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INTRODUCTION:
WHY EVEN
GROWN-UPS
STRUGGLE WITH
TRICKY WORDS TO
SPELL FOR ADULTS

Spelling is one of those
skills that many people
assume should be
mastered by
adulthood. Yet, ask any
professional writer,
editor, or even a
seasoned executive,
and they will admit to
occasionally stumbling
over certain words. The
truth is, the English
language is a messy,
beautiful mosaic of
borrowed words, silent

letters, and irregular
rules. Even for highly
literate adults, tricky
words to spell for
adults remain a
persistent challenge.
This article dives into
the most common
spelling pitfalls,
explains why they are
so difficult, and offers
practical strategies to
conquer them.
Whether you are a
student, a professional,
or someone who
simply loves words,
understanding these
complexities will boost
your confidence and
improve your written
communication.
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SPELLING

DIFFICULTY (NN

ENGLISH

Before we list the
words themselves, it
helps to understand
why English spelling is
so irregular. English is
a Germanic language
that absorbed massive
amounts of French,
Latin, and Greek
vocabulary. Each
linguistic layer brought
its own spelling
conventions, often
clashing with existing
patterns. Furthermore,
the Great Vowel Shift
(1400-1700) changed
pronunciation while
spelling remained
fixed. As a result, many
words are spelled
phonetically

unpredictable. For
adults, this means that

memorization, rather
than logic, often
governs correct

spelling. RAMEJROQOTS OF

this historical context
reduce
frustration—you are
not failing; you are
wrestling with
centuries of linguistic
evolution.

The Role
of Silent
Letters
and
Double
Consonan
ts

Silent letters are one of
the primary culprits
behind tricky words to
spell for adults.
Consider

“pneumonia"—the
initial 'p' is silent. Or
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"receipt”, where the
‘' remains but is not
pronounced. Similarly,
double consonants can
confuse:
"accommodate”
requires two 'c's and
two 'm's, while
“necessary"” has one
‘c' but two 's's. These
inconsistencies
demand careful
attention and repeated
practice.

COMMON TRICKY
WORDS TO SPELL
FOR ADULTS
(WITH
EXPLANATIONS)

Below is a curated list
of words that
frequently trip up adult
spellers. Each entry
includes the common
error and a mnemonic
or tip to remember the
correct spelling.

1.
Accommo
date

Often misspelled as
"acommodate" or
"accomodate." The
correct spelling has
double ‘c' and double
'm'. Tip: Think of the
phrase "l can
accommodate both a
car and a motorcycle"
— two vehicles, two
pairs of letters.

2.
Necessar

y

Many write
"neccessary" or
"neccesary."

Remember: one 'c',

two 's's. Mnemonic:
"Never Eat Cake, Eat



Salmon Sandwiches" —
the first letter of each
word spells N-E-C-E-S-
S, which helps with the
single 'c' and double

S.

3.
Separate

A classic confusion:
people often write
"seperate." The key is
to recall the word
"separate" has 'a' in
the second syllable,
not 'e'. Tip: "There is 'a
rat' in separate" — the
letters "a r a t" appear
in order: s-e-p-a-r-a-t-e.

Definitely
Common misspellings:
"definately", "definitly."
The word contains

"finite" (meaning
limited). Tip: "Definite"

+ "ly" — and "definite"
ends with -ite, not -ate.

5.
Embarras
S

Writers often stumble
with "embarass" (one
'r' and one 's'). The
correct spelling: double
‘r', double 's'.
Mnemonic: "You will
be red-faced (rr) and
stuttering (ss) when
embarrassed."

6.
Millenniu
m

Frequently seen as
"millenium" (one 'n').
Actually has double 'I'
and double 'n'. Tip: "A
millennium is a
thousand years; think
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'milli* (thousand) +
‘ennium' — both parts
have double letters in
the middle.

7.
Privilege

Often misspelled as
"privelege" or
“priviledge." The
correct spelling ends
with -ege. Tip: "l have
a privilege to see the
edge" — the word ends
like "edge" but with an
'i"and 'l' in front.

8.
Occasion
ally

People write
"occassionally" or
"ocassionally." The root
is "occasion" with one
‘c' and double 's', plus
the -ally suffix. Tip:

"Occasion" plus "ally"
— the double 's' stays.

9. Pharoh
VS.
Pharaoh

The correct spelling is
"pharaoh" — ends with
-aoh, not -oah. Tip:
Think "Pharaoh has an
‘a' after the 'r' and an
'h' at the end."
Alternatively,

remember that
"pharaoh" contains
"ara" like in "Arabic,"
hinting at the ancient
Egyptian context.

10.
Rhythm

This word has no
vowels in the usual
sense — only 'y' as a
vowel. Common error:
"rythm" or "rhthym."



Tip: Remember the
phrase: "Rhythm Helps
Your Two Hips Move"
— the first letters spell
R-H-Y-T-H-M.

SEMANTIC
CATEGORIES OF
TRICKY WORDS

To further understand
the landscape of tricky
words to spell for
adults, it helps to
group them by their
linguistic quirks.

