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Introduction  
This toolkit  is intended to support practitioners wishing to use phonics 
approaches with post-16 learners. This is a quick guide to what is where. 

 

 
 

PART 1 Getting started 
Part 1 explains why we have designed phonics resources specifically for post-16 learners. It  introduces some 

of the terms used in phonics to describe key aspects of spoken and written  language and why these are 

useful to know. Perhaps most importantly,  it describes what phonics looks like in the post-16 classroom. You 

may want to return to Part 1 as you become more familiar with the approach we are adopting and begin to get  

a feel for what it means in your setting. 

Chapter 1 Exploring post-16 phonics approaches makes the case for post-16 phonics as an approach 

designed quite specifically to meet the needs of adult and post-16 learners. 

 
Chapter 2 Key terms for the post-16 phonics toolkit provides a quick guide to the terms phonics uses to 

talk about the sounds in the English language and how they are represented in writing. You may find it 

helpful to refer back to the glossary as you work your way through the toolkit. 

 
Chapter 3 Phonics and the post-16 literacy classroom uses case studies to show how post-16 phonics 

approaches work in the classroom and what this might mean for diverse groups of learners. 

 
Chapter 4 Knowledge of phonetics for post-16 literacy practitioners introduces the International Phonetic 

Alphabet (IPA) and shows why greater understanding of the sounds in the English language can be 

useful in the classroom. 

 

 

PART 2  Using phonics approaches post-16 
Part 2 explains how to put post -16 phonics approaches into practice in your setting, adjusting the pace and 

sequence for your learners. Our structured and systematic approach is outlined here. 

Chapter 5 Post-16 phonics: The essential concepts introduces some of the essential concepts and 

principles that underpin our approach to using phonics post-16. These are the building blocks from 

which we work. 

 
Chapter 6 Sequence, content and lesson ideas for teaching the basic code introduces Basic Code Plus, 

the starting point we advocate for emerging readers and writers. Through this sequence, they will be 

building their knowledge of how the writing system works. 
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Chapter 7 Introducing the one-to-many principle in post-16 phonics introduces the complex code. This 

is where developing readers and writers start to explore the one-to-many principle: that one grapheme 

can represent many phonemes, and one phoneme can be represented by many graphemes. We show 

how this approach can be used to support learners incidentally, or as part of a structured and sequential 

phonics programme. 

 
Chapter 8 Post-16 spelling strategies shows how phonics approaches can be useful in supporting 

learnersô spelling. It outlines some activities that can be adapted to meet the needs of different learners. 

 

 

PART 3 More things to think about 
Part 3 considers how phonics approaches fit  more broadly within a rich literacy curriculum post-16. 

It  directly addresses the diversity of learnersô needs, knowledge and prior experience. 

 
Chapter 9 !ǎǎŜǎǎƛƴƎ ƭŜŀǊƴŜǊǎΩ ƴŜŜŘǎΥ ! Ǉƻǎǘ-16 approach outlines how to assess what post-16 learners 

already know and can do with phonics in their reading and writing, using familiar classroom activities. 

 
Chapter 10 Phonics resources for post-16 learners: What matters most considers a range of resources 

that can support reading and writing with post-16 learners and suggests how to choose between them. 

 
Chapter 11 Turning the Functional Skills English wordlists into a learning tool reviews the Functional 

Skills English (FSE) wordlists from the perspective of post-16 phonics and suggests how they can be 

incorporated into good practice. 

 
Chapter 12 Using phonics approaches with learners from different language backgrounds outlines what 

post-16 phonics approaches may offer learners from language backgrounds other than English, 

according to prior knowledge and need. 

 
Chapter 13 Developing inclusive approaches for phonics post-16 considers how to develop an inclusive 

approach to using post-16 phonics, including how to differentiate phonics activities based on learner 

feedback. 

 
Chapter 14 Putting phonics approaches to the test underlines the importance of assessing how well 

post-16 phonics approaches work in different settings and for diverse learners. It makes the case for 

documenting classroom practice and sharing outcomes with other practitioners. 

 
Chapter 15 If you want to find out more summarises the core principles upon which this tool kit has been 

built and signposts some other resources to consult when developing good phonics research 

and practice post-16. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

PART 1 
GETTING STARTED 
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Chapter  1. 
Exploring post-16 phonics approaches 

Introduction  
This chapter outlines some of the key characteristics of our approach to using phonics post-16. In particular, it 

draws out the differences between using phonics approaches with children who are just beginning their literacy 

lives, and addressing the needs of adult or post-16 learners who bring much richer life experience to the task. 
 

1.1  Reasons to explore post-16 phonics 
What we are calling post-16 phonics is aimed directly at learners over the age of 16, respects everything 

older learners bring to a literacy course, and includes age-appropriate vocabulary and reading material. 

It does not involve a lot of drill and repetition and from this point of view may be very different from what 

people think of when they hear the word phonics: something that very young children do at school. 

 
Here are some of the main reasons why we think post-16 phonics is worth exploring: 

 

1.  Itôs designed specifically for this age group 

Å Even basic phonic skills can be explored using words that derive from a post-16 learnerôs rich 

spoken vocabulary and applied to reading and writing age-appropriate, high-interest text. 

Å Post-16 phonics can give learners a new language with which to describe their reading and 

spelling. Once everyone has a vocabulary for talking about spelling and reading unfamiliar words, 

there is scope for óincidental phonicsô. 

Å Some learners will already recognise phonics vocabulary and may be interested in what it all 

means. It is already in some learnersô ófunds of knowledgeô, often because their own children are 

being taught phonics in school. 

Å Our learner-centred approach prepares learners for the very wide variety of words they are 

expected to read and spell as part of the Functional Skills English (FSE) subject content without 

advocating drill or rote memorisation. 

2.  Itôs flexible ï it can be used in a set sequence and/or structured according to learner need 

Å You can prioritise starting points for key elements of a learnerôs learning programme. You can 

choose and implement an appropriate support strategy that meets your learnerôs needs. 

Å You can identify where the learner is on a continuum of increasing complexity in spelling knowledge. 

Whether taught in structured sequence with the least confident learners or used incidentally at the 

higher levels, phonics helps to reveal patterns so learners can read and spell many similar words quickly. 

In this sense, post-16 phonics is a óself-teaching strategyô Share, D. L. (1995). Phonological recoding 

and self-teaching: Sine qua non of reading acquisition. Cognition, 55 (2), 151 ï 218. Share, D. L. (1999). 

Phonological recoding and orthographic learning: A direct test of the self-teaching hypothesis. Journal of 

Experimental Child Psychology, 72 (2), 95 ï 129. 
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3.  It can help learners, whatever their starting point, become óunstuckô quickly 

Å Phonics approaches in lessons can move learners from supported through degrees of 

independence to proficient more quickly than you might suppose, escalating reading and spelling 

development rapidly. 

Å Understanding grapheme-phoneme correspondences is a useful tool that can help unblock reading 

development for learners who have become stuck. 

Å Using phonics, you can identify and describe types of spelling errors that may have become 

ófossilisedô in learnersô writing. 

Å A structured approach enables learners to practise past steps as they move on to new steps, 

making it especially suitable for those at the early Entry Levels. 

Å Post-16 phonics allows learners to continuously move forward. This helps keep interest levels high 

and can have a positive impact on a learnerôs motivation. 

 
 

1.2  Why using phonics approaches with adults is different  from using 
phonics approaches with children 
Most readily available phonics resources are designed for use with young children, but childrenôs 

experience and needs are very different from post-16 learners. 

 

1.  Young children are mostly emergent readers and spellers with limited experience of language, 

the world in general and education in particular. Post-16 learners without special educational 

needs are nearly always able to read and/or write some words and bring with them important 

knowledge of how written texts are used in our society. 

Å Adults and post-16 learners who are still at the early levels of reading acquisition arrive at a literacy 

class with a personal bank of sight words already in place and, with this, usually at least some 

knowledge of sound-symbol relationships. 

Å Post-16 learners will be able to draw on a range of metacognitive tools and strategies that are 

very different from those of 4- to 5-year-olds and can be used to enhance their learning. See, for 

instance, Duncan (2009) for a discussion of the value of gaining learnersô perspectives on what is 

going on when we read. 

Å Post-16 learners also come with a variety of experiences of education, potentially negative. They 

may carry with them some embarrassment, shame or frustration around previous unsuccessful 

attempts at reading and spelling, and the lack of equity in the educational system. 

Å While most children are well aware that it is usual for them to only start to read and write in 

their school literacy classes, most adult emergent readers and writers will be aware that their 

surrounding society(ies) expects adults to be confident readers and writers already. 

 

2.  Most children have go to school for over six hours, five days a week, and spend a good chunk of 

this time on literacy work, while adult learners may attend classes only a few hours a week, for 

fewer weeks of the year. School practitioners know that they will see the same group of children 

(with very few absences) every day. Post-16 practitioners do not work under the 

same conditions. 

Å As adult literacy practitioners, we know that learners often cannot attend regularly, new learners 

will start at any time, and others will leave due to the many, many challenges of adult life. 
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Å For those working in the criminal justice system, this is amplified because practitioners often do 

not know who they will be teaching on a given day or how long learners will be with them. 

Å Adult learners may also be less likely to be able to focus all of their attention on the sessions 

because of other potential worries on their minds, as well as mental and physical health issues 

at play. 

 

3.  Primary school children in the early years are still developing their command of the spoken 
language and are encountering many aspects of language in its written forms for the first time. 

Å Many post-16 learners will already have experienced formal literacy teaching at school, and this 

may well have included phonics instruction. 

Å In the case of learners for whom English is an additional language, they may already have 

experience of literacy in a different language that they can draw upon. 

Å Adultsô motivations to return to learning are likely to be diverse. They will be aware of real-life 

literacy practices they need or want to engage in. They may want to develop their reading in 

general, or spelling in particular. They may need to be able to read a book to their child, or to 

complete some paperwork in the workplace. They may want to take a course of study, or gain a 

professional qualification that requires a certain amount of reading and writing. 

Å Post-16 literacy learners may find reading, writing or formal learning situations challenging. They 

may have busy and complex lives (like all of us adults!), yet these motivations push them forward. 

Post-16 phonics takes all these factors into account. 

 
 

1.3  Using phonics approaches with adult and post-16 learners: principles 
and practices 
The differences we outline above suggest some important principles that practitioners need to bear in 

mind. Here are some dos and donôts of using phonics with post-16 learners. 

 
 

  Donôt óteachô phonics as an end in itself, use phonics to help learners access and create 

meaningful texts. 
 
 

  Do use phonics to teach reading and spelling. The goal is accessing meaning in authentic text and 

writing fluently. 

  Do help your learners make connections between the sounds and the symbols of the language, 

using the principles in Part 2 of the toolkit. This may mean (re)discovering how phonemes and 

graphemes relate to each other in the English writing system. 

 Do use the post-16 phonics principles to create a shared language with your learners that you can 

all use to discuss reading and spelling and share your reflections. Metalanguage is a powerful tool 

for adult learners. 

 Do use phonics to break down barriers to learning and allow learners to discover the code for 

themselves. Talking together about the one-to-many principles and encouraging them to find and 
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explore patterns is an important part of post-16 phonics pedagogy. 

  Do make the most of how you personally use phonics when spelling or reading unfamiliar words in 

everyday life. Try to find a text with an unfamiliar name or word to demonstrate what this looks like. 

 

 

  Donôt óteach soundsô, draw on the sounds in learnersô oral language. 
 
