stand up while working” (Lamarche-Bisson, 2002, p.277). 

She also recommends that kinesthetic learners be encouraged to use their energy and
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movement in a productive way. Specifically in spelling she writes, “He could practice 

spelling by using his finger to write words in the air, on the table, or on someone’s back” 

(Lamarche-Bisson, 2002, p.277). This type of adaptation into a traditional lesson plan 

would benefit the learner as well as the teacher and whole class environment as it would 

reduce frustration and interruptions. In an article on effective teaching practices, Sherrel 

Moss said, “Every lesson should include a kinesthetic activity. Only small percentages of 

any group of learners respond best to purely auditory stimuli. Kinesthetic learners make 

up the largest category if middle school students, and brief moments of activity can help 

imprint a lesson” (Moss, 2000, p.273).

In her book, Anne Green Gilbert writes about importance and benefit of teaching 

through movement for all ages, but particularly with young children. She writes 

“Perhaps the most important reason that movement should be an integral part of the 

elementary school curriculum is the impetus it can have for leaming”(Gilbert, 2002, p.7). 

She goes on to discuss Piaget’s “concrete operations” stage of development that is said to 

occur between ages seven and eleven. “He recommends that the teacher provide a very 

active curriculum particularly early in this stage. Children at these ages need to work 

with and handle many concrete objects before they can readily understand abstract 

verbalization” (Gilbert, 2002, p.7).

Studies have been performed with this logic in mind, to test the benefits of 

teaching to learning styles, as opposed to one style of instruction. In a 2005 

investigation, Lister compared traditional teaching methods with learning style focused 

instruction in Bermuda. Testing 93 students in the 6th grade, 32 students were labeled as 

below average. Students were tested to determine academic achievement as well as
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attitude in social studies. The study concluded that students scored higher on all tests 

when taught in their favored learning style. Lister wrote, “This investigation 

demonstrated that the implementation of learning-style strategies significantly increased 

students’ achievement and attitude-test scores favoring learning-style teaching” (Lister, 

2005, p.40). Additionally, students who had been labeled below average or who 

struggled with a learning difficulty substantially improved their scores after being taught 

with a kinesthetic approach in which they were actively involved with kinesthetic 

resources and manipulatives (Lister, 2005).

In a related study, Brand sought to improve early literacy skills in 13 inner-city 

children by teaching to Howard Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences. Gardner’s 

multiple intelligences are logical-mathematical, linguistic, spatial, naturalistic, musical, 

bodily-kinesthetic, interpersonal, and intrapersonal (Gardner, 1983). The methods chosen 

were matched from students’ assessed multiple intelligences and related learning styles. 

The primary result of this study was that “students who were exposed to a multiple 

intelligence-based emergent literacy program during kindergarten exhibited significant 

gains that are critical for their later success as readers” (Brand, 2006, p. 139). An 

additional finding was that children who participated in the study with short attention 

spans were engaged in the learning longer and more focused while they were involved 

with kinesthetic activities that accompanied the lesson (Brand, 2006). This study is 

important because it demonstrates the effectiveness of multiple intelligence and learning 

style methods. It is also was a meaningful testament to academic improvements with 

students in a low socioeconomic status community, who scored very low on pretests.
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This study showed that a multiple intelligence focus (including kinesthetic) can make a 

difference for traditionally low achieving students.

In addition, a study done on the development of a learning styles program in a low 

socioeconomic status elementary school showed promising results. After an assessment 

of the student body, teachers discovered that while they mainly taught in a verbal way, 

the majority of their student population was kinesthetic learners. Teachers and 

administrators implemented their test methods of a more kinesthetic approach (such as 

allowing students to move around the classroom) and the results were encouraging. 

Standardized test scores have risen steadily and discipline problems as well as referrals 

have declined (Andrews, 1990). This school in North Carolina, once labeled as “low 

achieving”, boosted their test scores to the 90th percentile range in three years. The results 

of this study suggest that an assessment of student needs and a change in method, rather 

than content or standards, can make a powerful impact on student achievement.

Finally, in a study most closely related to this one, Grant compared a kinesthetic 

method to a conventional auditory-visual method of instruction. This study took place in 

a private school, in a Midwestern town, with 44 children of upper-middle socioeconomic 

class, taught in the first grade and then tested from the second through fourth grade. 

