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What is phonics?  

Phonics is the process of learning the sounds that different letters and letter 

combinations make. Each one of the 26 letters in the alphabet has its own ‘sound’. 

This is different to how the letter is ‘said’ in the alphabet; instead these are 

called the letter names. 

A word is made up of smaller units of sound which are called phonemes. There are 

44 phonemes in total, and these can be made up of 1, 2 or 3 letters. A sound made 

up of two letters is called a digraph, and a sound made up of three letters is called 

a trigraph. Phonics teaches children to listen carefully and identify phonemes that 

make up each word. This is called blending and segmenting. This helps children to 

read unknown words, and begin to spell phonetically.  

There are many subject specific words associated with phonics so here is a short 

phonics glossary just to clarify what these words mean. 

Phoneme – the sound a letter or combination of letters makes 

Grapheme – the written representation of the sound; the letter or letters 

Digraph – two letters producing one sound i.e. play 

Split digraph – two letters producing one sound that are split up by another letter 

i.e. cake  

Trigraph – three letters producing one sound i.e. high 

Blending – merging phonemes together to read a word  

Segmenting – breaking a word down into sounds to spell a word  

Letter names – the name of the letter as it is said in the alphabet, not the sound  
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Why do we use phonics?  

Phonics is a key reading strategy and makes learning to read easier, simpler and 

teaches children reading more quickly than learning to read by memorising words 

individually. Knowing they can use their phonics knowledge to sound out unknown 

words, children are more confident to have a go and this ability to read instils a 

love of reading from an earlier age.  

Phonics allows children to work out how to read around 95% of the English 

Language. Although there are many sounds to learn, and many spellings of each 

sound to remember, children can make remarkable progress in reading once they 

have retained this understanding of letters and sounds.  

Another strategy use to read words is their understanding of ‘tricky words’. 

Tricky words are often common words which the children cannot sound out, and 

are therefore ‘tricky’ to read and spell. The children practise reading these each 

day at school and we hope by increasing the frequency of seeing, reading and 

writing these words that the children will learn these words by sight, rather than 

attempting to sound these out. There is further guidance in ‘How do children learn 

phonics?’ as to which tricky words are taught at which phase and year group.  
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How do the children learn 

phonics? 

At Yaxley Infant School we teach the children phonics by following Little Wandle 

Letters and Sounds Revised as our systematic synthetics phonics (SSP) 

programme to teach reading and spelling.  

Children begin to learn letter sounds when they start school in reception, and 

continue to learn phonics throughout KS1 and beyond, although most children 

begin their learning of sounds much before this. 

Phonics is taught in a daily 20 minute discrete session, although we ensure there 

are many opportunities for children to apply this learning during reading time, 

writing tasks, speaking and listening tasks, as well as through the use of child 

initiated learning, songs and multi-sensory games. Different graphemes and 

phonemes are taught at different stages through different phases. Tricky words 

are also broken down into phases. Below is a programme outline of which tricky 

words and graphemes, along with examples of phonemes, are taught in which phase 

and additionally when each phase is taught.   
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We will work our way through the whole Little Wandle Programme until your child 

can read fluently. 
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How could you help at home? 

It is really important that you pronounce the sounds correctly if you are 

supporting your child at home. You can watch a video on how to articulate the 

sounds on the Little Wandle website here… 

https://www.littlewandlelettersandsounds.org.uk/resources/for-

parents/Reading 

We usually teach four new sounds a week and have a review lesson on a Friday. 

You will get a list of the sounds that we are learning to have at home, please check 

Tapestry for weekly updates.  At the end of this section you will find the 

Grapheme Information Sheets. This will help you with formation and 

pronunciation. 

There are specific resources for the Little Wandle Programme which the children 

will be very familiar with. Each sound that we teach to begin with has either a 

mnemonic (like the astronaut you can see on the table below for a) or a phrase 

like boing-boing for ‘oi’. This helps the children recognise and remember the 

graphemes. Every time we teach a new sound, we also read words during the 

phonics lesson that contain that new sound, so that the children practise what 

they have learned. We then go on to reading a sentence containing some of those 

words.  

 

https://www.littlewandlelettersandsounds.org.uk/resources/for-parents/Reading
https://www.littlewandlelettersandsounds.org.uk/resources/for-parents/Reading
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Reading is one of the first things that children learn when they start school and 

supporting your child at home can greatly increase the progress children make in 

their knowledge of letters and sounds. Children who love to read will develop 

reading skills faster, and will also gain social and emotional benefits.  

Reading with your child can be one of the most exciting, memorable and special 

times for you and them. Children who read more frequently have a greater love 

of reading, and exposure to different reading materials keeps the children 

engaged in their reading too. For example, reading different picture books, 

information books, newspapers, comics, magazines, even catalogues, will keep your 

child’s interest in reading new and exciting.  

Each week the children will bring home a guided reading book which will be a book 

from their phase level. The children read the same book three times in a week at 

school. The first time we work on decoding (sounding out) the words, the second 

time we work on prosody which is reading with expression – making the book sound 

more interesting with our storyteller voice or our David Attenborough voice – and 

the third time we look at comprehension. We read the books three times at school 

because we want to develop the fluency. The more children see words, the more 

they begin to read them automatically without having to sound them out. 

Listening to your child read their phonics book at home -  

 They should be able to read their book without your help 

 If they can’t read a word, read it to them. 

 Talk about the book and celebrate their success 

They also bring home another picture book each day too. This book is SO 

important. This is how we are going to give them the WILL to read. Please read 

with your child as often as you can – at least once a day if possible. This book is 

self-chosen from the book corner or library. Sharing this at home will help the 
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children to develop an enjoyment of reading, and if the children see you reading 

too, they are more likely to want to share books and stories with you.  
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Phonics Screening Check 

The phonics screening check is a statutory DfE assessment that all children in 

Year One in England must take. It is used to assess a pupil’s phonic decoding skills; 

whether can they sound out to read unknown words. In previous years, children 

have had to read correctly 32 out of 40 words to pass the check. The 40 words 

in the check are split into sections, progressing from simple CVC words to more 

difficult words with five or six letters, split digraphs and alternate 

pronunciations.  

What is often a little confusing for the children during the check is that 20 out 

of 40 of the words that children are expected to read are ‘pseudo’ words; these 

are not real. In the check, they appear with an alien next to them, so the children 

recognise they are not real words and have no meaning. We include these ‘daily 

alien’ words in our in-school phonics teaching throughout the year so that this 

concept is familiar to the children before the check takes place. The reason 

behind these words being included in the check is so the children are being 

assessed on their ability to decode words, rather than their ability to just read 

words they know. The check is there to ensure children know their phonics sounds 

in order to read unknown words in the future.   

The check is administered by your child’s class teacher during a nationally 

designated phonics screening week, usually around June. The words are the same 

across the country. We try to keep the process as familiar as possible for the 

children; we treat it as a reading session rather than a test as we do not want 

them to feel anxious about this check.   

Parents will be informed of their child’s phonics screening results at the end of 

the academic year, alongside their school report. If your child does not pass the 
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phonics screening check in Year One then they have the chance to retake this in 

Year Two.  

Below is how the check appears to the children in the statutory screening 

materials. 
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