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How Does Dry Cleaning Work? 

By Laura Masciarelli 
 

 

 
 
 
Do you ever help out with chores at home? How about the LAUNDRY? If 
so, you know the ROUTINE: sort the clothes by color, add DETERGENT, 
and adjust the washer settings. Then, move clothes to the dryer after 
they’re washed to avoid WRINKLES. But for some clothes, this 
laundry routine won’t work. Why? Because they need to be dry cleaned! 
 
[SPELL]  CLOTHES 
[SPELL]  ROUTINE 
[SPELL]  CHORES 
[K] What chore are we talking about in this paragraph? LAUNDRY 
[K] What is added to the washer when doing laundry? DETERGENT 
[K] You should move your clothes to the dryer after they’re washed to avoid 
______. WRINKLES 
[K] For some clothes, the laundry routine doesn’t work, so they need to be 
______ ______. DRY CLEANED 
[PK] What is another household chore? 
[O] What household chore, if any, do you enjoy doing? Why? 
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Have you ever heard of dry cleaning? If you read the tags on your clothes, 
you may have seen the words “dry clean only” before. But what exactly is 
dry cleaning? How does it work? Would you believe that dry cleaning isn’t 
actually dry? It’s not! Rather, it’s a method of cleaning that doesn’t use 
water.  
 
[SPELL]  HEARD 
[SPELL]  METHOD 
[K] Dry cleaning isn’t actually ______. DRY 
[K] It’s a method of cleaning that doesn’t use ______. WATER 
[SO] How do you know if your clothes need to be dry cleaned? TAGS, DRY 
CLEAN ONLY, etc. 
 
 
That’s because some fabrics, like wool and silk, don’t react well to water. 
Instead, dry cleaning uses other liquids called CHEMICAL SOLVENTS. 
They are safer than water for these materials. Dry cleaning goes back quite 
a long time. The ancient Romans dry cleaned wool TOGAS to stop them 
from shrinking. People have even found records of dry cleaning in the 
remains of POMPEII! These ancient cultures used AMMONIA for dry 
cleaning.  
 

 
Roman Toga 

[K] Known | [SO] Semi-Open | [N] Number | [PK] Prior Knowledge | [VAKT] VAKTivity | [O] Open 



3 
 

[SPELL]  LIQUIDS 
[SPELL]  CULTURES 
[SPELL]  RECORDS  
[K] What does dry cleaning use instead of water to clean? CHEMICAL 
SOLVENTS 
[K] What did ancient Romans use to dry clean their wool togas? AMMONIA 
[K] The Romans used dry cleaning to prevent their clothes from ______. 
SHRINKING 
[SO] Name a fabric that doesn’t react well to water. WOOL, SILK 
[PK] What animal does wool fabric come from? SHEEP 
[PK] What country are Pompeii's ruins located in? ITALY 
 
 
Later, dry cleaners started using PETROLEUM-based solvents like 
GASOLINE or KEROSENE. Of course, gasoline and kerosene are both 
highly FLAMMABLE. They proved too dangerous for dry cleaning. In the 
1930s, people started using safer chemicals. These safer chemicals 
were CHLORINATED solvents. They had a strong chemical smell. 
 
[SPELL]  SOLVENTS 
[SPELL]  CHEMICALS 
[SPELL]  LATER 
[K] What was wrong with using gasoline and kerosene? They’re ______. 
FLAMMABLE 
[K] The safer chemicals were ______ solvents. CHLORINATED 
[K] Chlorinated solvents had a strong chemical ______. SMELL 
[SO] Name a petroleum-based solvent. GASOLINE, KEROSENE 
[PK] What does flammable mean? CATCH FIRE EASILY, etc. 
 
 
The UNITED STATES ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY (EPA) 
also warns that they have negative effects on the environment. Studies 
even tied these cleaners to serious health issues, including cancer. Some 
dry cleaners still use them today, but CARBON DIOXIDE cleaners have 
also become popular. They are said to be safer for both the environment 
and human health.  
 
[SPELL]  HEALTH 
[SPELL]  ISSUES​  
[SPELL]  STUDIES 
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[K] What does EPA stand for? ENVIRONMENTAL PROTECTION AGENCY 
[K] The EPA warns that the chlorinated solvents have a negative effect on 
the ______. ENVIRONMENT 
[K] What health issue is mentioned in the paragraph? CANCER 
[K] What kind of cleaners have become popular? CARBON DIOXIDE 
[SO] Name one thing that carbon dioxide cleaners are safer for. 
ENVIRONMENT, HUMAN HEALTH 
 
 
From start to finish, dry cleaning is quite the process. When you drop off 
clothing to be dry cleaned, the first thing the cleaner does is tag it. This 
means they attach an IDENTIFICATION number to the clothing. That 
number is how they’ll find your GARMENT when you come to pick it up. 
After tagging the clothing, dry cleaners check it for stains and other issues. 
They may PRETREAT stains before cleaning.  
 
[SPELL]  FINISH 
[SPELL]  ATTACH 
[SPELL]  GARMENT 
[K] From start to finish, dry cleaning is quite the ______. PROCESS 
[K] The first thing the cleaner does to your clothing is ______ ______. TAG 
IT 
[K] They attach an identification ______ to the clothing. NUMBER 
[K] If there are stains on the clothing, the cleaner may ______ them before 
cleaning. PRETREAT 
[PK] Give an example of a garment. SHIRT, PANTS, COAT, DRESS, etc. 
 
 
The rest of the dry cleaning process will sound familiar if you’ve ever used 
a washing machine. Cleaners place clothes in a drum and add cleaning 
solvent. After washing, they rinse the clothes in fresh solvent. Some 
stubborn stains might receive more treatment after the dry cleaning. Then, 
cleaners may iron the clothes before folding or putting them on hangers.  
 
[SPELL]  RINSE 
[SPELL]  STUBBORN 
[SPELL]  MACHINE 
[K] After pretreating the stains, the cleaner places clothes in a ______ and 
adds cleaning solvent. DRUM 
[K] Then they rinse the clothes in fresh ______. SOLVENT 
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[K] Stubborn stains might receive more ______. TREATMENT 
[SO] After dry cleaning, name something the cleaner may do. IRON 
CLOTHES, PUT ON HANGER 
 
 
Once this last step is complete, the clothes are ready to be picked up by 
their owners! Have you ever had clothes dry cleaned? Did you know it was 
such a complex process? Dry cleaning is an important part of keeping 
many types of fabric in good condition. Always pay attention to clothing 
tags—you never know when something may need to be dry cleaned! 
 
[SPELL]  COMPLETE 
[SPELL]  COMPLEX 
[SPELL]  IMPORTANT 
[K] Dry cleaning is an important part of keeping fabric in good ______. 
CONDITION 
[VAKT] This video illustrates the dry cleaning process (1:58 min.) 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=i6ZU0Hc3ap8  
[O] What do you think about cleaning with chemicals instead of water? 
[O] How do you feel about getting your clothes dry cleaned? 
 
 
 
Laura Masciarelli teaches communication skills using S2C (Spelling to 
Communicate) methods at her Long Island based practice, Words At My 
Fingertips. She is also a physical therapist, specializing in primitive reflex 
integration. 
 
 
Sources: 
https://www.goodhousekeeping.com/home/cleaning/a38885055/what-is-dry
-cleaning/  
https://www.classicdrycleaner.com/what-is-dry-cleaning/  
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