 

  Do acknowledge that your learners already have all the sounds in their speech ï whatever 

their accents (see Chapter 12 when working with learners of the English language who may be 

developing their pronunciation as part of an ESOL course). 

  Do explicitly highlight connections between phonemes (speech sounds) and graphemes (written 

symbols) when necessary. 

  Do listen for clear pronunciation. This is not the same as listening for óreceived pronunciationô (a 

particular accent). Clear speech features only insomuch as it aids spelling and can be spoken 

with any accent. In the writing example in Chapter 9, the learner has written óafter woodsô instead 

of óafterwardsô. This is the kind of error that can be fixed by speaking clearly before writing and 

clearing up misheard words. We all have them! 

  Do acknowledge that we all sometimes say words in an unnatural way to get to the correct 

spelling. Most adults, even teachers, say óWed nes dayô and óbus i nessô to help us spell. 

  Do stress that spelling is not a simple transcription of anyoneôs speech. Some of the irregular 

correspondences between sounds and graphemes in the English spelling system are based on 

pronunciation from hundreds of years ago. 

 

 

  Donôt apply the same sequence of phonics lessons to every learner. 

A systematic approach does not mean doing the same thing with every learner or group. 
 
 

  Do pay attention to where they need to start. Getting to know the key principles set out in Chapter 5 

and the sequence to teaching phonics set out in Chapters 6-8 will all help with this. 

  Do give sufficient time to a sequence of lessons covering the basic code if your learners are very 

inexperienced with decoding and encoding. A sequence of lessons will help them feel safe and give 

them the confidence to move ahead quickly. 

 Do use long words and age-appropriate vocabulary even at the most basic levels: óadmitô, óupsetô, 

óvictimô, ólaptopô, ótransitô are all composed of the simplest code. Each syllable is no more complex 

than words like ócatô and ómatô, which most learners can already read. 

 

 

 Donôt use invented words (often called nonsense words) out of context for the purpose of 

demonstrating phonics principles. 

Nonsense words can frustrate and confuse learners who may have limited spoken vocabularies. 
 
 

 Do use less common words that can help learners focus on decoding challenges. A word like ókelpô 

or ófinchô may be unfamiliar but itôs easy to explain what they mean and a post-16 learner can more 

usefully apply their skills to them, expanding their vocabularies as they do so. 

  Do use real songs or poems that may contain invented words if you want to help learners 

practice decoding. You can also use unusual place names, but be aware that long histories and a 
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tendency to ólocaliseô pronunciations have often distorted the relationship between phonemes and 

graphemes, for example, Kirkby (ókerbyô) or Leicester (ólesterô). 

 

 

  Do capitalise on learnersô prior knowledge. 
 
 

  Donôt ask learners to spend time on what they can already do. Always ask your learners if they can 

already do what youôre asking of them when it comes to phonics. If they can spell and read all the 

little words then donôt waste time on them. Instead, start with the longer simple words. Reflect on 

the proportion of familiar and new items in any particular lesson sequence. Research with younger 

children suggests a 20/80% split works to give a constant feeling of success and moving forwards. 

Decide what is the balance that works with any particular group. 

  Do capitalise on what they already know. If a learner can already read some complex words 

by sight, donôt make them analyse them phonically unless it will help with spelling. If they spell 

confidently and correctly in syllables, donôt make them write sound by sound. 

 Do use the expertise of one learner to help another learner. If one learner can already do something, 

ask that learner to explain it to a learner who needs help. This can build confidence in both learners, 

consolidate knowledge, and give you insights into thinking and teaching processes. 

 

 

  Do choose reading materials that interest adult learners. 
 
 

  Donôt assume that phonics requires only 100% decodable text of the kind you might find in a 

phonics programme for young children. (See Chapter 10 for more on when decodable texts might 

be helpful.) 

  Do ask the learner what they want to read and support them in meeting that goal. Donôt 

unnecessarily restrict their diet of reading material. 

  Do use decodable text if your learners want it. At the very basic levels it can help with 

confidence. However, make sure the language still sounds natural and the sentence structure is 

straightforward. 

  Do experiment with providing reading material. You can make up your own decodable sentences 

incorporating the sight words your learners already have. 

  Do look for a range of authentic texts with a percentage of words that are decodable for your 

learners at any given lesson. This takes practitioner time and practice but itôs a skill that gets easier 

with experience. Encourage learners to bring in texts that they find and/or would like to read as 

well. 

 

 

  Do adopt an age-appropriate approach. 
 
 

  Donôt cave in to learners or other practitioners who insist phonics is óbabyishô. Any teaching 

approach can be óbabyishô, or not, depending on how it is done. 

 Do make sure your lessons arenôt seen by learners as óbabyishô. Move quickly, use long words for 

spelling and reading, find or create interesting adult-focused texts and resources. 

  Do explain to your learners why you are trying out this approach and show them what theyôll be 

reading and spelling in a few weeks. In particular, explain the thinking behind a focus on phoneme- 
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As learners build up a repertoire of grapheme-phoneme 
correspondences they learn not to be daunted by the variations 
they encounter but to take them in their stride. 

Gemma Moss, 2019 

 

 
Donôt teach phonics, use phonics to enhance your teaching of 
reading and writing.  

Sam Duncan and Tricia Millar, 2019 

 
 

grapheme relationships and share appropriate terminology so learners feel they are engaging in a 

specialist, linguistic, adult thinking activity. 

  Do think about learning a bit about the history of the English language, or English languages, with 

your learners. This will provide a (political as well as linguistic) context to the complexity of the 

spelling system. 

 

 

  Do keep pace and interest high. 
 
 

  Donôt expect perfection. The English spelling system is complex and our attempts to classify and 

understand phoneme-grapheme relationships will never be perfect. But it is an interesting and useful 

process in understanding how written words relate to spoken words. 

  Do keep moving forward once youôre sure learners have assimilated the latest lesson, adding new 

graphemes and practising them in the context of reading and spelling. Phonics is cumulative. 

  Donôt think of phonics as a cure-all for every problem in literacy. It is, however, a foundational step 

that many struggling readers and spellers have missed, especially the one-to-many concepts. Once 

in place, the skills and knowledge a post-16 phonics approach builds will allow learners to feel they 

can really ótake offô in the rest of their literacy learning. All this means that post-16 phonics should 

enhance, not replace, current teaching. 
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Chapter  2. 
Key terms for the post-16 
phonics toolkit 

Introduction  
In this chapter we introduce some of the key terms that might be helpful as you work through the post-16 

phonics toolkit. Some terms you may already be familiar with, some may be new to you. You might like to 

print off these pages for easy reference. 

If you think it will be supportive for your learners, you can share these terms with them, but it is not 

essential. Only do so if you feel they would be interested and if you think it would be helpful for their 

understanding of the learning processes they are engaged in. Children learn these terms early in primary 

school so they may be familiar to learners who are parents. 

 

 

2.1  What do I need to know? 
The toolkit uses three different ways of writing down the sounds in a language: 

 
Å IPA notation ï these are symbols used internationally to transcribe sounds from any language. 

They are shown between forward slashes /fjuʓ/ 

Å Ordinary letters to represent particular sounds in everyday speech. These are shown between 

speech marks ófô 

Å The actual letters that represent that sound when writing a particular word. These are shown 

between angle brackets <gh> 

Å In the examples above, the common sound is the ñfò sound in the word <rough>. 

 
We use this notation throughout the rest of the toolkit. 
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2.2  A glossary of terms 
The commonest terms used in the toolkit to talk about the relationship between the sounds in a 

language and their representation in writing are shown with an asterisk below. 

1.  *Phoneme:  a unit of sound in a language. 

Å Phonemes are the sounds in a language that distinguish one word from another. In the words bin, 

pin, fin, tin, changing the initial sounds results in a change of meaning, and a ódifferentô word. /b, p, 

f, t/ are all phonemes of English (see Chapter 4). 

Å In post-16 phonics, we use phoneme to talk about sounds in a word. 

Å Every word consists of one or more phonemes: 

Å The word stand has five separate sounds (phonemes) /s-t-a-n-d/- written in IPA as /s, t, æ, n, d/. 

Å The word eightieth also has five phonemes: óay-t-ee-u-thô ï written in IPA as /eȷ, t,  iʓ, Ȧ, ̞/. 

Å The word phoneme comes from the same root as the word phone in telephone meaning sound/ 

voice. 

Å Phonemes are usually written between forward slashes in IPA: / /̞ or with everyday representations 

written with speech marks: óthô. 

 

2.  *Grapheme:  the unit of writing that represents a single phoneme. 

Å The number of letters in a grapheme varies. 

Å The word stand has five graphemes: <s, t, a, n, d> with each letter standing for a single phoneme. 

Å The word eightieth also has five graphemes: <eigh, t, i, e, th>. 

Å The sound óayô /eȷ/  at the start of the word is represented by the four-letter grapheme <eigh> and 

the sound óthô /̞/ at the end of the word is represented by the two letter grapheme <th>. 

Å The word grapheme comes from the same root as the word graph in graphics, from the Greek óto 

writeô. 

Å Graphemes are usually written between angle brackets <b>. 

 

3.  *Correspondences:  the relationships between letters and sounds in a writing system. 

They can be described as: 

Å phoneme-grapheme correspondences (the link between sounds and the letters that represent 

them) 

Å grapheme-phoneme correspondences (the link between letters or combinations of letters and the 

sounds they represent). 

 

4.  GPC: grapheme-phoneme correspondence. 
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5.  CVC/  CCVCC: conventional abbreviations to describe the consonant/vowel structure 

of words. 

For example: 

Å using C for consonant, and V for vowel, a CVC word has the structure: consonant-vowel-consonant 

Å a CCVCC word has extra consonants at beginning and end 

Å Note: these abbreviations are based on writing not speech. For example, ócarô is CVC in spelling, but 

in many accents, including Receive Pronunciation (RP), is just CV in sound: /k Ȟʓ/. 

 

6.  Digraph:  a two-letter grapheme where two letters represent one sound ï the <ay> in play or 

the <ve> in love. 

Å You may hear this mispronounced by learners and practitioners alike, as ódiagraphô with three 

syllables but itôs only two: di-graph. 

 

7.  Split  digraph:  formerly known as the ómagic eô, where the final óeô alters the preceding 
vowel sound, as in <o-e> in cove; or <i-e> in bite. 

 

8.  Trigraph:  a three-letter grapheme where three letters represent one sound ï the <igh> in 

might or the <dge> in bridge. 

 

9.  *Schwa:  Unstressed vowel sound. 

Å Found at the start of the word about, at the end of the word umbrella and the middle of the word 

telephone (in IPA it is written /ȉ/). 

Å It can be represented by many different graphemes. 

Å We encourage using a óspelling voiceô to over-pronounce the schwa in order to hear the sound you 

want to spell: óel-ee-phantô, órel-ee-vantô for example. See more on learner voice and spelling voice 

below. 

 

10.  Consonant  cluster:  a series of adjacent consonants, each representing a different 

sound (sometimes called a consonant blend). 

Å In post-16 phonics we avoid teaching consonant clusters because they can be an unnecessary 

burden on memory. 

Å If a learner knows how to read <s>, <t>, <p> and <r>, they donôt also have to learn, <st>, <str>, <tr>, 

<pr>, <sp> and <spr>. 

Å If a learner uses them accurately and fluently, donôt ask them to undo what they do well. 

Å We donôt recommend them as a starting place for learning the relationships between phonemes 

and graphemes. 
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11.  Silent  letters:  every letter is always part of a grapheme so in post-16 phonics we donôt refer 

to any of them as ósilentô. This means learners in post-16 phonics are not focused on worrying about 

which letters represent sounds and which do not. 

