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Letter Recognition: Where to Start? Uppercase vs. Lowercase & Vowels vs. 
Consonants 

 
This is a common dilemma for early childhood and special education teachers. The best approach 
is sequential and strategic to avoid overwhelming young learners. 
 
Question 1: Should we start with Uppercase or Lowercase Letters? 
 
Answer: Start with UPPERCASE letters. 
 
Why? 
 
Visual Simplicity: Uppercase letters are made with mostly straight lines and circles (e.g., A, B, 
D, M, O). They are visually distinct and easier for a young child to recognize and differentiate. 
Lowercase letters have more curves and descenders (e.g., g, p, q, j) that can be confusing. 
Easier to Write: When you begin letter formation, it's much easier for little hands to draw straight 
lines and simple circles than the finer curves of lowercase letters. 
 
Environmental Print: While most text is lowercase, a child's first exposure to letters is often 
with their own name, which starts with a capital letter. They also see capitals on signs (e.g., 
STOP), in toy names, and in book titles. 
 
When do I introduce lowercase? 
 
Introduce lowercase letters only after a student has solid mastery of uppercase letter 
recognition (can accurately identify 10-15 uppercase letters consistently). 
Teach them in pairs. Once a child knows uppercase 'A', introduce lowercase 'a. This helps them 
build the connection that these two shapes represent the same sound. 
 
Question 2: Should we avoid vowels (a, e, i, o, u) and start with consonants? 
 
Answer: Yes, it's generally best to start with a select group of consonants. 
 
Why? 
 
Sound Clarity: Consonant sounds (like /m/, /s/, /t/) are often easier to produce and hear than 
vowel sounds, which can be long, short, or change in different words. The sound for 'B' is /b/, 
which is more consistent than the sound for 'A', which can be /ă/ (apple) or /ā/ (ape). 
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Word Building: Once a child knows a few consonants and one vowel, you can immediately start 
building simple words (e.g., knowing M, A, T allows you to build M-A-T). This is highly 
motivating! 
 
High-Utility: Start with letters that have high utility, especially the letters in a child's name. The 
letter 'S' appears in so many words, making it a very useful one. 
 
Which letters should I teach first? 
 
A great sequence to follow is to start with a group of letters that are visually and auditorily 
distinct. A common and effective order is: First Set: M, S, A, T, P, O, N 
(Notice it includes one vowel, 'A', to allow for word-building) 
 
Why this set? M, S, A, T, P, O, N 
 
These letters are all distinct from one another, reducing confusion. With just these, students can 
start blending sounds to read simple words like mop, sat, pot, and map. 
 
Simple Strategy to Start: The “Letter of the Week” (Adapted) 
 
How to Use: 
Focus on One Letter: Introduce one letter from your chosen sequence per week. 
 
Multi-Sensory Introduction: 

• Visual: Show a large card with the uppercase letter (e.g., M). 
• Auditory: Say the sound (/m/) clearly, not the letter name ("mmm," not "em"). The 

sound is more important for early reading. 
• Tactile: Have students form the letter with Play-Doh, trace it in sand, or find objects that 

start with that sound. 
• Reinforce Everywhere: Look for the letter in the classroom, in books, and on signs. 
• Downloadable Resource Idea: A one-page chart for teachers titled "Recommended 

Letter Introduction Sequence" with the letters listed in order and a column for notes/date 
mastered. 

• Key Takeaway: Start simple and structured. Uppercase first, then pair with lowercase. 
Consonants first, then add one vowel at a time to unlock the power of word-
building. This sequential approach builds confidence and a strong foundation for your 
youngest learners. 
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The Smart Sequence for Teaching Letter Recognition 
As a Pre-K, Kindergarten, or SPED teacher, you know that teaching the alphabet isn't as simple 
as A-B-C. Where you start matters. Introducing letters in a strategic order can prevent confusion 
and build student confidence much faster. 
 
This article explains the reasoning behind our Recommended Letter Introduction Sequence chart 
and gives you simple ways to use it in your classroom. 
 
Why Letter Order Matters 
 
Imagine trying to learn the letters b, d, p, and q all in the same week. For a young learner, these 
letters look almost identical! A well-planned sequence avoids this by: 

• Separating similar letters (like 'b' and 'd). 
• Focusing on high-utility letters first (like the letters in a child's name). 
• Adding vowels early so students can quickly start building words. 

 
How to Use the Letter Sequence Chart 

1. Pace Yourself: Introduce one new letter per week. This allows for deep practice and 
prevents overwhelm. 
 

2. Go Multi-Sensory: For each new letter, engage multiple senses. 
o See it: Show a large letter card. 
o Hear it: Say the sound clearly (/m/). 
o Feel it: Form the letter with Play-Doh, trace it in sand, or draw it in the air. 

 
3. Review Constantly: Each day, quickly review the letters you’ve already taught. This 

spaced repetition is key to memory. 
 

4. Start Building Words Early! The magic happens around Letter #7. Once students 
know M, S, A, T, P, O, N, they can read simple words. Use magnetic letters to 
build mop, sat, and pot. This shows them the real power of learning letters! 

 
Uppercase First? Vowels Later? Answers to Common Questions 
 

• Uppercase or Lowercase? Start with UPPERCASE. The letters are visually simpler and 
easier to distinguish. Once a student masters an uppercase letter, introduce its lowercase 
partner. 

• Vowels or Consonants First? Start with consonants, but don't avoid vowels! Our chart 
introduces the vowel A early (as the 3rd letter), so you can quickly start word-building. 
The short vowel sounds (ă, ĕ, ĭ, ŏ, ŭ) are the ones to focus on first. 
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