The English Alphabetic Code

The English language has a fascinating history — but this has resulted in a complex alphabetic code for the writing system whereby the 26 letters of the alphabet represent

the 44 or so smallest sounds identifiable in English speech in three complicated ways:
1. one sound (phoneme) can be represented by one, two, three or four letters: e.q. lal a, If] ph, lighl igh, /oal ough
2. one sound can be represented by multiple spelling alternatives (graphemes): e.g. [oal: o, oa, ow, oe, o-¢, eau, ough
3. one grapheme (letter or letter group) can represent multiple sounds: e.g. ‘ough’: [oa/ though, [or/ thought, long /oo/ through, [ou/ plough, /u/ thorough

On this Alphabetic Code Chart, the units of sound (phonemes or combined phonemes) are shown in slash marks. Vowel sounds are shown in red and consonant sounds

are shown in blue. The vowel sounds provide the main volume and depth in spoken words whereas the consonant sounds are generally much quieter and sometimes very

high-pitched such as /s/ and /t/. Teachers need to teach the separate units of sounds carefully, avoiding the added ‘schwa’ or “uh” sound: e.g. “sss” not “suh”; “t” not “tuh”.
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Teach the KNOWLEDGE of the
alphabetic code; that is, the
letter/s-sound correspondences.

Teach the THREE CORE SKILLS:

1. DECODING: Sound out and
blend all-through-the-printed-word
for reading unknown words.

2. ENCODING: Orally segment
(identify) the sounds all-through-the-
spoken-word for spelling; then select
the correct graphemes AS CODE
FOR the identified sounds in that
particular word.

3. HANDWRITING: Hold the

pencil with the tripod grip and form
correctly the 26 upper case and 26
lower case letters on writing lines.
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Teach a simple code (basic or
transparen?) first; that is, mainly one
spelling for each sound at a rate of
two to five letter/s-sound
correspondences per week. The
simple code is part of the complex
code — a first step towards
teaching the alphabetic code.

Keep the simple code revised and
begin to introduce spelling and
pronunciation alternatives of
the complex code (extended,
advanced or opaque code) at a rate
appropriate to the age, stage and
ability of the learners.

APPLICATION
Provide a cumulative bank of words,
sentences and texts at code level:
1. to model blending, segmenting
for spelling, and handwriting
2. for each learner to practise
his or her growing skills of blending,
segmenting and handwriting
increasingly independently.
Provide cumulative, decodable
reading books at code level.

‘Two-pronged’
teaching approach

Teach a systematic, planned
synthetic phonics programme
alongside incidental teaching of
any letter/s-sound correspondences
as required for differentiation, wider
reading and spelling and for the
wider curriculum - for individuals,
groups and whole classes.
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