 

12.  *IPA:  stands for the International Phonetic Alphabet. 

Å It is used to transcribe sounds into print so that every sound of every language can be represented 

by a symbol. 

Å Forty-four phonemes are generally accepted in Standard British English (24 consonant phonemes 

and 20 vowel phonemes). 

Å The symbols can be helpful for representing a sound when traditional spelling might be ambiguous 

and for noting the presence of a schwa, which can have many different spellings (see above). 

Å Read more about IPA in Chapter 4. 

 

13.  *Syllables:  the beats of a spoken word. 

Å Every word has one or more syllables and every syllable has one or more phonemes. 
 
 
 

Activity:  Syllables 

 

Sort the following into 1, 2, 3, 4 and 5 syllable words. The answers are at the end of the chapter. 
 

remain sprained totally Oceania boa utopia manicurist 

pronunciation so sent fantastic thorough idea establishment 

 

 

Syllables  Words  

1 
   

2 
   

3 
   

4 
   

5 
   

 

Å Many learners find syllables easy to grasp and like the way they are able to take quite long words 

and break them up into manageable chunks. 

Å Sometimes it is obvious where the syllable breaks take place (re-main, un-faith-ful) but at other 

times there is more than one option (in-sig-nif-i-cant or in-sig- ni-fic-ant or in-sig-nif-ic-ant?) 

Å The number of beats or syllables in a word stays the same, but the word breaks can change. 

Learners can choose what makes most sense to them. 
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14.  Accent:  a way of speaking particular to an individual, social group or region. 

Å Post-16 phonics works from learnersô everyday speech. There is no single ócorrectô accent that 

learners need to learn. 

Å You may have learners in the same group who pronounce the word óbathô in very different ways but, 

however they pronounce it, they will each associate the vowel sound with the letter <a>. 

 

15.  *Learner  voice  and  spelling  voice:  different ways of using speech to 

support spelling. 

Å Start with the learnerôs voice no matter their accent or dialect. 

Å If a dialect pronunciation seems to get in the way of attaching sounds in the right order, ask 

learners to say the word in a óspelling voiceô. They might say óaksedô in everyday speech but óaskedô 

in order to make spelling easier. We never suggest that learners change their everyday speech. 

Å A spelling voice can be used to stress parts of a word that aid memory: óWed-nes- dayô, óbus-i-nessô, 

óree-mem-berô. 

 

16.  Segmenting  and  blending:  the act of isolating the sounds in a word (segmenting) 

and putting them back together (blending). 

Å In post-16 phonics, we talk about saying sounds and listening for a familiar word. 

Å Outside SEND/LDD, segmenting and blending rarely need to be taught. Post-16 and adult learners 

can put these things into practice through the post-16 lessons. See Chapters 5, 6 and 7. 

 

17.  Decoding  and  encoding:  
Å Decoding means turning written symbols (graphemes) into spoken sounds (phonemes) 

while reading. 

Å Encoding is turning spoken sounds (phonemes) into written symbols (graphemes) for spelling. 

 

18.  *Systematic:  a structured approach to using phonics that supports learners who are 

starting at the very beginning. This is built into Basic Code Plus. 

 

19.  Synthetic phonics:  an approach to teaching reading that connects individual 

graphemes to phonemes and then blends (or synthesises) them to generate word 

pronunciations. Evidence suggests that: 

Å Synthetic phonics moves from print to sound and is associated with teaching young children 

to read. 

Å Post-16 phonics is based on linguistic phonics, which moves from sound (in whole meaningful 

words) to print. 
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20.  *Morphology:  the study of the smallest parts of a word that lead to changes in grammar 

and meaning, which are called morphemes. For example: 

Å The words rest, restless and rested all include the morpheme rest. Adding the morphemes less or 

ed changes the meaning. 

Å It is an essential part of post-16 phonics, especially for spelling. 

Å It can be used alongside phonics as a way of helping post-16 learners to read and spell more 

complex words using prefixes (re-, un-, dis-, et cetera) and suffixes (-ed, -tion, -ing, -ly, et cetera). For 

example: 

Å help: helpful, helpfully 

Å comfort: comfortable, uncomfortable. 

 

21.  *Ending:  the final part of a word. 

Å It might be a meaningful suffix: intend-ed, easi-ly, stand-ing. 

Å Or it might simply be a syllable that is easier to learn as a whole. For example: 

Å -age in baggage, wreckage, percentage 

Å -ate in temperate, considerate, desolate 

Å -le in little, table, bottle. 

 

22.  *Spelling  system  or  writing  system:  the way in which spoken language is 

represented in writing. 

Å English uses an alphabetic spelling system in which single letters or groups of letters (graphemes) 

represent individual speech sounds (phonemes). 

Å A spelling system is sometimes called an orthography. 

Å Different languages, sharing the same alphabet, follow different spelling conventions. 

Å In some spelling systems, each phoneme is regularly represented by the same grapheme. These 

are called transparent or shallow orthographies. 

- Spanish is a good example. It has one of the most regular spelling systems and word stress is 

largely predictable, unlike in English. 

Å In some spelling systems, one phoneme can be represented by several different graphemes, 

and one grapheme can represent several different phonemes. These are called opaque or deep 

orthographies. 
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As in any area of education, a shared professional language is 
important. Becoming more confident with some of the terminology 
for phonics enables us to discuss more accurately with colleagues 
the particular difficulties learners have with reading and spelling. 

Bob Read, 2019 

 

 

 

Activity:  Syllables (answers) 

 

 

Syllables  Words  

1 sprained so sent 

2 remain boa thorough 

3 totally fantastic idea 

4 utopia manicurist establishment 

5 Oceania pronunciation  
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Chapter  3. 
Phonics and the post-16 literacy 
classroom 

Introduction  
This chapter uses three case studies, based on examples of classroom practice, to explore how post-16 

phonics approaches can become a useful part of a wider literacy curriculum. The case studies help show why 

practitioners need to have a whole toolbox of techniques, methods and approaches that they can draw on 

when teaching, as well as the capacity to reflect on how well they work with a range of learners in different 

contexts. Each case study also provides ideas for teaching. 
 

 

3.1  Phonics for post-16 learners 
Post-16 learners come to literacy classes (including FSE) with a variety of backgrounds and experiences 

that affect their current and future learning. In addition, we all learn differently ï we have different 

existing skills and different ways of learning. For the literacy practitioner, this is both a benefit (there are 

lots of options) and a challenge (it can be difficult to judge which option is best). 

 
A practitioner working with a group of diverse learners needs two key skills: 

 
Å an ability to listen to what the learners have to say about their learning and respond to it; and 

Å the ability to be flexible ï to adapt approaches to fit what will support learners best and give them 

confidence. This includes thinking about what to prepare in advance and what might be appropriate 

learning strategies for specific circumstances that arise during the course of the session. 

 
The following case studies demonstrate both aspects to practice ï stability in planning over the longer 

term and the ability to adapt. In each case, they also recognise that it is important to not use too many 

strategies at the same time as this could confuse learners. 
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3.2  Case Study 1. Mobilising phonic knowledge within a text, sentence and 
word framework at Entry Level 3 
Alison is a literacy practitioner working with a group of E3 learners in an FSE class at an FE college. At 

the beginning of the class, there is a discussion about food, focusing on what the learners like to eat 

and what they cook. This will lead to reading and writing tasks. During the discussion, Alison writes 

up some key words to do with food and cooking, including those that will help with a planned reading. 

The learners then sit in pairs and read a short recipe together. Alison circulates, checking that no one is 

stuck, helping where necessary and noting any words that they find difficult to read. 

In the discussion that follows she elicits from the learners what they have understood about the text and 

how it might relate to their own experience of buying, cooking and eating food, ensuring that everyone 

contributes something. As key words and phrases emerge from the discussion, Alison writes them on 

the board so that they can be used later in the session. Up to this point, the focus has been on text-level 

work with some word-level support. 

The next task is for learners to write their own recipe. Alison projects the recipe they have read on the 

interactive white board (IWB) and elicits from the group the significant features of the genre. These 

include the format (image, headings, bulleted list of ingredients and method section), the language (use 

of the imperative, short sentences) and relevant vocabulary. At this point the whole framework ï text, 

sentence and word level work ï come together. If there is time, they might do an example together on 

the board before each learner settles down to write their own recipe. 

Some useful vocabulary will already be on the board; other words that are relevant to the whole groupôs 

writing can be added as necessary, or given to individual learners. When recipes have been drafted 

and read to each other in their pairs, the group picks out some key words from their writing to work on. 

For example, someone had difficulty spelling the word óroastô and another learner noticed that it had 

the same pattern as toast. From these two cooking words, Alison asks the group for other words with 

the same spelling pattern for the long óoeô (/ȉɗ/ ) sound and they begin with some that rhyme ï boast, 

coast. They gather together quite a list: oat, goat, float, throat, coat, coach, soap, and Alison points out 

the phonemes and graphemes in the words, and how the same grapheme <oa> forms the phoneme óoeô 

/ȉɗ/  in these words. 

Because they are working from the /ȉɗ/  sound, learners suggest some words with the same phonemes 

but different graphemes: most and host. Alison asks for any other ways they know of spelling the /ȉɗ/  

sound, and elicits snow, though, so, phone. She writes these on the board too, but separately from the 

list of <oa> words, reminding them of the one-to-many principle. At this point, she does not talk through 

all the other spelling options, but instead concentrates on the <oa> grapheme and where that might be 

the most likely spelling option. By a process of questioning and eliciting, she draws their attention to the 

pattern of /ȉɗ/  + consonant(s) spelled <oa> and /ȉɗ/  at the end of the word leading to more varied 

choices such as <snow>, <toe>, <go> and <though>. 

Learners then pick three <oa> words that they think would be useful for their own writing and write these 

in their personal wordbooks. In their pairs, they then practise making up sentences using those words. 

For their homework, they decide to write out these sentences for more practice in using those spellings. 
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s i s t er 

c r a ck er 

 
 
 

 

3.3  Case Study 2a. Phonics takes the lead in a mixed Entry Level 1 and 2 
group with diverse needs 
Bruno works with a small group of beginning readers and writers in a community class at their local 

library. Some of the learners have a learning difficulty and one is partially deaf, so Bruno has to 

differentiate carefully for each learner. They all have different needs so have been working through 

Basic Code Plus with different levels of support. However, several weeks in, they all share a vocabulary 

for talking about words they want to be able to read and spell. They can also all read and spell the 

phoneme/grapheme correspondences from the Basic Code Boxes A, B and C and are about to start 

working on the ones from Box D ï simple word endings. 

They always start the session with some word work that allows learners to practise what they already 

know and introduces something new in the context of whole words. Last week, they added <ck>, <oy> 

and <ay> (Box C, Chapter 6, Basic Code Plus) and this week theyôre looking at the -er and -y endings. 

They begin with a puzzle exercise using a multisensory approach and the words: 
 
 

sister winter cracker 
 

They say each word, count the syllables and then write them out using word boxes, placing one 

grapheme for each phoneme in each box. 

 

 

 
 

 
The learners say the sounds while theyôre writing the symbols ï some writing in whole syllables and 

some saying each sound. 

Bruno asks for more words that sound the same that the class would like to be able to spell. Hassan 

suggests óhammerô and Maria says óyesterdayô. Theyôd worked on <ay> last week and sheôd not been 

able to read it very easily. The unstressed óerô (which most learners will pronounce as a schwa /ȉ/) isnôt 

at the end, but she hears it in the middle of the word, and has spotted that itôs just like the sound they are 

focusing on. 

