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With the intense focus on the Science of Reading, there is a renewed call for teaching phonics. While 
the Science of Reading is not a curriculum, it has influenced how teachers think about reading 
instruction (Castle, Rastle & Nation, 2018). Having a strong knowledge base about phonics puts 
every teacher at an advantage for assessing students’ ability to apply the “code” when they read and 
write (Seidenberg, 2017). This knowledge also gives a roadmap to where some students might be 
struggling in reading and/or writing (Lane, Puller, Hudson, & Konold, 2009), providing opportunity 
for real-time assessment. Learning and retaining sounds and the graphemes that represent them is 
called orthographic mapping (Ehri, 2020). Mapping is an important skill because once sound and 
symbol relationships are retained, students become fluent, automatic readers. Less mental effort is 
focused on decoding, and more attention can be given to comprehension. Offering ways for 
students to efficiently apply phonic patterns learned help develop fluency and automaticity, which 
will improve word knowledge and comprehension. 

How predictable is English? 

• 50% - based on sound-letter correspondences   

ü hit, snap, cold, peek, deck, love, light 

• 34% - except for one sound  

ü knit, boat, write, comb (pronunciations changed over time, but not the spelling); 
eliminates confusion (rite/write; not/knot) 

• 10% - if other information such as word meaning and origin are considered 

ü sign/signature; chef; chaos; leotard 

• < 4% are true oddities  

Phoneme - smallest unit of sound. What we hear (knight…night…/n/ / ī/ /t/) 

ü macron – diacritical mark over a long vowel (from Ancient Greek makrón meaning long – 
used to mark metrics in Greco-Roman literature)   

ü breve – diacritical mark over a short vowel (from the Latin brevis meaning short or brief) 

• Grapheme - written symbols (letter or group of letters) that represent phonemes. What we see. 

 

Consonant Facts 

21 graphemes make 25 distinct phonemes (18 single; 7 digraphs) – many are dependable and 
consistent in sound.  
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1. Bat (✓at beginning; silent after m or before t) 
2. Dog (✓) 
3. Fish (✓) 
4. Hat (✓ 99% consistent; never a final phoneme) 
5. Jump (✓ 100% at beginning; when final phoneme spelled dge, ge) 
6. Kick (✓ very consistent; silent .5% when followed by n) 
7. Lamb (✓at beginning; often silent elsewhere – yolk, milk, could)  
8. Man (✓) 
9. No(✓; changes to digraph followed by g) 
10. Pan (✓ very consistent; written with h makes digraph /f/) 
11. Run (✓) 
12. Sun (✓) 
13. Teach (✓ 98% consistent) 
14. Voice (✓ very consistent) 
15. Watch (✓at beginning, silent if followed by r; sometimes a vowel phoneme - snow) 
16. Yellow (✓at beginning, sometimes a vowel phoneme - cry) 
17. Zoo (✓ very consistent) 
 

Hard and soft sounds of c 

ü /k/ the hard sound when followed by a, o, u (76% of the time) – cat, coat, cups 
ü /s/ the soft sound when followed by i, e, y or at the end of words – city, center, cycle; policy, mercy, 

face, voice 

Hard and soft sounds of g 

ü /g/ the hard sound when followed by a, o, u (70% of the time) – gate, goat, guppy 
ü /j/ the soft sound when followed by i, e, y – giant, gentle, gyroscope (29% of the time) or at the end 

of words – cage, sponge 

Q 

• No distinctive sound 
• Never alone in English words – always followed by u (unless a borrowed word – Iraq, burqa, 

qigong) thanks to the Normans. The u does not count as the vowel sound in determining 
syllables – quit, quake, quantum 

X 
• No distinctive sound 

• /ks/ in stressed syllables (fox, waxy), /gs/ in unstressed syllables (exist), /z/ rarely 
(xylophone) 
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7 digraphs 
th – most frequent  
sh – second most occurring – consistent and reliable 
ch – 89% as in chair, 10% as in chaos, 1% as in chef 
ng/nk – 100% consistent at end of word 
wh (hw) – 90% consistent /hw/ beginning of word, 10% /wh/, never phoneme at end of word 
ph – consistent /f/ sound 
gh – Great Vowel Shift gave us different pronunciations (rough, bought, ghost) 
 

Blog: Maximize your phonics instruction with application routines  

Applying Consonant Knowledge 
• Create 3 headings 

Ø ch that sounds like /ch/ as in chain 
Ø ch that sounds like /k/ as in chaos 
Ø ch that sounds like /sh/ chef.  

