
 

A Parents’ Guide to 

Phonics and Learning to 

Read at Home 

 

The English language alphabet contains 26 letters. Knowing how to say the letters of the 

alphabet is important, but it is not the most effective method for teaching people to read. 

Educational research demonstrates that learning how to pronounce and recognise the 

approximately 45 different sounds that are used in the English language is more effective 

at helping children to read.  

These 45 different sounds are known as phonemes. The study of these sounds and how to 

blend them together to read words is called (Synthetic) Phonics 

 



What are the 45 phonemes? 

 

Each box in the image above is shows the different ways that a sound (called a phoneme) 

may be written.  We call the writing of a sound a grapheme.  

For example the first box demonstrates the s sound heard in words such snake, grass, 

circle, false, hence and science 

The key to good phonics teaching, both at home and at school is to pronounce the sounds 

correctly.  

Parents, you can listen to the correct pronunciation of these sounds by visiting the John 

Keble website and searching for “Phonics”.  Children will find it easier to blend the sounds 

together to read words if they are hearing and saying the sounds correctly. 

 

 

For example: m-a-t is a blend of 

mm-ah-t;  

not  

muh – ah – tuh. 

 

https://www.johnkeble.com/page/?title=More+about+phonics&pid=320


How do young children learn all 45 phonemes 

and the many ways of writing them by the end 

of Year 1? 

 

The order in which children are taught the sounds is important and is separated into five 

different phases.  

The time it takes children to progress along the phases depends upon the child. Teachers 

at Stockwell will think carefully about how to group their pupils and move this group on 

only when they are ready to encounter new sounds. 

Phase One – this involves children exploring the world of sound from an early age or early 

stage of their development. At John Keble school, teachers will join children in their play 

to extend their talk and enrich their vocabulary. They will explore with children the 

different sounds that animals make including imaginary ones such as dragons! Children 

will also experiment with different objects and instruments to make a variety of different 

sounds. Towards the end of the phase, children will learn to clap, tap and beat to the 

rhythm of the different sounds in a word.  

Phase 2 - the children are introduced to their first sounds (phonemes) and the letters 

used to write them (graphemes).  

 

Children will blend together these single letter sounds to make short words (e.g. c-a-t). 

In the second half-term the children begin to incorporate digraphs: these are when two 

letters are written to make one sound (e.g. sh-e-ll).  

They will also learn some tricky words. These are words that do not follow the 

phonemes (e.g. we, to, the). 

 

 

 



Phase 3 – The children are introduced to longer vowel sounds (e.g. ai - as in sail) and 

the two letter (digraphs) and three letter (trigraphs) spellings that are used to write 

them. They are also introduced to more tricky words of increasing length that do not 

follow the phonics rules.  

 

 

Phase 4: The purpose of Phase 4 is to consolidate children’s knowledge of all the sounds 

learnt so far and to blend them together in words of increasing length. Although no new 

sounds are learnt, the most significant difference between Phase 3 and Phase 4 is in the 

exposure to larger words. There are more sounds to blend, including blending two 

consonants together (e.g. stop).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Phase Five – After a half term of revision, the children are introduced to the alternative 

ways of writing the same sound (e.g. a_e, ay, and ai are all graphemes for the sound A. 

This process lasts three half-terms.  

  

 

 



What is the test that the children have to sit at 

the end of Year1? 

 

 

 

The Phonics Screening check is a selection of 40 words (both existing and made-up) that 

the children are required to read. The purpose is to see if a child is able to recognise the 

different sounds (in their different written forms) and blend them together.  Some of the 

words are made-up words (pseudo-words); as the child is only demonstrating that they 

recognise the different sounds – it is not necessary for children to demonstrate 

understanding of any of the words’ meanings. 

All pupils in year 1 must take the check, usually administered in early June, unless they 

have no understanding of grapheme-phoneme correspondences. 