Dina wants to write daytime so Bruno makes up a word puzzle but is careful to note that the split vowel 

(the <i-e> in time) is something theyôll work on next week. Heôll come back to it then. They add some -y 

words, the other pattern they are looking at: 

 

 

funny lucky family 
 

Dina says she wants to spell suddenly so they add that. 

Then they switch to a whole group discussion about how they celebrate birthdays and other 

special occasions in their families. Next Bruno gives the group a short text heôs written on birthdays 
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incorporating spelling patterns theyôve already covered. To keep the text meaningful, he highlights words 

he thinks they may not easily decode in brown, and tells the class what they are. He says there are a few 

graphemes (also in brown) that they might not know. They can try to work them out or just ask. 

 

The Reddy family enjoys birthdays. Every member gets fantastic gifts and expects a big party. 

Prava Reddyôs 60th birthday is in the summer, and the family is planning a big event to celebrate. 

Prava thinks it will be a big dinner, but the family is going to send her and her husband, Vikram, on a 

cruise to Italy. She has never been to Italy and she has never been on such a big ship. If the family 

can keep the secret, it will be the biggest surprise ever! 

 

Pairs take turns to read the sentences and help each other work out any unfamiliar phoneme-grapheme 

correspondences, listening for a word that makes sense in the context. Then they talk about óthe most 

fantastic gift I ever gotô or óthe most fantastic gift I ever gaveô. 

If thereôs time, they can test each other on spelling the familiar words from the text, using word boxes. 

Maria wants to write birthday but struggles, so Dina makes a wordbox for her with all the sounds and 

helps her that way. b ir th day. Because Maria knows the one-to-many principles, she takes it in her 

stride that <ir> spells the óerô sound in birthday. Dina puts day on one puzzle piece, which isnôt technically 

correct, but Maria knows the word well so itôs fine. Later they might write about óthe most fantastic gift I 

ever gotô or óthe most fantastic gift I ever gaveô. 

 
 
 

3.4  Case Study 2b. Differentiating support by learner needs in a mixed Entry 
Level 1 and 2 group 
In the same session as Case Study 2a, while the pairs are reading, Bruno is working with Hassan, who 

is partially hearing. They use the Language Experience Approach and Hassan says, ñMy brother looked 

for a job. He trained as a bricklayer (saying only two syllables: bricklair), but it so hard to find job. He just 

find job as labourer (again, in two syllables: labrer).ò (For more information on the Language Experience 

Approach, see Hughes and Schwab (2010), pp. 162-163.) 

Hassanôs hearing impairment means he cannot discriminate between some sounds. He can distinguish 

syllables and connect his own combined perception of lip movement and unclear sounds with the 

written symbols. To help him, whether in front of the class, or working one-to-one, Bruno makes sure his 

lips are visible and heôs making the sounds clearly. 

In this case, Bruno transcribes Hassanôs words but leaves blanks for bricklayer and labourer so they 

can practise using the -er ending from earlier in the lesson. 

Bruno says bricklayer clearly with three syllables then asks Hassan to say it and count the syllables, 

brick lay er. Then Bruno asks him to write the first syllable on a small dry erase board. Bruno and his 

group like to use these because itôs so easy to make errors disappear. 

Hassan writes <brick> because itôs a word they spelt while working with <ck> last week. In the next 

syllable, Bruno reminds him of the <ay> spelling they also did last week in play, stay, May, et cetera. 

Hassan hadnôt connected those because of his hearing impairment, but he now óseesô the sound as he 

says it clearly. Bruno asks him what he thinks that last syllable is and Hassan laughs because itôs what 

they were working on earlier. Turns out he does know how to spell bricklayer now that he can think of it 

in three beats. 
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They work through several more job-related -er words that Hassan suggests from his time working 

on building sites. Bruno supplies the sounds they havenôt yet covered (in red) and Hassan writes the 

ones he knows, especially the -er endings. They do labourer with puzzle pieces first because itôs more 

complex than the others. Digraphs are in bold. 

 
 

bricklayer 
 

labourer ï la bour er ï start with l a b our then add -er. They notice the óayô (/eȷ/ ) sound in labourer has 

a different spelling than the one in bricklayer. 

carpenter 

plumber 

roofer 

worker 

Hassan then asks about doctor so Bruno shows him that a few words end in <or>, but that <er> is by far 

the most common. 

The class finishes by talking about what words they will add to their personal wordbook. Maria says she 

can now spell óyesterdayô without any problem at all, and has added óbirthdayô to her spelling repertoire 

even though they havenôt done <ir> yet. 

Hassan has conquered -er endings for many jobs, and has added ódoctorô to his wordbook. 

Theyôve all encountered the one-to-many principles incidentally through reading and spelling. They donôt 

have to remember the details, but theyôre becoming aware of how the complex part of the English code 

works and are seeing that long words are much easier to read and spell when thinking in syllables and 

sounds rather than in strings of letter names. 

 
 
 

3.5  Case Study 3. Using authentic materials as a basis for reading and 
writing  instruction with a mixed E2/E3 group 
Carey teaches in a óCategory Cô training prison for men. She teaches a mixed E2/low E3 FSE class 

assigned to a ósandbagsô workshop. There are six learners in the group, varying in age from 19 to 54. She 

sees them five times a week for 1.5 hours a day. 

The prison has recently introduced a project called ójob sheet learningô. Prisoners have to read workshop 

instructions in order to carry out a variety of practical tasks that include writing for others (such as lists 

and handover notes). The prisoners have been told by their workshop instructor that they will receive a 

bonus for successfully completing their job sheets each week. 
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GENERAL INFORMATION 

Pack in bundles of 100 

Bind with nylon wrap 

1000 to a box 

Bind box to the pallet with nylon wrap 

 
 

 

The image below shows some ójob sheetô information prisoners have to be able to read and respond to: 
 

 
 

This is the first ójob sheet learningô session and Carey has been reflecting on the following: 

Å If learners make rapid progress in session 1, it is likely to improve their motivation and confidence. 

Å They will probably know most of the phoneme/grapheme correspondences from Basic Code Plus 

(but she knows she needs to check). 

Å They may view long words as harder to read and spell than short words. 

Å They will probably have many sight words. 

Å They will probably be more confident reading than spelling (but, again, she needs to check). 

Å They may well consider a spelling lesson less taboo than a reading lesson. 

 

Carey begins with a discussion about the work this group do. They have recently completed an order of 

sandbags for villages in the local area at risk of flooding, and one member of the group was previously 

in the army and shares a story about helping people to save their houses during a previous yearôs floods. 

Carey then initiates a discussion about the job sheets, focusing on the ópackingô station in the workshop 

and the tasks at hand: learners will need to read the instructions and then write a short list for the 

workshop orderly, who is going to collect materials from the stores, as well as handover notes for peers 

working at the ópacking stationô the next day. 

Carey has written the sandbag packing instructions on a flipchart page. She shows learners the text, 

circling the words general and information. She reads these words aloud to learners, explaining that 

words with more than one syllable like this are easier to read and spell if they are broken down into 

sounds. She illustrates this by sounding out the words slowly. Carey now distributes a copy of the text 

to each learner and asks them to read through it and highlight any words they find interesting in terms of 

spelling (that is, hard or unusual). Using words that learners highlighted and her understanding of Basic 

Code Plus and one-to-many concepts, she decides to focus on the following words in this session: 

 

pallet 

nylon 

bundles 

bind 

information 
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  Note: Single letter graphemes are shown here in normal font and graphemes with two or more 

letters are in bold. The ending <tion> is easier to remember as a whole syllable, so is in bold and 

underlined. 
 

 

Carey takes the texts back in and hands out a mini white board and pen to each learner. She picks the 

first word on the list, pallet, and writes its graphemes on the flip chart out of order, as follows: 

 
a 

t 
p  ll 

e 

 

Carey explains that not all sounds are represented by single letters and introduces the word grapheme 

to explain this. Here, two letters <ll> form one grapheme and have one sound /l/ . She reminds them of 

the whole word, pallet, by saying it out loud, and counting the syllables. Next, she asks them to use the 

graphemes on the chart to spell each syllable. Carey reminds the group that this way of breaking down 

words is going to help them read and spell many long words in a short amount of time. 

Carey hands out puzzle pieces with graphemes from the four remaining words and asks learners, in 

pairs, to match the graphemes to form the target words: nylon, bundle, bind and information. 

 
 

General information 

Pack in bundles of 100 

Bind with nylon wrap 

1000 to a box 

Bind box to the pallet with nylon wrap 
 

 
 

Next, Carey shows the whole text again and reads it aloud, asking learners to notice (óhearô) the 

graphemes in the target words (emboldened to the right): 

Carey now focuses on the more complex word information, writing its base word in the middle of a 

matrix, as follows: 

 

 

in  a tion 

con form al 

re  er 

  ed 

 
 
 

 
She explains that the base word form comes from the Latin word for shape. She asks if they can see 

a connection between form, meaning shape, and the word information. Carey now asks how many 

words learners can make from the base word form using this matrix (there are 11: inform, informal, 

information, informer, informed, conform, conformer, conformed, reform, reformation, reformer). 

Carey asks what is interesting about the prefix óreô and elicits that it means to do something again. She 

asks if learners know any other words with óreô at the start (for example: repeat, reinstate). 
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Next, Carey turns the groupôs attention to the writing tasks: three of them will focus on writing a list 

for the orderly who will collect materials from the stores and the other three will complete a handover 

sheet for their peers. She asks why it is important that they spell words correctly in both cases (because 

someone else will be reading their work and needs to get the right materials/start at the right place 

in their tasks). Carey collects the puzzle pieces and original texts for the group to encourage them to 

practise spelling independently but allows them to check their spellings by referring back to the texts at 

the end. 

To end the lesson, Carey asks people to swap their group-written list or handover notes with others in 

the class and to read them through, focusing on checking that someone outside the class could follow 

them and accurately get/do what was needed. When the groups are happy with their texts, Carey asks 

the class to hand them to the orderly, who will now collect materials from the stores and pass the list to 

prisoners coming into the workshop the following day. 

 
 
 

3.6  Reflection 
These three practitioners, working with diverse literacy/English groups, respond in different ways to 

the needs of their learners. They are using phonics approaches to work on the relationship between 

phonemes and graphemes within a rich literacy curriculum that contains speaking, listening, reading and 

writing activities. In each instance, their approach is related to the learnersô own language and rooted in 

how they wish to express themselves and what they want to learn. 

 
 
 

Activity:  Developing learnersô spelling and reading strategies 

 

 
These practitioners use different activities to develop their learnersô spelling and reading strategies. In a 

similar situation, how would you respond? 

What other phonics activities would you have used in these different settings? 

What kinds of activities could be added to expand learnersô vocabulary? 

What else might help keep interest and engagement high? 

Are there any other ways of making use of the diverse skills and knowledge that the learners have? 

If more technology had been available, might this have helped further develop word-level work? 

 

 
 

You might want to return to these questions as you read on in the toolkit, or discuss them with 

colleagues when you have the opportunity. 

For wider guidance on teaching reading and writing to adults, please see Hughes and Schwab (2010). 
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In some post-16 contexts, such as secure estates, the importance 
of protecting learnersô self-esteem is paramount. Post-16 phonics 
safeguards learnersô self-esteem by: keeping the pace fast 
whenever possible, never asking anyone to do something they have 
not previously learned and by starting with learnersô own language. 