Students were tested in writing, reading and spelling. The control group was taught in a 

conventional way which included auditory and visual methods, while the experimental 

group was taught from a kinesthetic approach. Grant stresses that the experimental 

method also included the auditory and visual aspects of conventional teaching. She says 

that the process of spelling involves all three modalities before it can become an 

automatic process for a child. The test was to see if the addition of kinesthetic activity
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would increase scores. In spelling children wrote the words on paper, the chalkboard, 

and learned associated hand movements for different sounds. Grant said, “By teaching 

hand motions, instructors appealed to muscular perception as well as to auditory and 

visual perception, offering students another way to remember sounds” (Grant, 1985, p. 

457). This was very attractive to younger students because it gave them the opportunity 

to get out of their seats and move around more often during class time. The results of this 

study favored the kinesthetic method. Over the years, the experimental group of “at-risk 

students” met or surpassed their peers in every category tested. Grant concluded, 

“Experiencing instruction through the kinesthetic approach in the beginning of their 

education gave the experimental group a strong base of learning and retaining skills 

which enhances the ability to learn even more in subsequent years and also when taught 

through other teaching methods. Not only did the kinesthetic method prove to be more 

effective, but much more enjoyable for the students as well” (Grant, 1985, p. 461).

Finally, “The long range effectiveness of the kinesthetic approach in this study is 

especially encouraging as at-risk students do significantly better than students not 

considered at-risk in a normal classroom” (Grant, 1985, p. 461). This study sought to 

have a similar impact on student achievement.

Method

Participants

A convenience sample of 20 students in the first grade was selected for this study. 

The students of upper-middle socioeconomic class were in the same classroom and 

attended the same private elementary school in Washington State. The participants
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ranged in age from 6-7 years at the time of the study. The sample consisted of nine 

boys and 11 girls. Two students spent 30 minutes a week with a reading specialist outside 

of the classroom. Two students were diagnosed with ADD and one student was 

diagnosed with ADHD. The ethnic make-up of the class included 16 Caucasian children, 

two Korean children, one Japanese child, and one Indian child. Two students were 

absent during part of the testing, so their scores were not included in the results. This 

researcher was placed by Northwest University as a student teacher in the classroom from 

January-June, 2007. The treatment and data collection was performed during this period 

of time.

Instrument

Assessment was aided by a standard primary grade spelling test. The test was 

given on Friday mornings and consisted of 10 numbered blank lines on a piece of paper. 

Students were verbally instructed to write a spelling word on each line after it has been 

spoken by the teacher. Students’ raw scores were determined from this test with a 

possible 10 points correct.

Materials

Spelling words and worksheets were provided by the Hartford Trophy Curriculum 

for reading in the first grade. Large print cards containing the spelling words were also 

used from the same curriculum and posted in the classroom each week. Each week 

required two worksheets and a spelling test for each child. Week One’s words were blow, 

flow, snow, grow, throw, glow, cent, face, wiggle, and clean. Week Two’s words were: 

my, try, why, cry, fly, sky, cry, blow, flow, join, and even. Week Three’s spelling list 

included the following words: bone, cone, code, rode, rose, those, my, try, again, and
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blue. Week Four’s spelling list contained the following words: high, bright, light, night, 

might, right, rode, twelve, touch, and those. It is standard for the Hartford curriculum 

that the spelling words are given in weekly sequential order so that each week’s list 

contains two words from the previous week. This is why several words are repeated. The 

last two words from each list are vocabulary words from the weekly story that were 

selected as spelling words for the week as well. Words that have similar sounds, but vary 

in the beginning consonants (such as those chosen for this study) are especially 

challenging to students’ auditory and visual modalities. The kinesthetic approach aims to 

strengthen the students’ other skills as well (Grant, 1985).

