
Phonics

INFORMATION AND GUIDANCE FOR 
PARENTS



Why Phonics?
Whole Word v Phonics

Teaches children to recognise words by                                It is claimed that phonics can teach
memory using the shape of each word                                   almost all children to read

The average child can learn 500 sight                                   The reading may be slow and ‘stop,
words by the end of Year 1 using this                                    start’ at first but knowledge of
method alone                                                                         phonics allows children to break 

down and read a much greater
number of words than just memorising

Phonics knowledge gives children 
strategies for spelling that, again, do
not rely purely on memorising



Phonics has been chosen by the Department for Education as the 
preferred method of teaching children to read. Some of the 
advantages are:
• Gives children a ‘memory tool’ to make reading easier
• In English the letters represent sounds. We only have 26 

letters but over 40 sounds (varies with local dialects). The 
vast majority of English vocabulary can be read once the 
children have learned which letters (and combinations of 
letters) represent which sounds. 

• Learning to read well using the ‘whole word’ technique relies 
more on a photographic memory which most children do not 
have



How did we ever learn to read before Phonics?

Phonics is not a new idea!  

In truth we have always learnt to read by using a combination of letter 
sounds and sight word recognition/memorising – we just weren’t 
necessarily taught phonics in the same way as children are today.

Take a look at the wall posters in this photograph of a primary school, 
taken in 1936 …..





Phonics at UPS

There are several commercial ‘Phonics Packages’ on 
the market (probably the best known one would be 
Jolly Phonics) plus the Department for Education’s 
own ‘Letters and Sounds’.

However, ‘phonics is phonics’ and they all involve teaching early 
listening and sound discrimination, followed by introducing firstly 
individual letter sounds, and then the sounds made by combining two 
or more letters.  More about that later! 



So what are the 40+ sounds in the English Language?

The following slide shows the sounds but it is 
important to remember that for many of the sounds 
there are several ways to write them.





The better children are at identifying these sounds in isolation, the quicker 
they are likely to develop the skill to identify them within words 
effectively and thus be able to read at a better pace and with more 
fluency.

For example, if a child knows that ‘igh’ makes a ‘long i’ sound they will soon 
be using this knowledge to read words correctly rather than sounding out ‘i-
g-h’. 



Because successful reading using phonics relies on identifying the sounds within 
a word and then blending the word back together, it is absolutely vital that we 
teach the children the correct way to say each of these sounds.

There should be no ‘uh’ sound at the end of consonants, e.g. shortest ‘b’ sound, 
not ‘b uh’. This is because the ‘uh’ sound cannot be heard when we say the word, 
e.g. ‘b-a-t’ and not ‘buh-a-t uh’. This shortening of sounds is known as ‘Pure 
Sounds’.

This link gives clear guidance on this and a whole host of other information:

https://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/welcome-back/for-home/reading-owl/advice-for-
parents/reading-at-home/phonics-made-easy

This link is a video demonstrating the sounds and also sounds of the alternative 
spelling patterns:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ksblMiliA8

https://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/welcome-back/for-home/reading-owl/advice-for-parents/reading-at-home/phonics-made-easy
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-ksblMiliA8


Overview of Main Terms
Phoneme: smallest unit of sound (remember, no ‘uh’). A phoneme can be the sound made by a 
single letter or by 2 or more letters.  For example ‘train’ has 4 phonemes
/t/r/ai/n
Grapheme: the written equivalent of a phoneme (in other words how the phoneme is spelt)
Digraph: two letters that make one sound e.g. ch, th, oa, ai
Blending: the process involved in bringing the sounds together to make a word. To learn to 
read well children must be able to smoothly blend sounds together. Using Pure Sounds helps.
Segmenting: a skill used in spelling. In order to spell the word ‘cat’ it is necessary to segment 
the word into its constituent sounds; c-a-t. Children are used to using ‘robot arms’ to blend 
words and this skill can also be applied to enable them to write all of the sounds they can hear 
in a word when trying to spell it.
Tricky Words: words that cannot be ‘sounded out’ and therefore need to be learned by 
heart. It is important to remember that even tricky words will usually have parts that have 
phonetically correct sounds e.g. in the word ‘what’ the ‘w’ and ‘t’ can be sounded out
High Frequency Words: these are simply words that recur frequently in much of the written 
material that young children read. They will also need these words when they write
CVC Words: CVC stands for consonant-vowel-consonant e.g. map, cat
Sound Buttons: marks made when segmenting and blending to ensure all sounds are included



What are Sound Buttons?