Claire Collins, 2019 
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Chapter 4. Knowledge of phonetics 
for post-16 literacy practitioners 

Introduction  
The chapter will be of interest for practitioners who wish to go deeper into the linguistic underpinnings of 

phonics and knowledge of phonetics before they read the rest of the toolkit. You might pr efer to come back 

to this chapter once youôre ready to put the toolkit  into practice with your learners. 

This chapter describes and illustrates how the phonemes of the accent called Received Pronunciations 

(RP) are represented by the symbols of the International Phonetic Alphabet and outlines why this is 

useful knowledge for practitioners. 

 

 

4.1  Why does phonetics matter for phonics? 
Accurate and systematic phonics requires a good underpinning knowledge of the phonetics and pho- 

nology of English. This is not something that is acquired automatically simply by being a native speaker. 

Yet without this knowledge, practitioners may misunderstand the actual sounds that learners produce, 

as well as their relationship to the spelling system. 

Research has shown that phonics instruction needs to be systematic, not half-hearted or ad hoc. It also 

needs, above all, to be accurate ï inaccurate phonics is misleading and unhelpful for the learner. Here 

we use phonetics to explain how consonant and vowel phonemes can be analysed and spell out some 

implications for adapting phonics for the range of accents with which English is spoken. 

 
 
 

4.2  The International  Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) 
This is the normal transcription system through which phonetics is taught, and it also features in the 

Functional Skills English (FSE) framework. Within the system, every single sound of any and every 

language can be represented by a symbol that provides a consistent one-to-one correspondence. For a 

language like English with its 26 letters of the alphabet but around 44 phonemes, such a system avoids 

ambiguities. 

It is not intended that IPA should be taught to learners, but it is a useful tool to assist practitioners in 

their understanding of phonetics and identification of individual phonemes. 

The tables below set out the IPA symbols for the consonant and vowel phonemes of English, in the 

accent called Received Pronunciation. 
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   Note: the conventional way of representing sounds (phonemes) is between slanted brackets / /, 

and letters (graphemes) within angled brackets < >. 
 

 

 

Table  1:  The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols for the 24 consonant phonemes of 

the Received Pronunciation accent of English 
 

IPA  
 

Sample  word  IPA  transcription  

/b/  as in the first sound of by /ba ȷ/  

/d/  as in the first sound of dye /da ȷ/  

/g/  as in the first sound of guy /ga ȷ/  

/m/  as in the first sound of my /ma ȷ/  

/n/  as in the first sound of nigh /naȷ/  

/p/  as in the first sound of pie /pa ȷ/  

/t/  as in the first sound of tie /ta ȷ/  

/r/  as in the first sound of rye /ra ȷ/  

/k/  as in the first sound of coo /kuʓ/ 

/ɴ/  as in the first sound of chew /ɴuʓ/ 

/f/  as in the first sound of few /fjuʓ/ 

/ɱ/  as in the first sound of jaw /ɱȡʓ/ 

/l/  as in the first sound of law /l ȡʓ/ 

/s/  as in the first sound of sue /suʓ/ 

/v/  as in the first sound of view /vjuʓ/ 

/z/  as in the first sound of zoo /zuʓ/ 

/h/  as in the first sound of who /huʓ/ 

/Ƃ/ as in the last sound of ring /r ȷƂ/ 

/Ú/ as in the third sound of fission /ʌfȷÚȦn/  

/ɟ/  as in the third sound of vision /ʌvȷɟȦn/  

/̞/ as in the first sound of thigh /̞aȷ/  

/ð/  as in the first sound of thy /ðaȷ/  

/w/  as in the first sound of well /wel/  

/j/  as in the first sound of yell, union /jel,  ʌjuʓnjȦn/  
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Table  2:  The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) symbols for the 20 vowel phonemes of the 

Received Pronunciation accent of English 

 

IPA  Sample  word  IPA  transcription  

Short  pure  vowels  

/æ/  as in the first sound of ant /ænt/  

/e/  as in the first sound of end /end/  

/ȷ/  as in the first sound of ink /ȷƂk/ 

/ȟ/  as in the first sound of ox /ȟks/  

/ə/  as in the first sound of up /əp/  

/ɗ/  as in the second sound of pull /p ɗl/  

/Ȧ/  
(óschwaô) as in the first 

sound of 
about /Ȧõbaɗt/  

Long  pure  vowels  

/Ȟʓ/ as in the first sound of aardvark /ʌȞʓdvȞʓk/ 

/ȩʓ/ as in the first sound of earl /ȩʓl/ 

/ȡʓ/ as in the whole sound of awe /ȡʓ/ 

/uʓ/ as in the first sound of ooze /uʓz/ 

/iʓ/ as in the first sound of eel /iʓl/ 

Dipthongs  

/eȷ/  as in the first sound of aim /eȷm/  

/aȷ/  as in the first sound of ice /aȷs/  

/Ȧɗ/  as in the first sound of oath /Ȧɗ̞/ 

/aɗ/  as in the first sound of ouch /aɗɴ/  

/ȡȷ/  as in the first sound of oyster /ʌȡȷstȦ/  

/eȦ/  as in the whole sound of air /eȦ/  

/ȷȦ/  as in the whole sound of ear /ȷȦ/  

/ɗȦ/  as in the second sound of juror /ʌɱɗȦrȦ/  

 
 

There are some unfamiliar symbols in IPA, but if you look, for example, at the IPA consonant list youôll 

see that well over half the symbols are used with their familiar sound values. 
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4.3  Phonetics ï the basics 
Phonetics is the study of speech sounds and is one of the key branches of linguistics (the science of 

language). Here we are looking at phonetics as a means to an end, namely as a way of informing our 

phonics practice. 

A phoneme is a unit of sound. The identification of phonemes is based on identifying those sounds that 

speakers recognise will make a change in meaning. So, for example, if we look at the initial sounds of 

the words big, pig, fig, gig, each change of sound results in a change of meaning (and a ódifferentô word). 

Thus, /b, p, f, g/  are all phonemes of English. 

Distinguishing vowels from consonants 

Phonemes can be divided into vowels and consonants, a familiar distinction that can be explained in 

different ways. Distinguishing vowels from consonants is instinctive for native speakers of English. Thus 

we say óa bananaô but óan appleô ï two different forms of the indefinite article precede consonants and 

vowels respectively. 

More technically, the sounds produced depend on different positions of tongue, lips, and so on: 

Å Making consonant sounds involves some obstruction to the airflow, for example, with /p/ , the 

lips come together, completely blocking the airflow. 

Å With /f/ , contact is between the bottom lip and teeth, where the obstruction is partial and 

enough air escapes to make a long-drawn out /ffffffé/ sound. 

Å If you try that with /p/  it is not possible. 

Å By contrast, there is no obstruction in the vocal tract when vowel sounds are produced so the 

sound can be prolonged until you run out of breath: óaaaaaéô 

An accurate understanding of the vowel and consonant inventory of English is vital for effective delivery 

of phonics. This is because spellings can suggest sounds that are not there or fail to account for sounds 

that are there. For example, in many accents of English, the final <r> in words is not sounded, for exam- 

ple, <car> sounds like /k Ȟʓ/. Keep listening carefully. Being able to use the IPA lists to recognise the 

sounds associated with different accents can help here. 

 
Understanding consonants 

Consonants are relatively straightforward and there is less variation between accents in consonants 

than in vowels. Familiarising yourself with the IPA list is a good starting point. 

Many of the consonant phonemes come in related pairs /p, b; t, d; k, g; f, v; s, z; ̞, ĥ; ɐ, ɟ/ . This 

distinction is called óvoicingô, whereby the vocal cords in the larynx vibrate for óvoicedô sounds or do not 

vibrate (óvoicelessô sounds). The first phoneme in each of these pairs is voiceless ï you can test this out 

by sounding them out in turn with your hand on your Adamôs apple and you should feel the difference. 

Why does voicing matter? The distinction between voiced and voiceless consonant pairs is not always 

reflected in the spelling. For example, with the words cats and dogs, both end in grapheme <s>, but the 

sound at the end of dogs is actually phoneme /z/ . Why is this? It is easier to follow a voiced sound with 

another voiced sound, a voiceless sound with a voiceless. */ catz/ would be rather awkward to say. 

Consonant clusters ï adjacent consonant phonemes ï are either all voiced or all voiceless in English 

(this process is known as assimilation). The same process occurs in words such as husband, cooked, 

leaves. What about exit? Is it /ʌeksȷt/  or /ʌegzȷt/ ? Either is possible, but not */ʌegsȷt/  or */ʌekzȷt/ . 

Another type of assimilation happens with nasal consonants /m, n, Ƃ/. In the words bump and hunt, 

phonemes /m/  and /p/  are both made with the lips together (bilabial), and /n/  and /t/  both involve the 

placing of the tongue on the bony ridge behind the upper front teeth (alveolar). /Ƃ/ requires the back of 
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the tongue to be raised against the back of the mouth (velar) and is often represented by the grapheme 

<ng>, for example, sing. 

In the words finger, thank, ink and include, the /Ƃ/ phoneme is represented by <n> and in each case 

is followed by a velar consonant /k/  or /g/ , which is produced in the same part of the mouth as /Ƃ/. 

Again it is much easier to have both sounds made in a similar way. If you try saying */bunp/  or 

*/humt/  or */pin - k/  youôll find that there is more effort involved. These two types of assimilation 

demonstrate that consonant phonemes cannot be fully understood in isolation; you also need to under- 

stand how they behave in words. 

 

Understanding vowels 

Vowels can be harder to describe because there is greater regional variation. There are some visual 

clues when pronouncing vowels ï see how the shape of the mouth varies when you say the words eel, 

ill, all. 

Vowels can be divided into óshortô, ólongô and ódiphthongsô (see Table 2). 

Most accents of English have seven short vowel phonemes ï the five traditionally associated with the 

letters <a, e, i, o, u>, namely /æ,  e, ȷ, ȟ, ə/ ; the other two are /ɗ/  as in pull, and the óschwaô vowel /Ȧ/  

represented by the letter <a> in about. 

Long vowels are indicated by length marks /ʓ/, and many accents have five: /Ȟʓ, ȩʓ, iʓ, ȡʓ, uʓ/ (think 

ah, err, ee, awe, oo). 

Often what are referred to as ólong vowelsô are in fact diphthongs, which involve a glide from one sound 

to another. Misleadingly, the letters <a, e, i, o, u> are often described as ósaying their namesô when long. 

But three of these óletter-name vowelsô are actually diphthongs - <a, i, o> /eȷ, aȷ, Ȧɗ/ . 

 

Stress 

As with consonants, it is how vowels behave in words that is important, especially how they are affected 

by word stress, that is, where the emphasis is placed on a word. In phonetic transcription, a stressed 

syllable is indicated by the mark /ʌ/ immediately preceding the syllable, for example, polite /p Ȧʌlaȷt/ . In 

particular, we need to distinguish between stressed and unstressed syllables in order to understand the 

vowel phoneme /Ȧ/, known as óschwaô. 

Schwa usually only occurs in unstressed syllables. It can be spelled using any of the vowel graphemes, 

although <a> is the most frequent spelling. However, donôt be tempted to assume that all vowels in un- 

stressed syllables are schwa. To take one example, the unstressed first vowel in immense ï /ȷʌmens/  

ï is not. 

 

 

   Note: Stress shifts can affect vowel phonemes, even when the graphemes remain the same, for 

example, present /ʌprezȦnt/  (noun) and /pr ȷʌzent/  (verb). 