 

 



Pupils in year 2 who fall into the following categories should also take the check: 

• pupils who didn’t take the check in year 1 because they were absent, were working 

below the standard of the check or had recently arrived in the country and 

couldn’t speak confidently in English 

• any pupil who didn’t reach the expected standard in year 1 

• any pupil who entered the schooling system in year 2 

The pass mark for the test varies each year depending on the nationally achieved average 

scores and the pupils must only attempt the check once in a given year.  

The check materials include a double-sided ‘practice sheet’ with 4 pseudo-words and 4 

real words on each side.  

The following text provides an example of how a teacher would introduce the check. 

“In this activity, I am going to ask you to read some words aloud. You may have seen 

some of the words before and others will be new to you. You should try to read each word 

but don’t worry if you can’t. If it helps you, you may sound out the letters before trying 

to say the word. 

This ‘practice sheet’ shows you what the words will look like. 

Have a go at reading these 4 words aloud which you should have come across before:  

at  

in 

beg  

sum  

 

The words on this side [turn over ‘practice sheet’] are not real words. They are names 

for types of imaginary creatures. You can see a picture of the creature next to each 

word. Can you read out the words on this page for me: 

ot 

vap 

osk 

ect  

 



Ok, now we are going to start reading out the words in this booklet and I’m going to 

write down what you say on my sheet. In this booklet, there are 4 words on each page. I 

will tell you at the start of each page whether they are real words that you may have 

seen before or names for types of imaginary creatures.  

The first page has names for types of imaginary creatures and you can see their 

pictures. Can you start reading the words to me?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Below is a list of all of the “words” that appeared in the 2017 Phonics Screening 

Test: 

 

 



Reading with your child at home. 

When should I start reading? 

Do read a variety of storybooks at home with your child – every bedtime if possible. It is 

never too early to start. Babies and toddlers enjoy looking at picture books and hearing 

them read aloud. Chant nursery rhymes, sing songs and share picture books from birth 

onwards.  Start with familiar stories with lots of repeated phrases like “Who’s been 

eating my porridge?” or “Run, run, as fast as you can…” Get your child to join in with 

these phrases. 

If my child is learning phonics, should I teach my child the alphabet? 

Yes. Teach the alphabet through songs and games. Encourage your child by playing “I 

Spy”. The children need to know the letter sounds (phonics) but also the letter name.  

What if my child does not show much desire to read?  

They haven’t found the right book yet. Picture books, comics, newspapers, magazines 

are all legitimate resources to use with your child. Often books linked to characters they 

see in their favourite shows and games can be a good way to encourage the children to 

pick up a book. 

What if my child likes to read the same book over and over again? 

Don’t worry – and don’t discourage them. It’s good to have a favourite book and 

reading familiar stories will give them confidence. Introduce new stories, but keep 

sharing old favourites too.  

My child is in a lower phase than another child in the class, or did 

not achieve a high score in the Phonics Screening Check? What 

should I do? 

Don’t worry! Children develop at different rates. Don’t force the pace too early or you 

risk putting them off. Discuss with the teacher what sounds your child needs to focus on 

and find some time at home to practise.  

What if my child makes a mistake while they’re reading? 

Don’t stop the flow of the reading unless what they have read doesn’t make sense. Go 

back and revisit the word at the end of the sentence/page. 

What if they get stuck on a word? 

In the early stages say the word quietly so that the flow isn’t broken. Later you could: 

• sound the word out and then blend the sounds together. 

• Read the whole sentence again. 

• Encourage them to look at the picture for clues. 

 



What other tips do you have to help when reading at home with my 

child? 

• Talk about the title and the pictures on the cover encouraging your child to think 

about what the book may be about. If they already know the story, then ask 

them about what part of the story is shown on the cover. 

• Read the story to your child pointing to the words as you do so.  

• Give them lots of praise when they read to you. 

• Recap on what you just heard the child read, so that they can take in the story as 

well. 

• When you have read the story, point out the starting sound of a word and ask 

them to find another word on the same page with the same starting sound or 

perhaps to think of a rhyming word. 

 

 

 


