“I’ve seen many men avoid the region of good advice before they were really near it.”

–Titus Maccius Plautus, Roman playwright [see the word Plautine]
Advice to Coaches


The following advice was written by my mother, Erica Remer. She was a really great coach: steadfast, unflagging, and tireless in her devotion to ensuring that I was exposed to some of the weirdest words in the dictionary. I couldn’t have placed fourth or even thirty-fourth without her. I am truly grateful that she is in my life and that she has consented to share her thoughts and advice (although from now on, she should remember that one only types one space in between sentences, not two.)


There are two goals in coaching your child for the National Spelling Bee. One is to prepare him to win, and one is to prepare him to lose. I’ll give you my observations and suggestions for each.


First of all, is it worth it? My husband thought this pursuit was a waste of time, not like “the National Geographic Bee, where you learn useful information.” He came to realize how wrong he was. Our child, and hopefully yours will too, learned to incorporate these words into his speech and his writing which greatly enriched his language arts skills. I think his essay will stand out from the other college applicants who think “great” is spelled “gr8.” And that is just the spelling piece.  


The National Spelling Bee is an incredibly classy competition, where the staff really convey to your kids the idea that they are each a champion in their own right, and they mean it. I was blown away the second year that Scott participated; when he presented to register, included in his packet was a spelling bee card signed by all the major staff players saying, “Welcome back!” It is quite a learning experience to participate in a competition at the national level (I never did it personally, only vicariously, through my son). The kids learn a great deal about how to comport themselves by being in the bee.  


But I assert that you learn more from LOSING than from winning the bee. The maturity it requires to gracefully lose is tremendous. The first year Scott participated, he informed me in the Comfort Room that he wasn’t exiting if he had to be interviewed. We lucked out when the five-time returning kid favored to win that year was knocked out and was being swarmed and we snuck out unmolested. The next year, when Scott tied for fourth place, one of our local reporters had remained in D.C. to follow his course. After Sameer won, she approached Scott and interviewed him. After she interviewed him, she asked me if I could be any more proud of him. I responded I didn’t think so, until I had seen him interact with her. Scott rebuffed me later that he had just been “spouting trite platitudes,” but I was very proud of the way he did it! The Bee just highlights the reality that there is always someone not as good as you, and always someone better, and you just have to accept that fact to succeed in life. You can only do your best.


So, how can you help your kid do his best? First, you should recognize that there are two types of kids who are successful to a greater or lesser extent in the National Spelling Bee. There are lots of kids who are good natural spellers and have memorized lots of words. These kids win their local and regional bees and end up awestruck in Washington, D.C. Unfortunately for them, they usually get knocked out as soon as the words start coming “off the list.” Then there are the elite few, who have the ability, the drive, and the capacity to understand how words are put together from their roots, such that they can synthesize a word they’ve never heard or seen before. These kids end up as finalists and are truly some of the best English spellers in the world.