• Write words with the three sounds of ch on paper squares:  
Ø chop, chair, choir, echo, chute, machine 

• Place word cards face down on a table. Students take turns choosing and reading a word 
card, then choosing a yellow card to match the pattern.  

• Students read and reread words, solidifying their knowledge of the ch sound pattern. 
 

 Vowel Facts 

5 graphemes in the English alphabet are vowels. These letters (and sometimes y) make 19 distinct 
phonemes 

• 5 short vowel phonemes (map, bed, big, lock, cub) – usually taught first 

• 5 long vowel phonemes – created in three different ways 

• single phonemes - me, go, my (no English words end in i or u) 
• V_C_e – cake, eve, vine, stone, cube 
• vowel teams– ai/ay; ee/ea; ie/igh; oa/oe/ow; ue/ew 

 
• 3 r-controlled vowel phonemes – ar [most common], or, er/ir/ur 

• Vowel-r combinations – air, are, eer, ear, our, ore, ure 

• 2 diphthongs – oi/oy; ou/ow 

• 3 other vowel teams – au, aw, oo 

• Schwa – most common spoken vowel - 20% of all vowel phonemes (“uhh” vowel in the 
unstressed syllable; most difficult to predict when writing words – ago, item, family, ribbon, 
upon). Louisa Moats (2005) calls it “a vowel with the stuffing taken out” 
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Applying Vowel Knowledge 

 

ILA$2015$ 7$ Fresch$

Hear$individual$phonemes$in$words$
All$ears!)Prepare)cards)for)students)that)have)an)easy)to)identify)word)and/or)
picture.))Hand)out)the)cards)(you)can)be)selective)about)giving)particular)words)
to)students)based)on)need;)may)also)include)only)pictures)if)appropriate;)or)only)
words).)Read)the)first)card.)Students)read)their)card,)if)it)matches)the)described)
phoneme)they)state)the)word)and)then)read)the)question.)The)last)card)should)
circle)back)to)the)teacher.)
)

Who)has)a)short)a)word?)(Teacher)begins))

I$have$cat.$ $
Who$has$a)short)o)word?))

I$have$dog.$ $
Who$has$a)long)o)word?$

I$have$boat.$ $
Who$has$a)short)u)word?)

I$have$cup.$ $
Who$has$a)long)e)word?)

I$have$tree.$$ $
Who$as$a)short)a)word?)

)
You$try$it!$Jot$down$words$of$individual$phonemes$you$could$try$with$your$
students$(long/short$vowels,$consonants,$digraphs,$blends).$To$begin,$you$might$
pair$up$students$for$support.$What$phonemes$would$you$choose$for$them$to$
listen$to$and$identify?$
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Hide and Reveal PowerPoint at https://maryjofresch.com/free-downloads  

37 rime Families (makes 500 primary words) 

22 short vowels 
-ack, -an, -ank, -ap, -ash, -at, -ell, -est, -ick, -ill, -in, -ing, -ink, -ip, -it, -ock, -op, - ot, -uck, -ug, -ump, - unk 
13 long vowels 
-ail, -ain, -ake, -ale, -ame, -ate, -ay, -eat, -ice, -ide, -ight, -ine, 
-oke 
1 digraph 
-aw 
1 r-controlled  
-ore 

 

 
Stop by Scholastic booth #200 after this session!  
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The Phonics Handbook provides a comprehensive guide to phonics by outlining

the 44 sounds of English and how they work with its 26 letters to make reading

and writing happen. Having a strong knowledge base around these sounds and

patterns puts every teacher at an advantage for teaching and assessing how

students apply the "code" when they read and write and can amplify their skillful

phonics instruction, regardless of the curricular program used. This knowledge

also provides a roadmap for understanding and supporting students who might

be struggling in reading or writing, thus providing real-time assessment.

Scan the QR code to order your book 

or visit: www.routledge.com/9781041024019

20% Discount with Code 25AFLY3

Nov 2025: 130pp 11 Color illustrations

Pb: 978-1-041-02401-9 $39.99  $31.99

For more information visit:

www.routledge.com/9781041024019

The Phonics Handbook

Fundamentals for Reading Teachers

Mary Jo Fresch

TABLE OF CONTENTS:

1. Learning About the English Language 

2. Application Routines  

3. Consonants: Single Letters, Blends, Digraphs, and Silent Pairs  

4. Vowels: Short, Long, R- Controlled, Diphthongs, Schwa, Digraphs  

5. Onsets and Rimes 

6. Syllables  

7. But Wait! There's More!

* Please note that this discount code cannot be used in conjunction with any other offer or discount and only applies to books purchased directly via www.routledge.com. This code expires on 31st December 2025.
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