Vowel phonemes can disappear completely before or immediately after a stressed syllable, for 
example, raspberry. In normal speech we donôt actually say /ʌrȞʓspberiʓ/ but something closer 

to /ʌrȞʓzbriʓ/. And this is another illustration of óassimilationô, which we saw earlier when con- 

sonants in a cluster share the same voicing ï so /zb/  is easier to say than /sb/ . 

Despite the relative complexity of vowel phonemes, it tends to be consonants that actually carry 

the information in words, a feature that is exploited in texting (for example, txt, thnx). 
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4.4  Accents and phonics teaching 
One of the concerns that practitioners raise in connection with phonics is how to cope with the variety of 

accents, British and non-British, in which their learners operate. By óaccentô we mean features of pro- 

nunciation rather than of vocabulary or grammar. Received Pronunciation (RP) is just one of the many 

accents of English and not even the most frequent. We tend to think that it is other people, outside our 

family and peer groups, who óhave an accentô. But we all speak with an accent of one sort or another. 

It is most often the vowel phonemes that are affected; the best-known variations are the North/South 

distinctions between /æ/  and /Ȟʓ/ (as in bath) and between /ɗ/  and /ə/  (as in cup). 

What are the implications for post-16 phonics teaching? Practitioners can expect learners to have ac- 

cents other than RP. If a learner does not discriminate between particular phonetic distinctions because 

they do not feature in his or her accent, there is no need to teach these. Good phonics teaching accepts 

that the grapheme-phoneme and phoneme-grapheme correspondences may well be different in differ- 

ent accents of English, but within each accent they can still be mapped out. Recognising the range of 

sounds that make up the English language and how they can be distinguished using IPA may help here. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When I ran phonetics training sessions as part of an adult 
phonics project,  the practitioners found the phonetics 
knowledge helpful for their practice. Hereôs a quote from one 
of them: óI think it is essential to fully understand this aspect 
before we begin to teach a structured programme of phonics to 
our learnersé this underpinning knowledge is invaluable when 
designing handouts and worksheets where we can hopefully 
avoid words and sounds which would confuse our learners.ô 
(Quoted in Burton et al. 2008, p. 9) 

Maxine Burton, 2019 



 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 
 

PART 2 USING PHONICS 
APPROACHES POST-16 
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Chapter  5.  Post-16 Phonics: The 
essential concepts 
Introduction  
This chapter introduces the essential concepts and principles in ópost-16 phonicsô. These take into account 

the profile of older learners who come to Entry Level English Functional Skills courses with different 

experiences and needs. 

The structured and systematic approach we adopt provides the basis for creating a shared language of 

reading and spelling for both practitioners and learners. It introduces ideas of sequence and complexity 

that underpin phonics teaching and shows how they can be used to support learners, whatever their 

prior knowledge. 

Unlike other alphabetic writing systems, the spelling system in English is not straightforward. It does 

not employ a consistent one-to-one relationship between individual letters and speech sounds. On the 

contrary: 

Å the same speech sound (phoneme) may be represented by different letters or combinations of 

letters (graphemes) ï two/to/too 

Å the same grapheme can represent different speech sounds ï <ch> represents óchô (ɴ) in church 

and ókô (/k/ ) in chemist. 

This is why the English spelling system is sometimes described as óopaqueô. In a more ótransparentô 

alphabetic writing system like Spanish or Italian, the relationship between sounds and letters is more 

stable and therefore, it is much easier to predict how to spell a word. An opaque spelling system such as 

English presents learners with a greater number of challenges as they move from speech to writing and 

vice versa. By focusing systematically on the relationships between letters and sounds in the English 

spelling system, post-16 phonics approaches are designed to help learners tackle these challenges. We 

look at this in detail in Chapter 7. 

 
 
 

5.1  Why use a structured phonics approach with post-16 learners? 
Post-16 learners are not blank slates. When presented with text, less confident readers often experience 

anxiety rooted in perceived past failure. The trajectory of learning using phonics is part gaining and 

applying new information and part unlocking and finding a way to make use of prior literacy knowledge. 

Phonics approaches in lessons will move learners from supported through degrees of independence to 

proficient. We are all somewhere on that continuum, making more or less use of phonics with 

unfamiliar words. 

When we read and spell in English, we all use a written code that encompasses a complex range of 

phoneme-grapheme relationships. By using a structured and systematic approach to understanding the 

code, we can help those with less confidence in their literacy (including those who feel they cannot read 

or write at all) to write more words and read more text from the start. 
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A structured approach to teaching the code helps to reveal patterns so learners can read and spell many 

similar words quickly. It does so by moving learners through a set sequence. As learners progress in 

their reading and spelling, the set sequence becomes less important. 

A structured approach also enables learners to practise past steps as they move on to new steps. 

Teaching in this way will feel less like repetition and more like a continuous moving forward. This helps 

keep interest levels high. Post-16 learners need to move as quickly as possible to avoid feeling stuck and 

to grow in confidence and independence in their reading and writing. 

From the outset, learners need to understand that there is a relationship between spoken and written 

English for both reading and spelling. It works: 

Å from sound to print for spelling 

Å from print to sound for the decoding element of reading. 

 
For post-16 learners, it is often particularly useful to start from oral language (using their own regional 

accent). Ask them to: 

Å say whole meaningful words that are in the learnerôs vocabulary 

Å identify the sounds 

Å and then attach written symbols to those sounds. 

 
By working backwards from oral language to written text, using a structured and systematic approach, 

they can learn how the writing system works as a code and gain confidence through spelling. The pro- 

cess can then be reversed for reading, providing an age appropriate strategy for building reading skills. 

Once everyone has a vocabulary for talking about spelling and reading unfamiliar words, there is scope 

for óincidental phonicsô and jumping ahead of the structure as learners seek to write and read beyond the 

programme. However, if theyôre struggling, consider whether or not itôs because theyôve jumped too far 

ahead of the cumulative sequence. 

 
 

5.2  The essential concepts of post-16 phonics 
These concepts are the foundations of post-16 phonics. They will give your learners a language for talk- 

ing about reading and spelling and the tools for dealing with unfamiliar words in the context of reading 

and writing authentic text. These concepts are what we mean by óstructureô in phonics. Weôll refer to and 

illustrate all these concepts as we talk about putting them into practice. 

Depending on the needs of your learners, you may not do any explicit teaching or explaining of the first 

four concepts. However, many Entry 1 learners will enjoy the satisfaction of taking basic (easy) words 

and stretching them into something more age-appropriate and sophisticated. Whether you teach them 

or just use them, the first four concepts are essential to lessons in post-16 phonics. 

1.  Words óworkô from left to right with a beginning, middle and end 

Struggling readers often view words as objects to be recognised by sight. Instead, we want to show how 

words work from left to right (in English), and are comprised of sounds and syllables. 

When a learner: 

Å mixes up óforô and óofô or ówasô and ósawô or reads informed instead of information, remind them to 

start at the beginning and read right through 

Å writes <rember> instead of <remember>, have them say the syllables then write the matching 

graphemes in the correct order. r/e - m/e/m - b/er 
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A 17-year-old looked at the word waterspouts while preparing to 
read a text about weather. He proudly said he knew that one, óItôs 
watersports.ô I  pointed at the <ou>  to show him what made the 
sound óowô rather than óorô but he wouldnôt have it. He brought 
another member of staff into the  conversation who gently 
explained how she read all the way through words. She didnôt 
just look at the shape because lots of words look the same. Our 
least confident learners need to know that words arenôt shapes 
to be identified as whole objects. 
Tricia Millar, 2019 

 
 
 
 
 

2.  Words are made up of sounds that can be segmented and blended 

Letters and combinations of letters represent the sounds we say out loud. This is true whether the word 

is ócatô, ókickerô or óachlorhydricô. We can pick out individual sounds (segmenting) and put them back 

together (blending). 

Most adults donôt need explicit instruction in blending and segmenting, but they may well need practice 

thinking in sounds rather than letter names. Itôs important to reassure learners that all this talk about 

sounds is so they can be spelling and reading whatever they want, including new words they havenôt 

met before. 

Post-16 learners need to know that weôre thinking about sounds because itôs helpful when words get 

long and complex. 

Itôs easier to read óremoteô or ósuccessfulô when you think of them one syllable at a time, saying the 

sounds and listening for a familiar word. You may have had to do that with óachlorhydricô. Building up 

familiarity with how to divide written words into their component graphemes is part of post-16 phonics. 

Spelling requires the reverse. Say the word you want to spell then write a grapheme for each sound. 

Learners who are starting out will do this sound by sound but eventually start writing syllable by syllable. 

Other learners will think and write in syllables from the start. 
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3.  In writing, sounds are represented by graphemes 

Learners may prefer to think of phonemes and graphemes as sounds and ways to spell sounds and can 

work with this concept from the outset. Letter names are helpful for talking about which grapheme they 

might need, asking things like, ñIs the óeeô (/iʓ/) sound in stream spelt ee-ee or ee-ay?ò They think about 

sounds first, then use letter names to talk about an individual grapheme. 

 
 

  Note: Writing about sounds can be tricky so weôve used both everyday examples like óeeô and IPA 

symbols like /iʓ/ to clarify which sound weôre talking about on the page. It doesnôt determine a 

specific accent for working with phonics. Post-16 phonics works with any accent and with a variety 

of accents in the same group. 
 

 

 

4.  A single grapheme consists of one, two, three or (rarely) four letters 

You may encounter learners who believe that each letter must be sounded out individually. 

Working on this concept will help them see that a collection of letters can represent one sound instead 

of thinking that every letter equals a sound. You can introduce this concept simply from the beginning 

using double consonants at the ends of words like ómessô, óbellô, ófuzzô, et cetera. 

 

a <a> 1 letter ï1 grapheme 

sweet <ee> 2 letters ï 1 grapheme 

high <igh> 3 letters ï 1 grapheme 

through <ough> 4 letters ï 1 grapheme 

 
For reading: When they meet a word like óchairô, theyôll know to try óchô (/ɴ/ ) rather than ókuh-huhô 

(/k  -  h/ ). They may know the sound óairô (/eȦ/  or /eȦr/ ) or they may know the word air, but either will 

get them to óch-airô (/ɴ -  eȦ/  or /ɴ -  eȦr/ ) and the correct word. They will also then be able to decode 

other <air> words. 

For spelling: Instead of trying to picture a whole word or remember a string of letter names, learners will 

focus their memory on graphemes that might be harder to remember. Once theyôve mastered a complex 

grapheme like <ough>, words that have been challenging become very straightforward. (See concept 6 

for the idea that one grapheme can represent many sounds.) 

 

5.  Long words are accessed via syllables and long words are no more difficult to read and spell than 
short words 

Simple ófat cat satô phonics ï basic code and single syllable words ï may be too limited for older learn- 

ers, so post-16s can go beyond that from the outset with simply structured multisyllabic words. 

A learner who can read and spell ófanô, ópubô, ósetô, et cetera, can master words like óupsetô, ópublicô and 

ófantasticô with support in the first phonics lesson. 
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5.3  Introducing the one -to-many concepts: working from letters to sounds  
and sounds to letters 
The first five concepts will become second nature as you and your learners apply them in reading and 

writing. However, the complex code is what makes the language come alive for post-16 learners who 

want to read and write without the constraints of a sequence. 

The final two concepts give learners a way of talking about whatôs challenging about reading and spell- 

ing in English. They help create scaffolds for making best use of limited memory for spelling and give 

learners a way into any word for reading. Once learners understand these concepts, they can focus on 

learning to recognise a growing number of graphemes (for fluent reading) and recall a growing number 

of graphemes (for fluent spelling). 

