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What is Phonics?  
 
Phonics is the way we teach children to read quickly and skilfully. They are taught how to:  

•  recognise the sounds that each individual letter makes;  

•  identify the sounds that different combinations of letters make - such as ‘sh’ or ‘oo’; and  

•  blend these sounds together from left to right to make a word.  
 

Children can then use this knowledge to ‘de-code’ new words that they hear or see. This is 

the first important step in learning to read. At Read St John’s we follow the letters and 

sounds programme and use jolly phonics actions. The written alphabet contains 26 letters 

and spoken English uses about 44 sounds (phonemes). These phonemes are represented by 

letters (graphemes). To make it simple: a sound can either be represented by a letter (e.g. ‘s’ 

or ‘m’) or a group of letters (e.g. ‘ch’ or ‘ee’). As soon as the children begin to learn their 

sounds, they quickly progress to spelling and reading. 

 

Why Phonics?  
 
The first six letters taught are: ‘s, a, t, p, i, n’. These can be used to make a variety of words, 

such as ‘sat’, ‘pin’ and ‘pat’. Research shows that when phonics is taught in a structured way 

– starting with the easiest sounds and progressing through to the most complex – it is the 

most effective way of teaching young children to read. It is particularly helpful for children 

aged 5 to 7. Almost all children who receive good teaching of phonics will learn the skills 

they need to tackle new words. They can then go on to read any kind of text fluently and 

confidently, and to read for enjoyment.  

 

Blending Sounds  
 
To learn to read well, children must be able to blend sounds together smoothly. Blending is 
more difficult with longer words so learning how to blend accurately from a young age is 
imperative. As parents, showing your child how to blend, and talking to your child about 
blending, is important. It helps them practise what they have been learning in school.  
 
Segmenting Sounds  
 
Segmenting is a skill used in spelling. In order to spell the word mat, it is necessary to 

segment the word into its constituent sounds: m-a-t. Before writing the word, the children 

need to say the word, break it down into its different sounds and then write it. In order for 

the children to become confident spellers, we need to ensure they enjoy spelling, so we 

often use games to encourage them e.g. chopping the word up with our robot arms. 

 

 



 

How to pronounce phonemes  
 
The key to the pronunciation of the single letter sounds is to make it quite short and 
clipped. Avoid the temptation to schwar, e.g duh, guh.  
 
Grapheme    Phoneme  
(how the sound  
is written)  
a     a  
b     b  
c     c  
ck     c  
k     c  
d     d  
e     e  
f     f Pronounced ffff  
ff     f “ “  
g     g  
h     hhh  
i     i  
j     j  
l     l llll a long sound not luh  
ll     l “ “  
m     m mmmm  
n     n nnnn 

o     o  
p     p  
qu     qu pronounced cwa  
r     r rrrr  
s     s sssss  
ss     “ “  
t     t  
u     u  
v     v vvvv  
w     w  
wh     wh like blowing  
x     x cks  
y     y  
z     z zzzz  
zz     z zzzz 

 

 

 



 

Long Vowel Sounds  
 
In English there are short and long vowel sounds. The short vowel sounds are represented 

by single letters, e.g ‘a’ as in rat, ‘e’ as in bed, ‘i’ as in tin, ‘o’ as in pot and ‘u’ as in fun. The 

long vowel sounds are usually represented by 2 or more letters. Digraphs have 2 letters and 

trigraphs have 3 letters. 

Vowel digraphs and trigraphs 

ai   r – ai- n  
ee   f – ee – t  
igh   l – igh – t 

oa   g – oa – t  
oo   f – oo – d  
oo   g – oo – d  
ar   s – t – ar  
or   c – or – n  
ur   f – ur  
ow   c – ow  
oi   b – oi - l  
ear   h – ear  
er   f – er – n  
air   h – air  
ure   p – ure  

 

If your child is in Year 1, they will have already learnt the majority of the long vowel sounds. 

Once the children are able to represent each sound in one way, alternative ways are taught, 
e.g ‘ai’, ‘ay’, ‘a-e’, ‘ey’ etc.  
 
Children in Year 2 learn different ways to represent phonemes.  
 
When you are reading with your child, encourage them to spot the 2 letter vowel sounds 

(digraphs), rather than sounding out the individual letters. 

Other Digraphs 
  
There are some other sounds that are represented by two letters, e.g:  
sh   sh – o – p  
ch   ch – i p (Please don’t link this to a train noise as it does  
lead to confusion later with spelling – we often have ‘chrain’.) 
 
th   th – i – n  
th   th – i – s  
ng   s – o – ng 



 
 
Tricky Words  
 
Tricky words are words that cannot be ‘sounded-out’ but need to be learned by heart. They 
don’t fit into the usual spelling patterns. Examples of these words are attached. In order to 
read simple sentences, it is necessary for children to know some words that have unusual or 
untaught spellings. It should be noted that, when teaching these words, it is important to 
always start with sounds already known in the word, then focus on the 'tricky' part. 
 

 

 

 



 
Then there are the 100 high frequency words and 200 common words 

 
 
 
Encouraging Early Reading  
 
Learning to read should be a happy and enjoyable experience, so we would recommend the 
use of games to ensure that reading is a pleasure.  
Some games we would recommend:  
 
Robotic talking - Words are made up from sounds and children need to be able to hear 
these sounds individually. Sometimes when you are playing you can say words as if you 
were a robot (saying the sounds separately) and see if your child can work out what you are 
saying. Stick to short simple words that only have a few sounds in them. Make sure you are 
saying the letter sounds (p-i-g) not the letter names (pee-eye-gee). E.g.  
Pass that p-i-g to me.  
Sit d-ow-n.  
Hop like a f-r-o-g.  
As your child becomes familiar with this robot talking, see if they can say words in robot talk 
themselves?  
 
Point out print everywhere - Talk about the written words you see in the world around you. 
Ask your child to find familiar words on each outing such as  
‘m-a-t; ‘sh-o-p'. 



 
Odd-one Out- Say a number of words, all but one of which begin with the same sound. See 
if your child can pick out the odd one. It can be helpful to have the corresponding objects 
there for the child to look at. 
 
Looking for letters – Ask your child to look for alphabet letters whilst you are out and about. 
Can they find letters from their own name, letters they have learnt in school or letters that 
specific words begin with? 
 
Letter sound bingo- You will need: A 3x3 grid for each player and counters or coins . Write 
some of the letters into the spaces on each card, making each card slightly different. The 
‘bingo caller’ says each letter in turn and the players cover the letter up. The winner is first 
to fill their board. To make this game easier for new readers, show them the letter for them 
to match. 
 
Fishing for Sounds- You will need a few cards with individual letters. Attach a paper clip to 
each card. Using a small stick with a string and magnet, your child fishes for letter sounds. If 
your child can say the sound of the letter he/she wins the card, otherwise you win it. 
 
'What does it start with?' Box- You will need: A box, several items each beginning with a 
different sound, corresponding letter cards. This game is similar to the common objects 
game on the previous page, but the emphasis now is on recognising the sounds the letters 
make. Ask your child to choose an object from the box, to think what its first sound is 
(remember it is the sound you are looking for rather than the alphabet name) and then to 
match the object with the relevant card. 
 
 
 
Useful Websites  
 
In addition there are some excellent websites which also encourage phonics learning. Here 
are some that we would recommend.  
 
Phonics play www.phonicsplay.co.uk  
 
ict games www.ictgames.co.uk  
 
topmarks www.topmarks.co.uk 
 

http://www.phonicsplay.co.uk/
http://www.ictgames.co.uk/
http://www.topmarks.co.uk/