Sound buttons are used to help the children to hear and be able to write the 
phonemes (sounds) in a word. A dot is used to represent the phonemes made by 
single letters and a line represents phonemes made by digraphs and trigraphs. 
Learning this skill with simple words will help once they are reading and spelling 
longer words



We can also make long vowel sounds by using a split digraph. This is where the 
two vowels still work together but there is a consonant ‘splitting’ them. We show 
the sound buttons like this:



Phonics through Early Years and Infants and 
What You Can Do To Help …………

………… remember that sound discrimination is at 
the core of reading (and spelling) and that 

these skills can be practised in ways that are 
fun but still very relevant to progression ......



• Make time to really listen to your child talking – it may sound obvious but with busy lives it can be 
hard

• Use sounds in your own speech when playing with your child e.g. animal sounds, vehicles etc and 
encourage your child to copy

• Listen to the sounds around you. This can be either inside the house or outside. See if your child 
can tell you what sounds they heard, in the order they heard them

• Use shakers, drums or just your hands to play a simple tune and ask your child to copy. This could 
be a nursery rhyme or your own made up sequence.  Let your child have a turn at leading and see if 
you can copy them

• Use puppets and toys to make up stories or retell known ones. Record your child telling the story 
and play it back to them

• Record or use computer/tablet to play variety of sounds e.g. helicopter, snoring, bee buzzing.  See 
how many your child recognises. ‘Soundtracks’ is an excellent game for this - it includes a CD and is 
played like bingo 

• Let your child use their fingers to ‘write’ in fun ways e.g. in sand, shaving foam, flour etc.
• Give your child as many opportunities as possible to follow clear, simple instructions
• Take opportunities to use sound talk eg ‘where is your other s-o-c-k?’ 



• Adapt games like I Spy and Simon Says using phonics
• Use magnetic letters (lower case) to practise making words, saying the sounds as you select 

each letter, then blending them back together. Do it the other way around, read the word, 
break it up and move the letters away

• Read simple rhyming books together – leave out a rhyming word now and then and see if your 
child can work out the missing word.

• Make up strings of rhyming words – these can include made up words

The following link has useful videos:
https://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/for-home/advice-for-parents/phonics-videos/#egm

https://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/for-home/advice-for-parents/phonics-videos/#egm


Tricky Words and High Frequency Words
Why do we need to learn to read some words on sight?

High Frequency words are exactly what the title suggests – words that crop up in English 
frequently.  Many high frequency words are also Tricky Words, that is they are not 
completely phonetically correct. However, most Tricky Words do contain elements which can 
be sounded out – it’s usually only a part of the word that is ‘tricky’.

Research shows that learning just 13 of the most frequently used words will enable children 
to read 25% of any text.

Learning 100 high frequency words gives a beginner reader access to 50% of virtually any 
text, whether a children's book or a newspaper report.

When you couple sight recognition of common and tricky words with knowledge of phonics, 
that's when a child's reading can really take off.



Starting Out:
Children are given lots of opportunities to practise sound discrimination skills in the Pre-
Prep Department. They participate in activities which underpin reading and writing such as 
rhyme, tapping or clapping out syllables (excellent practice for later on when the children 
will need to break down or ‘segment’ words in order to spell, alliteration (eg a tall tiger 
named Terry was terrified of tickles), using sound talk (eg ‘how many p-e-g-s are on the line 
today?’). The children are also given many opportunities to develop their speech and 
vocabulary, for example: topic table, show and tell, puppets, role play/drama.  They are 
gradually introduced to letter sounds – it is important that they learn the sounds before 
the letter names to enable them to use phonics to read. As soon as children start to get the 
hang of the sounds then the letter names can also be taught.  It’s similar to teaching them 
‘this is a sheep, the sound it makes is baa’ but in reverse – ‘this makes the sound ‘b’ and it’s 
called a b(ee)’.

It is important to give children a purpose for learning letter sounds and so in the Pre-Prep 
Department, as soon as the children learn the first set of letters, they are taught how to 
blend them to make a number of words such as ‘sat’, ‘pin’, ‘tap’. So, at this very early stage, 
the children can now read! Bear in mind that much of the blending at this stage is oral, 
there’s plenty of time for more formal reading later on.



By the end of Kindergarten most children will be confident at identifying single letter 
sounds and a variety of digraphs and trigraphs. They will also be blending these phonemes 
to read simple words and may be able to blend to read whole sentences, having also 
practised identifying the ‘tricky’ words to enable them to feel confident.  

