
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
This glossary will explain the terms you may hear teachers use when talking about phonics, early reading or 
how your child is making progress with their literacy skills.  
 
In order to support our consistent approach both across school and at home, we have created this useful 
glossary of terms for adults to refer to when working with children engaging with phonics and early reading. 
It is crucial that we all use the same language to avoid our learners becoming confused. 
 

Term Definition 

Letters and 
Sounds 

This is a Government document which details the teaching of phonics. It is the 
systematic, synthetic approach to phonics which is followed by Applegarth 
Primary School. There are 6 phases within the document to support the 
teaching and learning of phonics and early reading: 

- Phase 1: This is split into 7 aspects, which focus on hearing and talking 
about environmental sounds and letter sounds. 

- Phase 2: Learning 19 letters of the alphabet, along with the first 5 
tricky words and using them to read and spell simple words and 
captions. 

- Phase 3: Learning the remaining letters of the alphabets, some 
diagraphs and some trigraphs, along with the next set of tricky words. 
Reading and writing captions and sentences. 

- Phase 4: Learning to blend and segment longer words, including 
words with adjacent consonants and more than one syllable. Reading 
and writing using these and the next tricky words within sentences. 

- Phase 5: Learning alternative spellings and pronunciations for 
phonemes, include their common usage within words. Reading and 
writing using these and the next tricky words within sentences. 

- Phase 6: Learning longer words and spelling rules. During this phase, 
children become fluent readers and increasingly accurate spellers. 

 
You can view the full document here: Letters and Sounds: Principles and 
Practice of High Quality Phonics. 

Phonics Phonics teaches children to listen to and identify the sounds that make up 
words. This helps them to read and write words. 

Decoding 

The ability to apply your knowledge of letter-sound relationships, including 
knowledge of letter patterns, to correctly pronounce written words. 
 
It is the understanding of these relationships which gives children the ability 
to recognise familiar words quickly and figure out words they haven’t seen 
before. 

Pure Sound 
Pronouncing each letter sound clearly and distinctly without the addition of 
sounds to the end e.g. ‘f’ not ‘fuh’. For support saying the 41 sounds, you can 
visit this Letters and Sounds for Home Learning web page. See our Top Tips 
below for more information. 

Phoneme A single sound that can be made by one or more letters – e.g. s, k, z, oo, ph, 
igh. See our Top Tips below for more information. 

Phonics Glossary  



Grapheme Written letters or a group of letters which represent one single sound 
(phoneme – see above) e.g. a, l, sh, air, ck. 

Sound Buttons 
Circles/spots and lines which are written underneath a sound to support 
children reading. When you touch the sound button, you then practise saying 
the sound aloud. 

Tricky Words  
Words which are difficult to sound out e.g. you, the until children know how 
the different sounds in the words are made. 
See our Top Tips below for more information. 

High Frequency 
Words 

The most common words used in the English language. High frequency words 
include a combination of phonetically decodable words and common 
exception words. 

Blending 

The process of using phonics to read. Blending is saying the individual sounds 
that make up a word and then merging or blending the sounds together to 
say the word. Children identify and synthesise the phonemes in order to make 
a word. For example: s – u – n, blended together reads as sun or h-u-ff blended 
together reads as huff. 

Segmenting 
This is the opposite of blending (see above). Segmenting is used when 
spelling and writing. It is the process of splitting a word up into individual 
sounds – separating words into their constituent phonemes to spell. See our 
Top Tips below for more information. 

CVC words 

The abbreviation used for consonant-vowel-consonant words, used to 
describe the order of sounds. Some examples of CVC words are: c-a-t, p-e-n, 
t-o-p, ch-a-t (because ch makes one sound). 
Other similar abbreviations include: 

- VC words e.g. on, is, it 
- CCVC words e.g. trap and black (t-r-a-p and b-l-a-ck) 
- CVCC words e.g. milk and fast (m-i-l-k and f-a-s-t) 

Pseudo Words These words are used to assess phonetic decoding; they show that the word 
hasn’t been memorised or learned by sight. 

Consonant Most letters of the alphabet (excluding the vowels: a, e, i, o, u). 

Vowel The letters a, e, i, o, u. 

Digraph 
Two letters which make one sound together e.g. ee, oa, ea, ch, ay. 
There are different types of diagraph (consonant diagraph, vowel diagraph, 
split vowel digraph). 

Trigraph Three letters which make one sound together e.g. igh, ure, air, dge, tch, ear 

Consonant 
Digraph 

Two consonants which go together to make one sound, for example sh in 
shop (sh-o-p) or ch in ch in chin (ch-i-n). 

Vowel Digraph A digraph in which at least one of the letters is a vowel, for example, oa in  
boat (b-oa-t) or ay in day (d-ay). 

Split Vowel 
Digraph 

Two vowels which work as a pair to make one sound, but are separated within 
the word e.g. a-e, e-e, i-e, o-e, u-e. For example: a-e in cake,  i-e in pine or o-e in 
hope 

Adjacent 
Consonants 

Two or more consonants that appear next to one another in a word and 
represent a different sound e.g. stop the ‘st’ are adjacent consonants because 
they appear next to each other, but they spell two different sounds /s/ and /t/. 