Design and Procedure

On Monday of each week students were gathered in the front of the classroom for 

the spelling lesson. The teacher directed the students’ attention to the pocket chart 

hanging from the board with the weekly spelling words on it. The teacher first read each 

word aloud and then the class repeated each word in unison. After all ten words had been 

read the students were asked to identify any commonalities in the words. Students 

identified similar sounds such as the long “o” sound in Week One’s list or the silent “e” 

at the end of several of the words during Week Three. The teacher identified the correct 

theme/sound that they were studying for the week and checked for student understanding 

with questions. Students were dismissed back to their seats where they completed two 

worksheets. Each worksheet had the same format as the previous week with the 

exception of different words. On the first worksheet students wrote in the spelling word 

spelled correctly three times each on a numbered line. On the second worksheet, students
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unscramble (rearrange letters) to create their spelling words and on the opposite side they 

are directed to sort the words into common groups. For example, on Week One’s 

worksheet they sorted words into the long “o” sound group, the soft “c/s” sound group 

and the “other” category for words that fit neither of the first two groups. Students had 

become very familiar with the format of these worksheets by the spring quarter when this 

study was performed. Students were also given a set of paper flashcards each week to 

take home and practice for the test on Friday. It was the responsibility of the students and 

parents to practice for the upcoming test. No additional study or practice time in class 

was given during the week for spelling.

On Friday of each week students were given a spelling test in the morning. 

Students were instructed to put their folders up to deter copying off of another 

classmate’s test. Also, the printed words that hung on the board throughout the week 

were removed. Lined paper that was numbered sequentially 1-10 was passed out to each 

student. The teacher read the spelling words in random order. The teacher repeated the 

word three times at least and again if requested by a child. The students were told to write 

the words on the lines provided in the same order as read by the teacher. Immediately 

following the reading of the final word, the tests were turned into a box on the teacher’s 

desk. Tests were scored immediately and recorded in the grade book. As soon as scores 

were recorded, tests were handed back to students to take home. This is the procedure 

that was followed for weeks one and three. These weeks served as the control weeks for 

average scoring.

During weeks two and four there was an addition of the kinesthetic activity when 

the lesson was taught. Students were told only that they were going to try another activity
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with the spelling words. After reading, repeating and discussing the commonalities of the 

spelling list for the week the teacher instructed the students to spread around the room.

Students were told that as a class they would read each word and letter of the 

spelling list and as each letter was read, they were to somehow represent that letter with 

their body. Students were encouraged to explore the “high and low self-spaces” around 

them. (Gilbert, 2002). They were allowed to use the floor or a desk for balance. They 

were not allowed to touch anyone else or criticize anyone else’s movements. The 

teacher used the cards in the pocket chart as a guide. Each word was read aloud and 

students repeated them in unison. Then each letter was read and again students would 

repeat them in unison while changing their movement with each new letter. After each 

word and letter had been represented, students were dismissed to work on their 

worksheets.

Scoring

Students were given one point for every correct spelling word. Students were not 

given any points for an incorrect spelling or a blank answer. There were 10 possible 

points. Scores were recorded in a grade book and compared week to week to measure 

progress.
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Data and Results

As to not identify students by name this researcher numbered them from 1-18. 

Each student received a score during the four week study period with a possible score of 

10 points each week. Weeks One and Three used the traditional teaching methods and 

Weeks Two and Four included the kinesthetic method in the lesson. The following are 

the raw scores from each week:

Student Week One Week Two Week Three Week Four

(Traditional) (Movement) (Traditional) (Movement)

#1 8 8 10 10

#2 6 7 10 10

#3 9 8 9 10

#4 10 10 10 9

#5 10 10 10 10

#6 10 9 10 8

#7 8 9 10 10

#8 7 6 10 10

#9 9 10 10 10

#10 9 8 10 2

#11 9 7 10 9

#12 10 10 9 10

#13 6 9 9 8
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#14 5 7 9 4

#15 9 10 9 9

#16 9 8 10 10

#17 8 9 9 9

#18 6 7 8 7

Out of 18 participants, eight showed an increase in test scores in one of the weeks 

that the kinesthetic method was included compared to the previous week’s score. There 

were no participants that showed an increase in test score on both of the weeks with the 

kinesthetic method compared to the traditional method. There were 12 students that 

scored the same number of points on at least one week with the kinesthetic method as the 

week with the traditional methods. Over the four week period, all but four students 

showed an increase in their final test scores compared to their first scores. Of the four 

students who were labeled low achievers, three showed an increase by at least one point 

in test scores from their first to final spelling test.