Following are what we refer to as the one-to-many concepts. They share a label but are the mirror image 

of each other: one grapheme might represent several different phonemes; one phoneme might be repre- 

sented by several different graphemes. This is much easier to understand in practice, and rest assured, 

no one needs to know how many ways there are to pronounce the letter <a> or how many ways there 

are to spell the sound óayô (/eȷ/ ). They do have to know that these óone-to-manyô concepts reflect the 

complexity of English and give learners a way into reading and writing anything they like. 

 

6.  One grapheme can represent many phonemes 

You can also say there are lots of ways to say some letters and combinations of letters. Usually there 

are only a couple of choices. 

 
carrot, city, (and much less frequently), cello 

 
When a learner comes across an unfamiliar word and they have a choice of what to say for one of the 

graphemes, they can try it both ways, and listen for a word that makes sense in the context. Itôs hard to 

think of a piece of text where both ókittyô and ócityô would make equal sense. 

There are a few graphemes that each represent several different sounds. When learners are confident, 

then it becomes a joyous challenge to tackle even complex graphemes like <ough> 

 
tap baby water father around 

happy July yes mystic 

through though thought thorough (rou gh cou gh) 

 

7.  One phoneme can be represented by several different graphemes 

You might also say there are lots of ways to spell some sounds. 

Some are so common we donôt think about them: 

ómô(/m/ ) 

mouse some 
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Whether we struggle to read óboatô or struggle to spell 
óhaemorrhageô, weôre all somewhere on the same literacy 
continuum. 
Tricia Millar, 2019 

 
 

Some are simple and have some predictable patterns: 

hammer 

 

Some are a bit quirky but show up in very common words. They require memory: 

autumn comb 

 

Vowels have the most alternative spellings, but some are much more common than others and some 

are rare but appear in common words. There are still others that may come up occasionally but the 

rarity of the words they show up in means we can all be surprised by them and express to learners that 

we didnôt know that one either. 

óeeô (/iʓ/) 

 

Common 

see be team baby taxi 

 

Less common 

pete key chief receive 

 

Rare but in words that post-16 learners might want to write 

foetus quay Leigh archaeology people 

 

So rare that we wonôt worry about them, but they might come up randomly 

precis esprit chamois 
 

 

 
These concepts form the basis of post-16 phonics. The next chapter demonstrates how to put them 

into practice. 
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Chapter 6. Sequence, content 
and lesson ideas for teaching the 
basic code 
Introduction  
This chapter sets out Basic Code Plus, a simple-to-complex sequence of phoneme-grapheme correspond- 

ences and sample lessons that take into account the mature language experience of post-16 learners. It can 

be carefully scaffolded for your least confident learners or less structured for those who need to fill in some 

gaps in their knowledge of how English works as a code. 

The sequence in structured and sequential phonics is simply the order in which the phonemes and 

graphemes are introduced for spelling and reading. In post-16 phonics, the sequence should move 

quickly from simple to complex, and allow the teaching to move from explicit to incidental as learners 

internalise the concepts from Chapter 5 and become more confident using them. 

Basic Code Plus allows for very rapid progression because most post-16 learners already know the 

basic code. Basic Code Plus gives them solid ground to stand on whilst learning how to negotiate longer 

and more complex words. 

 

 

6.1  What is Basic Code Plus? 
Basic Code Plus is the introduction to using the English code for reading and spelling, starting with the 

simplest and most frequent sound-to-letter correspondences. It gradually adds complexity, including 

digraphs, and a taste of working with the one-to-many concepts. This is that a single grapheme can 

represent more than one sound and a single phoneme can be spelt with more than one grapheme. One- 

to-many is covered in more detail in Chapter 7. 

At this level, focus your teaching on learners gaining long word confidence and seeing how reading and 

spelling are reversible when using the basic code. We approach words as puzzles that can be taken 

apart, put back together and manipulated to create new words. In each box is an idea for applying this 

ówords as puzzlesô idea. 

Your least confident learners will need lots of practice, but your more confident learners will need fresh 

challenges at this level or to move quickly through it. 

Below is an idea of what a simple to complex and explicit to incidental sequence could look like. The 

order is important at the very beginning because itôs carefully scaffolded to build confidence in your least 

confident learners. As they progress, the need for structure is less. 
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6.2  The sequence in Basic Code Plus 
Box A (below) is the recommended starting place for all learners even if you only work on words with 

two or more syllables. Boxes B to E contain essential content but can be covered in any order that suits 

you and your learners. Whatever order you choose, make sure to include content youôve worked on pre- 

viously so learners keep practising whilst moving forward. 

In each of the boxes A, B, C, D and E, you can do word, sentence and text level work. Move from spelling 

with the graphemes visible to word reading, then onto spelling without the graphemes visible. This helps 

learners discover for themselves how the code works from sound to print and print to sound. In the 

process theyôll learn to read and spell hundreds of words. You can create a variety of support activities 

for practising at every stage. 

The words in each of the boxes below are samples of the type of words learners will be able to spell and 

read at that level and beyond. If you follow the order laid out below, each lesson or activity will include 

the concepts and letter/sound correspondences of all the previous ones. 

This basic sequence is a natural starting place for Entry Level 1 and assumes learners can speak 

English fairly fluently and have no or mild learning difficulties. If your learners need more support, that 

is, they donôt know the basic alphabet letters and sounds, or donôt yet speak English, you can introduce 

the phonemes and graphemes from Box A more gradually. However, do challenge learners who can do 

more to move more quickly. Post-16 phonics helps learners engage latent phonic knowledge enabling 

them to move quickly through Basic Code Plus. 
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Box  A. One sound to one letter plus <qu> /kw/ and <x> /ks/ 

 
Single syllable and multi-syllable words 

a e i o u (short vowel sounds only: /æ,  e, ȷ, ȟ, ə/ ) 

b d c k f g h j l m n ng p qu r s t v w x y z 

 
Double consonants (final): ff ll ss zz 

 
Sample words: 

tap, max, quit, mop, dub, yap, mill, tell, buzz, lamp, stand, stamp, cliff, strand, scrimp, 
rang, fling, strong, upset, laptop, transit, fantastic, profit, inspect, invent, dentist, insect, 
contest, umbrella (unstressed final syllable) 

 

 

Activity:  Word stretching 

 

 
Word stretching activity: write each grapheme /d/e/n/t/i/s/t/ on a separate small sticky note. Give a set 

to each learner or pair of learners. Ask them to build the word ódenô. 

Change den to dent; change dent to dents; change dents to dentist ï think about the sounds as youôre 

moving the sticky notes around. It works best if learners are saying the sounds as theyôre working. Have 

them write each word after theyôve built it. How would they write ódentistsô? 

You can do this type of activity very early on with emergent readers and writers using graphemes and 

phonemes to build familiar words. 

 
 

 

  Note: double letters like zz, ll, and ss each go on one sticky note rather than two because they are 

each a single grapheme. 

qu also goes on one sticky note even though it represents two sounds. 
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Box  B. ch sh th (th) 

 
Sample words: 

chip, shop, that, this, bath, crunch, lunch, brush, crash, crush, thanks, 

lunchbox, astonish (unstressed first syllable), embellish, sandwich, bathtub 

 

 

Activity:  Introducing new graphemes 

 

 
You can use sticky notes to introduce new graphemes. Ask everyone to say the sounds as they build 

the words. If they donôt say the sounds, it can quickly become a visual spelling activity. Rather, keep the 

sounds up so it becomes an activity in discovering how English works as a code for spelling. 

Make sticky note puzzles with one grapheme on each puzzle; that means sh, ch and th each go on 

one sticky note. Emergent spellers who think they canôt write much can quickly be spelling ófish and 

chip shopô. 

The puzzle pieces for that are /f/i/sh/a/n/d/ch/i/p/sh/o/p/. You can differentiate by doing one word at a 

time or by putting all the graphemes on the table and talking through the sounds in each word. 
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Box  C. C. ck ay oy 

 
Sample words: 

snack, flack, flick, track, trick, truck, backrest, jacket (unstressed syllable) 

tray, stray, spray, payday 

joy, soy, toy, enjoy, employ, employment (unstressed final syllable) 
 

 

Activity:  Syllable combining 

 

 
The sticky note puzzle for employment is /e/m/p/l/oy/m/e/n/t/ 

 

 
You can do this as a syllable combining activity. Have them build em then ploy then ment. Explain that 

syllables arenôt usually the same as words and are often easier to spell. 

Now get them to make employ then employment. Have them write it. Ask if anyone would like to try 

spelling it without the sticky notes in front of them. 

Encourage everyone to keep thinking in sounds so theyôre not just saying letter names. 
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Box  D. Endings -ed -y -le -er -ing plus incidental one-to-many 

 
Sample words: 

sprayed, employed, snacked, inspected, snapped, astonishing, twenty, plenty, happy, 
simmer, hammer, little, trickle 

 
More double consonants (final and medial): bb dd gg mm nn pp rr tt 

 

Incidental one-to-many spelling: Learner is writing a card and asks, ñHow do you spell the óerô (/ȩʓ/) in 

Happy Birthday?ò 

 

Incidental one-to-many reading: Learners encounter a long vowel spelt with one letter ï table, be, wind, 

so, university ï and adjust the sound from short to long to hear words which make sense in the context. 

 

 

Activity:  Endings 

 

 
Put endings on a single sticky note even if they have more than one sound. 

Add sticky notes with /ing/ /er/ /ed/ to the óemploymentô puzzle and have learners create new words 

and write them saying the sounds and endings. 

This activity is a multi-sensory and learner-centred way to fulfil the FES Entry Level 1 requirements to 

read and spell ócommon two-syllable words with ay and oyô and ó-ed for the past tense when the root 

word remains unchangedô. 
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Box  E. Split digraphs ï tap tape, pet Pete, fin fine, mop mope, cut cute 

 
Sample words: 

save, plane, theme, eve, quite, site, crime, robe, slope, drove, tube, cube, mute, 
pavement, scheme, concrete, dispute, compute 

 

 

Activity:  Split digraphs 

 

 
When you make a puzzle with a split digraph, the two parts of the digraph are on separate sticky notes 

and underlined to show they represent one phoneme. 

The puzzle pieces for concrete are /c/o/n/c/r/e/e/t/ 

For pavement theyôre /p/a/v/e/m/e/n/t/ 
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6.3  Additional word-level lesson ideas 
In Post-16 phonics, word-level work provides the building blocks for sentence level work and text work. 

Here we set out some ideas for working with words. 

 

Spelling words with the graphemes visible 

This is a confidence-building way into spelling. Ask learners to listen for the sounds in a word, identify 

the correct graphemes for those sounds on a chart, then write them, saying the sounds. Those learners 

who donôt need to look at the graphemes are already spelling, so they can move on. Some will be able to 

spell at the start, so ask if theyôd like the graphemes visible or not. 

 

Single-syllable words 

More support: limit the number of visible graphemes to a handful or even only those in the word youôre 

going to spell. If youôre not sure, ask your learners if something is too difficult or they need more chal- 

lenge. Successful post-16 phonics constantly asks learners how they feel about what theyôre learning, 

and whether or not the pace is right for them. 

 

Words with two or more syllables 

Ask them to say the word in clear syllables. This is descriptive rather than prescriptive, so either rap/id 

or ra/pid is correct. Likewise, they might say yell/ow or ye/llow but they wonôt say yel/low as you might 

have seen it in a dictionary or split in text. Syllables in post-16 phonics reflect natural speech. 

