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Phonics 
What the skill is:  Knowing the sounds represented by each letter or letter combination.    

Phonics knowledge allows us to read unknown words.  At the earliest 
levels, it is learning the MOST COMMON sound that each letter 
makes.  At the more advanced levels, it is knowing ALL the different 
sounds the letters or letter combinations can make plus using 
knowledge of word origin, morphology (meaning of each word part), 
syllable patterns and placement of the sound in a word to read 
unknown words. 
 
Learning to read English, because it developed from many 
languages, can be very confusing.  There are 44 distinct sounds in the 
English language.  Many letters and letter combinations can make 
several different sounds and many sounds can be spelled multiple 
ways.  In the examples below, when you see / / marks, you say the 
sound, not the letter name.   
 
The letter s in bus makes the most common /s/ sound, whereas the s 
in sugar sounds like /sh/ and in the word is the s sounds like /z/.   
 
The long sound /ā/ in play is spelled ay, but in baby it’s just spelled 
with an a.  In the word rain, it’s spelled with ai, and in cape, it is the 
final silent letter e that makes the a say / ā /.  As if that wasn’t 
confusing enough, the /ā/ sound in eight is spelled eigh and in the 
word they, the /ā/ sound is spelled ey. 
 
What it’s not:  Memorizing words or teaching that each letter makes 
just one sound and each sound is spelled just one way.   

 
Why it’s important:  Phonics is the code we use to read and write.  
There is no way to memorize all of the words in English.  Knowing the  

code allows us to read and spell many more words.  Phonics must be explicitly taught in 
kindergarten through grade 3 and reinforced beyond.   
 
In addition to basic phonics, advanced word study helps us better understand word 
meanings.  Adding un to the front of the word tie reverses the meaning.  Adding er to the end 
of help changes an action word to a word describing a person. 
 
Tools that are helpful when teaching phonics: 

• Alphabet cards or letter tiles to practice ‘building’ words 
• Dry erase board and markers 
• Books, books, books, and more books 

 

 

Read at Home Plan  
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Ways to help your child:  When your child gets “stuck” trying to read a word, there are several 
strategies you can use to help them. 

 

Phonics Guide – When your child is stuck on a word or misreads one, use the enclosed phonics 
guide, pictured above.  It provides the common sounds made by those letters or letter 
combinations.  Help your child try the sounds until they make a word that makes sense in that 
sentence.  A small percentage of words (about 4%) do not follow any spelling pattern. 

Fix the Sound – Oftentimes, children are stuck on just one part of the word.  Point to the word 
and say something like, “that can be a tricky word.  Try to say the all sounds.” If he or she skips 
a sound or uses the wrong sound for a letter, point to that letter or letter team and ask what 
sound it makes.   

When a student says the wrong sound for a letter or letter combination, help them by pointing 
out the correct sound.  For example,  

“The letters ph together always make the /f/ sound.” 

“Usually ch says /ch/ as is chair, but in the word school, it says the /k/ 
sound.”   

“Remember, c can make the /k/ or /s/ sounds.  In this word it makes 
the /s/ sound.”  
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Break it Down – Sometimes a child mis-reads several parts of the word or seems unsure of how 
to even start.  In that case, break the word down into smaller parts.  Cover everything but the 
letter or letters for the first sound using your finger or a scrap of paper, ask them to make that 
sound, uncover the letter or letters for the next sound, and repeat.  After saying each sound, 
have your child say all the sounds together quickly to pronounce the whole word.      

 

       
 
Let’s say your child gets really stuck reading the word eggshell.  Here is how you would help 
them break it down.  In the examples below, when you see / / marks, you say the sound, not 
the letter name.   
 
“What sound does e make?” If they don’t know, tell them “e can say /eee/ as in eat, or /eh/ 
as in bed.  In this word it says /eh/.”  Have them repeat the /eh/ sound.  Point to the next 
letter, g, and ask “What sound?” The letter g can say /g/ as in go or /j/ as in gym. In this word, 
the letter g says /g/ as in go.  “Now say both sounds together, /e/  /g/.”  When a letter is 
repeated, as the g is, the sound is usually just made once. 
 
The sh can also be hard if your child tries to make both the /s/ and the /h/ sounds.  When the 
letters sh are together, they work together as a team to make a whole new sound, /sh/.  Have 
your child repeat the /sh/ sound, then re-read up to that point.  Move on to the ‘ell’ part of 
the word using the same steps. 
 
Finish by reading the whole word a few times to build confidence.  Remember, learning to 
read can be HARD WORK.  Making it a fun and rewarding experience is SO IMPORTANT. 
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Write it Out – For harder words or phonics concepts they have gotten stuck on before, use a 
strategy that includes writing the tough words as you help your child read them.  Have your 
child print the word clearly on a whiteboard or scrap paper, then identify the letter and letter 
teams that make each sound.  There are two common ways to do this.  One is to “dot and 
dash” the word by putting a dot under each single letter that makes a single sound, and a 
dash under any letter combinations that make a single sound.  The second method is to use 
boxes for each sound.  Each sound in English is spelled with between one and four letters.   For 
example: 

cat  ship  frog  over   there though 
 

 

  

 
 
NEVER encourage your child to look at the pictures and guess as a first strategy to reading an 
unknown word.  As they get older there are fewer pictures to rely on.  Readers who are used 
looking at the pictures or the first letter of a word and guessing tend to just skip hard words 
because they have not developed strategies for figuring out unknown words.  This is 
devastating to comprehension because those hard words oftentimes carry a lot of the 
meaning.  It’s a bad habit we do not want students to develop.  Using the pictures to ask 
themselves, “does that word I just read make sense?” is very appropriate.  

Build Words – Use the word building cards or tiles to build words. 

 

.  .  .            _ . .    .. . .    .  . _       _  __  _  ____  
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Choose the right books! – Some of the books are considered “easy readers” and have limited 
word choices.  Others are “decodable books” that include many opportunities to practice a 
new phonics skill.  These books are best for readers who need more practice with a new 
phonics skill.   

Typically, these are not great literature or fascinating factual books, but they help your child to 
better remember the sound that letter or team of letters makes.  Once remembering the 
sounds the letters and letter teams make is easy and automatic, more of your child’s energy 
can be spent thinking about what it all means and that’s really why we read!  

If your child is learning a new phonics concept, like ph says /f/, you will want to provide lots of 
words for them to practice, like phone, photograph (two for one!), alphabet, elephant, 
dolphin, and trophy.  After reading the words by themselves, we want children to read those 
words in sentences and paragraphs.  Finding a book that has many words focused on such a 
skill can be a challenge.  Ask your child’s teacher if there are decodable skills books you can 
borrow that focus on the specific phonics skills your child is working on at this time. 
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