Homopho
nes:
Sound-
Alike
Confusion

Homophones are words

that sound identical
but have different
spellings and

meanings. They are a
major source of
spelling errors in adult
writing.

e Their / There /
They're — A
classic trio.
"Their" shows
possession,
"there" indicates
a place, and
"they're" is a
contraction of
"they are."

e Your/You're —
"Your" is
possessive, while
"you're" means
"you are."

e Its / It's — "Its"
is possessive
(like his/her),
while "it's" is a
contraction of "it
is" or "it has."

o Affect / Effect
— Usually,
"affect" is a verb
(to influence),
and "effect" is a
noun (a result).
But there are
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exceptions,
adding to
complexity.

Words
with
Silent
Letters

Silent letters are
remnants of older
pronunciations. Adults
often misspell these
because the letters do
not correspond to any
sound.

1.

Pterodactyl —
The 'p' is silent.

. Knack — The 'k'

is silent.

. Wrestle — The

'w' is silent.
Column — The
'n' is silent (some
pronounce it
softly).

Salmon — The 'I'

is silent in
standard

American
English.

Words
from
Foreign
Origins
English
heavily from French,
Latin, Greek, and
Italian. These words

often retain their
original spelling rules.

borrowed

e Bourgeois —

French origin,
with silent 's' and
unusual 'geois’
ending.
Questionnaire
— French double
'n'and 'n' —
easy to miss one
'n'.

e Cappuccino —



Italian with
double 'p',
double 'c', and
double 'n'?
Actually
"cappuccino" has
two p's, two C's,
and one n.
Common error:
"capuccino."

* Desiccate —
Latin, with one 's'
and double 'c' -
often misspelled
as "dessicate"
due to the
"desert"
association.

WHY ADULTS
SPECIFICALLY
STRUGGLE WITH
SPELLING

Children learn spelling
through explicit
instruction and phonics
programs. Adults, on
the other hand, often
rely on visual memory
and muscle memory
from years of typing.

Additionally, adults
may encounter more
complex vocabulary in
professional or
academic settings.
Spellcheckers can
create a false sense of
security, leading to
reliance rather than
mastery. The brain's
reading pathways also
change — fluent
readers often skim
words rather than
processing every
letter. Therefore,
tricky words to spell
for adults are those
that look similar to
other words or violate
common spelling
patterns.

Common
Cognitive
Traps

Three cognitive
phenomena explain
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many spelling errors:

e Priming —
Seeing a
common
misspelling (e.q.,
on social media)
makes it more
likely to appear
correct.

e Overgeneraliza
tion — Applying
a rule like "i
before e except
after ¢" to words
like "weird" and
"science" leads
to errors.

e Visual
similarity —
Words like
"stationary" (not
moving) and
"stationery"
(paper goods)
look almost
identical.

SPELLINGS

PRACTICAL
STRATEGIES TO
MASTER TRICKY

Improving spelling as
an adult is entirely
possible with
deliberate practice.
Here are evidence-
based methods.

1. Use
Mnemoni
cs and
Word
Associati
ons

Create a silly sentence
or image that locks the
correct spelling in
memory. For example,
"A dessert has two
sugars (double 's'), but
a desert has one sand
(single 's')." Or for
"necessary": "Never
Eat Cabbage, Eat



Soggy Salad" (helps
with the 'c' and double
ISI)

2. Break
Words
Into
Syllables

Writing a word in
chunks reduces
cognitive load. "Mis-
spell-ing" is easier than

"misspelling." For
"accommodate": ac-
com-mo-date. For

"questionnaire": ques-
tion-naire (though the
French 'nai' part is still
tricky).

3. Write
Words by

10

Hand

Handwriting activates
motor memory more
strongly than typing.
Take 10 tricky words
per week, write them
five times each, and
then write a sentence
using each. This
reinforces both visual
and tactile memory.

4. Use
Spellchec
K as a
Learning
Tool, Not
a Crutch

When spellcheck
underlines a word, do
not auto-correct
immediately. Pause,

10
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read the suggestion,
and try to recall the
correct spelling.
Alternatively, turn off
autocorrect on your
phone to force your
brain to engage.

5. Read
More
(and
Pause on
Unfamilia
r Words)

Regular reading
exposes you to correct
spellings repeatedly.
However, passive
reading is not enough.
When you encounter a
word you are unsure
about, stop, say it
aloud, and visualize
the letters. This active

11

reading builds stronger
spelling networks.

TOP 20 TRICKY
WORDS TO SPELL
FOR ADULTS: A
QUICK REFERENCE
LIST

Below is a concise,
unordered list of 20
frequently misspelled
words. Use it for quick
review or flashcard
practice.

e Accommodate
Necessary
Separate
Definitely
Embarrass
Millennium
Privilege
Occasionally
Pharaoh
Rhythm

e Consensus (not
"concensus")
Independent
(ends with -ent,
not -ant)
Pronunciation
(not
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"pronounciation")

e Receive (i before
e, except after c?
Actually 'ie' after
c? Wait,

"receive" follows
the rule: e before
i after c? No —
it's 'ei' after c: re-
c-ei-ve. This
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