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Spell checking using ispell
Introduction 
ispell is a program for checking and correcting 
spelling in documents. It is available to all users 
on the ITS Linux and Unix services. 

This document provides information on how to 
access ispell on the ITS Linux service and how 
to use it to correct the spelling of a document. 

Using ispell 
To check and correct the spelling of a file: 
1 At a command prompt type 

ispell filename 

where filename is the name of the 
document that you want to check. 

If the document has no spelling errors, ispell 
will exit without changing anything. 

If ispell detects a word that is not in its 
dictionary, the program will enter the correction 
screen. 

The word that is not recognised is highlighted 
and shown with the line of text that it comes 
from. ispell will also show a list of ‘near miss’ 
words as suggested spellings. 
2 If one of these suggestions is the word 

you want, simply type its digit or character 
and ispell will replace the original word in 
your document. 

If no suggestion is right, or if none is displayed, 
ispell has the following options: 

0-n Replace with one of the suggested 
words. 

r Replace the misspelled word. This 
prompts you to enter the correct 
spelling of the word. 

R Replace all occurrences of the 
misspelled word.  This prompts you to 
enter the correct spelling of the word. 

i Accept (ignore) the word this time only. 

I Accept (ignore) the word for the rest of 
this ispell session. 

a Accept the word, capitalised as it is in 
the file, and update your private 
dictionary. 

l Accept the word, and add an 
uncapitalised (i.e. all lower-case) 
version to your private dictionary. 

b Exit immediately and leave the file 
unchanged. 

x Write the rest of this file, ignoring 
misspellings, and exit. 

When the correction has been made, ispell 
moves on to the next word, or exits 
automatically if it reaches the end of the 
document. 

LATEX/TEX and HTML documents. 
ispell will automatically enter LATEX /TEX mode 
when given an input file with the extension .tex. 
When in LATEX/ TEX mode, whenever a 
backslash (\) is found, ispell will skip to the next 
whitespace or delimiter. 

For LATEX/TEX documents without .tex file 
extensions, LATEX/TEX mode can be activated 
using the command: 

ispell –t filename 

Similarly for HTML documents, ispell will enter 
HTML mode for any files with .html or .htm file 
extensions. In HTML mode, ispell skips 
anything within tags (<>) with the exception of 
the text associated with the ALT property in the 
IMG tag. 

LATEX/TEX and HTML modes can both be over-
ridden using the command 

ispell –n filename 



Your private dictionary 
Words added to your personal dictionary are 
saved as a file in your home directory called 
.aspell.en.pws (note: this is a hidden file). 
Entries in your personal dictionary can be edited 
using a text editor such as Pico, ensuring that 
there is only one entry per line. The order of the 
words is not important but the case is; ispell will 
consider a word to be incorrect if it has different 
capitalisation from the word in the dictionary. 
For more information on using Pico, see the ITS 
document Guide 17: An introduction to using 
Pico. 

Using ispell in emacs 
ispell can be called as a spell checker from 
within emacs and operates in the same way as 
if called from a UNIX prompt. ispell is called by 
using one of the following commands: (note: M 
stands for Meta in these commands) 

M-$ Check word. ispell checks the word at 
the cursor location. 

M-x ispell-region 

 Checks the words in the current region. 

M-x ispell-buffer 

 Checks the words in the whole buffer. 

Using ispell in Pine 
Pine can be configured to use ispell as its 
default spell checker. From the main menu: 
1 Type  

s 

to enter the set-up menu then 
c 

to enter the configuration menu. 
2 Scroll down and find the speller option 

(it’s towards the bottom) and press 
c 

to change the value.  
3 At the prompt type 

ispell 

4 Then press 
e 

to exit the configuration menu. 

ispell will now be set to be the default spell 
checker and can be called using the To Spell 
(Ctrl/T) command in the composer. 

Where to find more information 
The online manual for ispell is available by 
typing: 

man ispell
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