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At the Super Bowl of spelling, with the game on the line, Claire Zhang looked like a player victimized by a bad
call.

The bell rang out like a referee's whistle, indicating the 14-year-old Jupiter resident had misspelled the word
burelage.

Puzzled, she hesitated before walking toward the stage exit.

And then, the 2007 Scripps National Spelling Bee truly entered the realm of modern sport: It turned to instant
replay.

For a breathless three minutes and 20 seconds, Zhang waited, with TV cameras zooming in on her face as the
judges reviewed a tape recording of her spelling. A hush fell over the crowd as ESPN broadcast live.

The tape did not lie: Her spelling of burelage, a network of lines or dots on the back of security paper that protects
against forgery, was correct.

"I was confused when the bell rang, and I was even more confused when he spelled the word back," she said. "I
was like, 'Wait, didn't I say that?' "

After surviving the replay and meeting first lady Laura Bush at the White House before the championship round,
the Bak Middle School of the Arts eighth-grader lost on the word urgrund -- which means primal cause or ultimate
cosmic principle -- bowing out in a tie for eighth place.

Adding a "t" to the end of the word led to her defeat.

Evan O'Dorney of Danville, Calif., won the bee with the word serrefine, meaning a small forceps.

Thursday marked the second and final chance for Zhang -- who made it to the fourth round in last year's national
bee -- to capture the title. The spelling bee is limited to students in eighth grade or lower.
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She was one of 41 two-year repeat contenders.

"It's going to be weird not having it in my life, but at the same time I'll have more free time because I won't have to
study anymore," she said after advancing to the semifinals.

She won $500, as did all winners who were disqualified in the seventh round of the 82nd annual bee.

Zhang said the preliminaries of the bee, which took place Wednesday, were a breeze, but as the number of
competitors dwindled from a record 286 to the final 15, the words got trickier.

She began her ascent to the final round by spelling laborious correctly. She then had to jump over more difficult
hurdles like cotechino, which relates to dried, smoked pork sausage, and paronomasia, which means a play on words.

Zhang said she felt confident throughout the competition because she had experience and hours of studying under
her belt.

To study, Zhang said she mulled over different dictionaries and spelling books filled with unusual words. She
prepared for about an hour after school each day and also on weekends, when she was not taking Chinese lessons.

"She's never had a problem spelling. I'm really bad at spelling, but she's always been very confident with words,"
said Tao Zhang, her father.

Even when she was at the center of hushed anticipation over the word burelage, Zhang kept her cool. "I was pretty
sure I had spelled it right," she said. "If they didn't do the replay I would have just gone out and asked to protest my
elimination."

When they replayed Zhang's spelling over the loudspeakers and determined she had spelled it correctly, her face lit
up. With a jump in her step, she quickly resumed her seat among the remaining 47 contestants.

It is not unusual for the judges to have to review a contestant's spelling, but Zhang's case was the first time it
happened Thursday.

In such cases, tape recordings, dictionaries, a word list, and discussion by the judges are used to make the call, said
a spelling bee official.

Some years, there have been no mistakes made by the judges, but multiple mistakes also have occurred during a
single bee.

After misspelling her final word, Zhang, a competitive speller since the third grade, smiled and walked toward her
parents in the crowd. She gave her dad a big hug and chatted with him about the word during a commercial break.

Zhang, who said she knows how to spell 50 to 75 percent of the words in the dictionary, is a self-described
bookworm who has read the Harry Potter series 20 times.

The daughter of Chinese immigrants, she returned to the national bee by winning the regional competition in
March.

She was the only local student who made it to the championship round. Abigail Laura Devonmille, 12, of Vero
Beach was eliminated during the third round. Christian M. McCarthy, 11 and Aldrin Paul D'Silva, 11, of Martin and
Port St. Lucie counties failed to pass the preliminaries. The last local student to be crowned bee champion was
12-year-old Wendy Guey in 1996.

O'Dorney will receive more than $46,000 in cash and other prizes.
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For the first time, the championship round was broadcast live on ABC channels.

"It's been amazing," Zhang said. "I just wanted to get as far as possible, and I'm really happy with how I did."

Zheng's words

1. (multiple-choice test)

2. laborious

3. radome

4. paronomasia

5. burelage

6. cotechino

7. urgrund

Palm Beach Post Staff Writer Larry Lipman contributed to this story.
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