Discussion

The results of this study were inconclusive due to a small sample size, lack of 

control group and pretests, and a short testing period. There were too many variables 

that could have contributed to each student’s success that could not be controlled by the 

researcher. Family influences, previous knowledge, and personal study habits were not 

controlled to name a few. This researcher did see the value and benefit of incorporating 

kinesthetic movement into spelling lessons, but not directly related to the test scores
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themselves. Test scores were not significantly improved in the students simply by 

incorporating kinesthetic movement. These findings may be supported by two studies that 

devalued the importance of kinesthetic methods.

Sears and Johnson did a comparative study of .auditory,- visual, kinesthetic and 

technology driven teaching methods in upper elementary students in 2001. They found 

that the only method that made a significant difference if absent was the visual approach. 

Students taught solely with kinesthetic or auditory instruction did not test as well as those 

who were taught visually. Additionally, regardless of other methods used, if students 

were taught in conjunction with a visual method they scored at a similar level. (Sears, 

Johnson, 2001). Citing several investigations that discount the effectiveness of teaching 

to learning styles, a study by Wallingham (2005) suggests that teachers should choose 

methods based on what best suits content rather than focusing on a learning style. 

Wallingham also recommends teachers relate new concepts to students’ prior knowledge 

and that will help students succeed (Wallingham, 2005).

There were many benefits noted by the researcher during the study. Mainly they 

were related to better attitude, increased motivation and positive feedback from students. 

These findings were similar to those of Lamarche-Bisson (2002) and Brand (2006). The 

researcher served as a student teacher in this first grade classroom for six months and had 

gotten to know the students well by the time of the study. Several of the students had 

begun to withdraw energy, enthusiasm and effort into their work as summer was 

approaching. At this point in the school year the worksheets had become very routine 

and predictable for the students and they often complained of it repetitiveness in several 

subjects. Many students were vocal about their feelings, while some quietly withdrew.
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One such positive outcome of this study was a noticeable difference in the 

students in the classroom who had been diagnosed with ADD, ADHD and others who 

had difficulty staying on task for extended periods of time. During the kinesthetic 

activities these students were quieter, less disruptive, more focused and showed 

motivation to complete the exercises well. In an article on creative movement, Susan 

Griss says,

For the child who ‘cannot stay in his or her seat’, kinesthetic learning is often a 

magical key. It’s much easier, after all, to channel disruptive energy into creative 

paths when a teacher is working with a physical language. Simply providing an 

opportunity to express pent-up energy often produces surprising amounts of ' 

concentration and focus (Griss, 1994).

This study supported that finding.

This researcher recommends that further study in this area would be beneficial to 

educators. For future study a larger sample, standardized testing and a longer period of 

study would be beneficial. Pre and post-tests would aid in understanding what students 

already knew and what is being gained. A larger sample, perhaps in public and private 

schools would give a wider view of student achievement. Additionally, extending the 

period of study to an entire school year or more may aid researchers in discovering 

whether time of year is a factor and what are clear patterns of achievement for each 

student. For this study, four weeks of testing was not sufficient to understand the true 

average achievement for each student. Alternative methodology may include spelling 

practice daily in the classroom separating a control and experimental group to test
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kinesthetic value in the classroom. This study incorporated the kinesthetic treatment 

once a week, which may not have been enough exposure to impact student learning.

It is the opinion of this researcher that kinesthetic activity has an important place 

in the classroom. Determining the scope of its influence needs more research, but there 

are clear benefits to its inclusion in elementary school curriculum. While this study 

showed slight improvement in some students over a short period of time, others have had 

far more significant results that deserve the attention and consideration of today’s 

educators. If for nothing else, than to give students a more active way to learn, interact, 

and focus their energy in a productive way.
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Week One Spelling List

1. blow

2. flow

3. snow

4. grow

5. throw

6. glow'

7. cent

8. face

April 23-27, 2007

9. wiggle

10. clean
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Week Two Spelling List

April 30-May4 , 2007

1. my

2. try

3. why

4. cry

5. fly

6. sky

7. blow

8. flow

9. join

10.even
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Week Three Spelling List

May 7-May n ,  2007

1. bone

2. cone

3. code

4. rode

5. rose

6. those

7. my

8. try

9. again

10. blue
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Week Four Spelling List

May 14-May 18, 2007

1. high

2. bright

3. light

4. night

5. might

6. right

7. rode

8. those

9. touch

10. twelve