For longer words, limit the graphemes to those required for the word. Make puzzle pieces with one 

grapheme per piece, on sticky notes or scrap paper, or get everyone to write the correct graphemes, out 

of order, on a white board. So, the graphemes in óhappyô are h/a/pp/y (four puzzle pieces) and in óem- 

ploymentô are e/m/p/l/oy/m/e/n/t (nine puzzle pieces). Then they can put them back in the right order 

as they say each syllable. 

 

Reading words out of context (pure decoding ï meaning might need to be supplied by practitioner) 

Ask learners to say the sounds in a familiar word one by one and listen out for a word they recognise. 

This isnôt a flashcard exercise for recalling words from memory. Instead, by asking them to say the 

sounds out loud and then identify the word they hear, learners will see how decoding right through the 

word leads to meaning. If they donôt know that particular word, give them the answer and put it in the 

context of a phrase for meaning. This is a shame-free exercise and, unless they have serious speech 

and language difficulties, they will get better at hearing the word theyôre decoding. Try to pick words your 

learners will know when they hear them but not necessarily recognise in print. 

More support: read the words you spelt in the previous lesson. 

Less support: read words learners havenôt yet seen but which fit the code knowledge already covered. 

 

Spelling 

This is exactly like the first exercise but youôre asking learners to recall the correct graphemes without 

the graphemes visible. You still ask them to say the word, listen for the sounds and attach a letter or 

letters to each sound. Start with saying syllables for longer words. 
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A structured approach to phonics exists for the sake of the 
least confident learners. It mitigates negative past experiences 
by allowing them to immediately engage in multisyllabic age- 
appropriate vocabulary. Nothing improves the self-esteem of 
someone who struggles with literacy like being able to read and 
spell complex looking words. 
Tricia Millar 

 
 
 

 

6.4  Sentence and text-level lesson ideas 
Practise reading the words from the level at which youôre working in sentences and text, either created 

by you or found in a book, article and so on. For writing activities, freely provide all words beyond the 

current level, but ask them to work through writing words with the code and structure that youôve already 

covered. This will change session by session, as the number of grapheme-phoneme correspondences 

youôve covered increases. 

More Support: include mostly words theyôve already spelt and read out of context. 

Less support: include words from the appropriate level but which they havenôt yet spelt or read. 

By the end of Basic Code Plus, your learners will be able to read and spell hundreds of words and be 

confident reading and spelling words with one, two or three syllables. Theyôll be comfortable with writing 

one and two letter graphemes and decoding words theyôve never seen before. Theyôll be able to spell 

familiar words with simple sound to letter correspondences. Theyôll have seen that the grapheme <a> 

can represent the sound in ócatô, ótableô and óumbrellaô. 

Theyôll also have seen that you can spell the long óayô (/eȷ/ ) sound with a single <a> in ótableô, a split 

digraph <a-e> in ócakeô, and <ay> in ópaydayô. The next step is for them to meet one-to-many concepts in 

their entirety ï that the letter <a> can also represent different sounds in ófatherô and ówaterô. Theyôll also 

meet many more ways to represent the long óayô (/eȷ/ ) sound in órainô, ógreatô, ótheyô, óeightô, óveinô and 

óstraightô. 

The next chapter is all about the one-to-many concepts. 
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Table  3:  Basic Code Plus 

 
 
 

 
 

Basic Code 
 

short vowels only 
a 

bat 

e 

bet 

i 

bit 

o 

bot 

u 

but 

b d c k f/ff 

fed/off 

g h j l/ll 

lop/fell 

m n ng p qu r s/ss 

sat/boss 

t v 

w x y z/zz 

zap/fuzz 

     

 
Plus 

long vowels spelt 

with one letter 

a 

table 

e 

he 

i 

biped 

o 

so 

u 

unit 

ck ay oy 
 

-le -y -er -ing -ed 

bb dd gg mm nn pp rr tt 
 

ch sh th 
 

a-e 

mistake 

e-e 

Pete 

i-e 

bike 

o-e 

alone 

u-e 

mute 
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Chapter  7. 
Introducing  the one-to-many 
principles in post-16 phonics 
Introduction  
This chapter sets out a more detailed explanation of the one -to-many concepts that are important for  

learners at any level. They can form part of a structured and sequential phonics programme or arise 

incidentally in lessons and are applicable to both reading and spelling well beyond Entry Level 3. 

One-to-many concepts are important for learners at any level. They can form part of a structured and 

sequential phonics programme, or arise incidentally in lessons. The following content is not exhaustive, 

but itôs enough to give learners time to discover and practise the one-to-many concepts. The sequence 

of delivery is up to the practitioner. To keep things interesting for learners, itôs good to alternate the one- 

to-many concepts, switching focus between reading and spelling and noting where they overlap. 

This isnôt about teaching rules, but rather about looking out for frequency and patterns that emerge 

through the activities. For instance, youôll see that when the /p/  sound is in the middle of a word with 

a short vowel, the grapheme is usually <pp>. Youôll see that you say a long óayô (/eȷ/ ) before the -tion 

ending. These are aspects of the English spelling system that learners can discover as they work 

with you. 

Be ready for your learners to point out the oddities, because there are many. Theyôll notice that copy and 

pity donôt follow the pattern. Theyôll point out ration. Those are wonderful conversations to have and, if 

they ask why these exceptions exist, ñIôll have to look that upò is a great answer. You donôt have to know 

all the answers for phonics to be an effective tool. 

Finally, in post-16 phonics, we teach phonemes and graphemes in the context of whole, meaningful 

and age-appropriate words. Drilling of graphemes or flashcard type activities are not required in 

post-16 phonics. 
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7.1 One-to-many ï working from print to sound 
In this section we show how to support reading by introducing learners to the idea that: 

 

 

  One grapheme can represent many phonemes 

or one symbol (letter or letters) can lead to many sounds 

 
grapheme <a> tap baby father water around 

grapheme <ai> paint said mountain 

 
 

This concept is powerful for those learners who, when reading, tend to see words as either whole 

objects or strings of letters. As they learn to see graphemes, attach sounds and listen for a word, they 

improve their word identification speed and stop skipping words they donôt know. This in turn improves 

their reading comprehension as they learn to use context to check for meaning. 

Boxes A-C introduce this print to sound, one-to-many concept, working left to right from least to most 

complex. 

 

 

Box  A:  Trustworthy graphemes for reading 

Alternatives for reading these graphemes are very rare, so thereôs no sorting activity. However, you 

can ask learners to look out for them in text or write text with lots of examples so learners can see for 

themselves that these graphemes are trustworthy for reading. Weôve put rare exceptions in brackets. 
 

Box  A. These  graphemes  almost  always  represent  only  one  sound  each.  

Consonants  Vowels  Vowels  plus  <r>  

ledge, badge, fridge talk, walk, chalk fair, hair, stairs 

itch, batch, stretch August, Paul, (gauge) turn, burrn, furnish 

have, give, arrive draw, flawed, hawk stir, birthday, sir 

phone, photo (shepherd) tree, street, meeting floor, door, (poor)* 

write, wrist, wreck sigh, high, flight sore, store, core 

knit, knee, know boat, coat, float (boa) 
 

 
boil, coin, soil /Ȧl/  óleô endings 

 
would, could, should** table, April, hospital, tunnel 

*adjust for accents 

** Learners might notice shoulder or boulder where the /l/  is pronounced. In those words, <ou> is the 

grapheme for the óoeô (/Ȧɗ/)  sound. 
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Boxes  B and  C: Graphemes that represent two or more sounds 

This concept can be grasped by having learners work together to sort 20 ï 30 words with the target 

grapheme into appropriate phonemes. Every learner needs to be saying the words aloud and listening 

for a word they recognise. This exercise canôt be done by sight. You can use the example words below 

as headings for the sorting activity and start them off by telling them the different phonemes theyôre 

going to be trying out. Adjust for the level of your learners. 

If they need extra support, lead this activity from the front. If theyôre not sure, get them to try it both or all 

ways and pick the word that sounds familiar, for example, ñakid, asid ï oh óacidô is the word so it goes in 

that column.ò If you include a word like city, which could lead to kitty, put it in a brief contextual phrase: 

ñLondon is a cityò. 

When one choice is much more common than the others, create a list that reflects that, for example, 

<ai> is more commonly the sound in paint than in said or mountain, so have more words with that long 

óayô (/eȷ/ ) sound. 

 

 

Activity:  Sorting Activity (one grapheme, two or more sounds) 

Hereôs a completed <ea> sorting activity (see the grapheme to phoneme correspondences in Box C). 

Note that the practitioner has given learners the heading words so they know there are only three 

choices. There was some discussion about where to put real and deal but it was decided that the long 

óeeô as in beach category was best. Note that the number of cards in each column mirrors the frequency 

of occurrence in English. 
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Box  B. One alternative  for  reading  

This is a good place to start with the concept that there can be more than one way of saying what you 

see in the spelling of a word. 

cat  acid key  they car  dollar 

fit of new flew share are 

get  gel pie chief sort word (doctor) 

house because moon  book* 
 

so his now  know 
 

 
blue  due 

 

*Ignore this one if your learners pronounce these words with the same vowel. Your class may be split 

on the issue so talk about it. Neither way is right or wrong. 

 

 

Box  C. Many  alternatives  for  reading  

There are other examples of graphemes which represent many phonemes but these are a 

good place to start. 

a pan able father water about 

ai paint said (mountain) 

ea beach bread break 

ear fear bear (heart earth) 

o off so some to 

ou out you shoulder 

u up unit put 

y happy July yes gym 
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7.2 One-to-many ï working from sound to print 
In this section we show how to support spelling by introducing learners to the idea that: 

 

 

  one phoneme can be represented by many graphemes 

or one sound can be spelt with many different symbols (letter or combinations of letters) 

 
phoneme /s/  say pass house chance cent listen muscle 

phoneme /ȷ/  bit gym busy women pretty build 

 
 

Though this concept can help learners learn more graphemes for reading, it is most useful for spelling. 

This óone-to-manyô chart illustrates for your learners that some spellings for sounds are more common 

than others. Rather than memorising strings of letter names, use the one-to-many concepts to help your 

learners figure out which parts of the words are easy to spell and which require extra memory. Notice 

the patterns together and ask learners to make groups of words that are similar in order to help 

them remember. 

There are other graphemes in English that arenôt on the chart, but they occur in words that arenôt written 

or seen very often. However, they may occur in a local place name or even a learnerôs name, so add to 

the chart as you discover them. óLeighô comes to mind. 

Other graphemes need to be adjusted for accent. For instance, some of your learners will say identical 

vowels in cat and laugh so weôve put the <au> grapheme as a way to spell that sound with an asterisk. 

For other learners, that vowel in laugh will sound like the one in barn so the <au> grapheme is in that 

section too. Adjust for your learnersô accents and talk it over with them. 

You can find a printable version of the chart in the appendix at the end of this chapter. 

 

Lesson ideas for working with one sound ï many graphemes 

Continue to use the ówords as puzzlesô activities from Chapter 6, the Basic Code Plus section, to 

familiarise learners with the grapheme-phoneme correspondences ï the one-to-many principles. 

You can also do sorting activities like you did for Boxes B and C above. Again, choose a variety of words, 

but this time sort by all the graphemes that spell a single phoneme. Try to choose a selection that 

shows that some graphemes are much more common than others. 

Sorting activities can be led from the front or given to individuals or pairs to work on. Start as a whole 

group to identify all the various alternative spellings for the one sound, then you can differentiate in 

several ways: 
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Activity:  Sorting Activity (one sound, many graphemes) 

 

 
More able readers and spellers might like to sort a selection of words and write them on a paper grid 

with the graphemes as headers. 

 


















































































































































