
Teaching alternative spelling for
phonemes
These activities can help build children’s understanding of how some sounds
(phonemes) are represented by various spellings in words. You can find out how
rhyming words can help children identify the vowel phonemes, and how you can help
children to develop their knowledge of spelling choices.

/c/ /ch/ /f/ /j/ /m/ /n/ /ng/ /r/ /s/ /sh/ /v/ /w/

k tch ph g mb kn n(k) wr c ch ve

ck dge gn sc t(ion)

qu ss(ion, ure)

x s(ion, ure)

ch c(ion, ious,
ial)

/e/ /i/ /o/ /u/ (south) /ai/ /ee/ /igh/ /oa/ /oo/ /oo/

ea y (w)a o ay ea y ow ew u

ey a-e e-e ie oe ue oul

eigh ie i-e o-e ui o (north)

ey y o ou

ei ey

eo

/ar/ /or/ /ur/ /ow/ /oi/ /ear/ /air/ /ure/ /er/

a (south) aw ir ou oy ere are our our
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/ar/ /or/ /ur/ /ow/ /oi/ /ear/ /air/ /ure/ /er/

au er eer ear e

al ear u

our et

New phoneme: /zh/ as in 'vision'

Phoneme spotter

In this activity, children generate words containing the same target phoneme
using a range of different spellings. This activity also draws attention to
common ways of spelling the target sound as a way of learning to spell the
word.

What you'll need

• A phoneme-spotter story with a chosen focus phoneme (e.g. /c/).
• Enlarged copy of the story for display.
• A whiteboard, pens and wipes.
• Copies of the story (one per child or per pair of children).
• Plain paper, coloured pencils or pens.

What to do

1. Display the enlarged version of the story.
2. Read the story to the children, asking them to listen out for the
focus phoneme.
3. Remove the story from view and reread it. Ask the children to
put their thumbs up whenever they hear the focus phoneme.
4. Display the text again and read the title, pointing to each word.
5. Underline any word containing the focus phoneme.
6. Repeat steps 4 and 5 with the first paragraph.
7. Ask the children to do the same on their copies, underlining any
word containing the focus phoneme.
8. Continue to read the story slowly so that the children can follow
word by word on their copy. Ask them to underline each word that
has the focus phoneme.
9. Ask the children to tell you which phonemes they spotted in the
second paragraph. Then underline them on the enlarged display
copy.
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10. Write the first six underlined words in the story on the
whiteboard.
11. Divide the group into pairs.
12. Ask the children to sound-talk and read the first word. Ask them
to tell their partners which graphemes stand for the focus phoneme
(e.g. 'ck' for the focus phoneme /c/).
13. Ask one pair to reveal their answers to you.
14. Repeat steps 12 and 13 with the remaining words.
15. Draw attention to the different graphemes that represent the
focus phoneme.
16. Draw a table with three columns on the whiteboard with a
different grapheme as the heading of each column (e.g. 'ai', 'ay', 'a-
e').
17. Under each grapheme, write one word from the story (e.g.
'rain', 'day', 'lane').
18. Ask the children to draw the same table on plain paper and
divide the underlined words they have identified from the story into
the appropriate columns.

Rhyming-word generation

This activity is a slight variation on the 'Phoneme-spotter' activity. It is
designed to help children understand how words with the same graphemes
use different phonemes with a range of different spellings. It draws particular
attention to words that rhyme.

What you'll need

• A list of rhyming words.
• Whiteboard, pens and wipes.
• Plain paper, coloured pencils or pens.

What to do

1. Write a word on the whiteboard (e.g. 'rain').
2. Ask the children to suggest words that rhyme (e.g. 'lane', 'Spain')
and write them on the whiteboard.
3. Write another word containing the same vowel phoneme (e.g.
'date') and ask the children to suggest words that rhyme. Write them
down on the whiteboard.
4. Repeat the process with another word (e.g. 'snake').
5. Repeat the process with one more word. This time use a word
with the vowel phoneme at the end (e.g. 'day').
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ay ai a-e
day rain lane
play wait mate
may train bake
say brain snake
tray pain late
etc. etc. etc.

ea aigh eigh e-e
ey

6. Pick any word and ask the children to discuss, in pairs, what
grapheme represents the vowel phoneme.
7. Ask the pairs to write the grapheme on their whiteboards, then
hold them up for the group to see.
8. Draw columns on the whiteboard and write the grapheme at the
head of one column.
9. Ask the children to find a word that contains a different spelling
of the phoneme.
10. Write the grapheme at the head of another column.
11. Repeat with another word until all alternative spellings for the
vowel phonemes are written as column headers (e.g. 'ai', 'ay', 'a-e',
'ea', 'aigh', 'eigh').
12. Write one word under each grapheme (e.g. 'rain', 'day', 'date',
'great', 'straight', 'eight').
13. Ask the children to draw the table from the whiteboard on plain
paper and then write each word in the appropriate column.

Best bet

In this activity children develop knowledge of spelling choices. This follows
on from the 'Phoneme-spotter' and 'Rhyming-word generation' activities.

What you'll need

• Lists of words (either your own or those generated from the
'Phoneme-spotter' activity), divided into columns of common and
rare spellings.
• Whiteboard, pens and wipes.
• Whiteboards and pens (one per child).

Common

Rare

Teaching and Learning Resources p.4
tlr.nationalstrategies.dcsf.gov.uk

© Crown copyright 2011



great straight eight fete

they

What to do

1. Write the lists of words on the whiteboard for all the children to
see.
2. Discuss the columns that contain the most and least words.
Referring to the table on the whiteboard, explain that some spelling
patterns are very rare in the English language, but that some
common words (e.g. 'they') have rare spellings.
3. Ask the children if they can spot a pattern (e.g. the 'ay'
grapheme occurs at the end of words; the most common spelling for
the phoneme followed by 't' is 'ate'; the most common spelling for
the phoneme followed by 'k' is 'ake').
4. Ask the children to write a word that is not on display that
contains the same phoneme as some of the words listed (e.g. 'hay').
5. Where there are two possible spellings, ask the children to write
the grapheme they think might be used in a particular word and
decide whether they think their choice is correct.
6. If it is incorrect, show the children the correct spelling so they
can learn it.

Video: Phoneme spotter

File Attachments

• Video: Phoneme spotter ( mp4 6.2 MB )
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http://www.directoryofchoice.co.uk/node/30537
http://www.directoryofchoice.co.uk/node/30537/file
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