Most children will also be able to use their phonic knowledge to segment and spell simple, 
phonetically correct words. 

We have a wide variety of books that contain a high proportion of decodable words which 
children are introduced to at the appropriate time.



In Intermediate the emphasis moves on to identifying ‘short’ and ‘long’ vowel sounds within words and 
the various alternatives that can be used.  For example the ‘long a’ sound can be made by using just an 
a (as in ‘apron’), ai (as in ‘train’), ay (as in ‘play’), a_e (as in ‘bake’) ey (as in ‘they’) and eigh (as in ‘eight’). 
It might seem confusing but there are some rules to remember and we teach the children these to 
enable them to be able to at least have a ‘best guess’ at which one to use when spelling.  An example 
of this is that you would not normally use ‘ai’ or ‘a_e’ where the sound comes at the end of the word, 
whereas ‘ay’ is usually found when it’s the final sound. We teach them that ‘When 2 Vowels Go 
Walking, the First One Does the Talking’, i.e. for the ‘oa’ digraph, as in ‘coach’ the o says its name, the 
a stays quiet. We revisit ‘split digraphs’ regularly – this is also known as ‘silent or magic e’ – words such 
as brake, bike, etc where the long vowel sound is made by adding an e.

We also learn more about the ‘Bossy r’, where adding an r after a vowel creates a digraph such as ‘ar’ 
in car, ‘or’ in corn and then the 3 that all make the same sound – ‘ir’, ‘er’ and ‘ur’. Again we learn some 
tricks to enable a ‘best guess’.

At this stage the children will be using all this phonic knowledge to blend unfamiliar words with 
increasing competence, as well as recognising many ‘tricky’ words by sight.

The children also continue to learn that phonics can be used to decode both real and made up words.

Towards the end of Intermediate we move on to some of the more complex trigraphs, e.g. ‘eer’, ‘ear’, 
‘air’, ‘are’, and we also introduce silent letters.



By this stage the children will be reading a wide variety of books and other texts and will 
be developing all of the other reading skills such as fluency, expression, intonation and 
comprehension.

From Transition onwards the children continue to revise previous knowledge and 
investigate alternative ways of spelling and how to use spelling patterns. Running alongside 
this, the rules of grammar are also covered.  In Transition, the Jolly Phonics Grammar 
scheme is used and in May the children are tested on spellings, punctuation and grammar.

Moving through the Juniors the children learn more complex spelling rules, plurals, 
prefixes and suffixes (and how they affect the spellings).

From Lower 1 to Lower 2 we use the differentiated Schoolslink spelling patterns, with an 
additional support scheme where this is appropriate.

Children will continue to use their phonics knowledge when necessary to sound out words 
(or parts of words) that are unfamiliar. This becomes more of a subconscious aid as our 
reading skills develop.



In summary:

• Phonics is an effective tool to enable early reading and spelling skills to develop

• Learning Pure Sounds makes accurate blending much easier

• Giving young children books where the majority of words are phonetically decodable is a great 
way to build their confidence and get them reading early

• Phonics is not the only tool your child will use, but it should be the ‘go to’ method if they are 
stuck on a word when they are reading or trying to spell a word. 

• It is taught by continual revision, by fast paced learning of new sounds and how to apply them. 
This makes the learning meaningful for each child, irrespective of their level of ability

• Some children will rely far more than others on phonics for decoding words. Some children rely 
more on simply remembering the word or use the context of the text or pictures as clues.  This 
is perfectly normal

• However, one thing is for sure – everyone uses phonics as an aid to read and spell, so knowledge 
of phonemes and graphemes can only help in this



Some useful websites and/or apps:

http://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/home/reading-site/expert-help/phonics-made-easy

http://www.ictgames.com

https://www.phonicsplay.co.uk

http://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/ks1/literacy/spelling

www.galacticphonics.com

https://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/alphablocks

https://www.phonicshero.com

There are many apps and websites out there. Where possible try to stick to those 
with English rather than US accents. There is also a vast amount of useful 
information and videos on YouTube – as always just make sure you check content 
first before showing your child.

http://www.oxfordowl.co.uk/home/reading-site/expert-help/phonics-made-easy
http://www.ictgames.com/
https://www.phonicsplay.co.uk/
http://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/ks1/literacy/spelling
http://www.galacticphonics.com/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/cbeebies/shows/alphablocks
https://www.phonicshero.com/

