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(the letter a represents eight different sounds according to 
Webster’s dictionary). A change in the position of a letter 
in a word may indicate a change in its sound, and so we 
have various patterns of letter sequences as an elaboration 
of our alphabet code. In some instances the spelling of a 
word has so little relation to the way it is pronounced that it 
is best to teach it as a “sight” word, but in general there is 
a close enough conformity between our spoken words and 
our graphic language symbols so that we can, and should, 
make good use of our heritage of an alphabet system in 
teaching our children to read and write.

Language Development in Children

Children are born without any memories of specifi c lan-
guage symbols, spoken or written, but they normally have 
the capacity to acquire any language to which they are 
exposed, according to their own innate developmental time-
tables. During their fi rst fi ve or six years, usually spent in 
the home, children learn to understand to reproduce many 
hundreds of words in the language which they hear. The 
introduction of the written form of language reading, writing, 
and spelling generally begins with the child’s entrance into 
school at the age of about six years; at that age, children 
of all races in all countries have been found ready, by and 
large, for instruction in the art of written communication, 
although there are many individual variations.

From an early age, almost all children enjoy listening to 
stories and looking at picture books, and some are inter-
ested in the shapes and names of letters, and even in 
printed words, long before they enter school. Kindergartens 
fi nd that some of their pupils are eager and able to learn 
the names and sounds of letters, while almost every child 
can print his fi rst name before entering school. It is in the 
fi rst grade, however, that most children will be introduced 
to reading and writing, and it is there that they need to 
become thoroughly acquainted with one of our most useful 
educational tools our alphabet code and the phonics ap-
proach to reading and spelling. Since all teachers can read 
and spell with considerable profi ciency, it might seem a 
simple matter for them to impart these skills to their pupils. 
Few adults, however, can remember their own fi rst steps 
in learning to read or can put themselves in the beginner’s 
place. They are apt to expect the child to read a they read, 
deriving meaning directly from printed word forms which 

Part 1:  Why Phonics Matter

Far back in prehistoric times primitive man probably used 
his voice to communicate with those about him much as 
other creatures did, but with his evolutionary potential and 
his developing cerebral functions, he gradually learned to 
combine vocal sounds into patterns of meaningful speech 
through which he conveyed ideas to others of his kind. 
Different groups of people developed many different oral 
language patterns, of which some fi ve thousand are in use 
today. Very much later, in comparatively recent times, writ-
ten systems of language were invented which broadened 
communication distance in time as well as in space, and 
provided a medium for conserving and transmitting social 
cultures. Some of these graphic languages made use of 
drawings to represent objects and ideas. Later, various 
types of alphabet codes were developed with letters to rep-
resent the sounds of the spoken words. The Greek Roman 
alphabet is one which is still in use today in many modern 
languages, including English.

Phonics is the guide to an alphabet system of transcription. 
Knowing the alphabet symbols for the sounds in a lan-
guage makes it fairly easy to translate the spoken word into 
its written form, and vice versa, as long as there is a one 
to one correspondence between the sounds and the letter 
symbols. No alphabet is perfect in this respect, however, 
and the English language has far outgrown its original 
alphabetic representation. Its pronunciation and spelling 
have gradually changed over the centuries and a great 
many new words have been added from other languages 
with different phonics structures. A language is never static 
and changes are constantly taking place. Such words as 
laboratory, secretary, and schedule are pronounced quite 
differently in America than in England, and changes in 
the spelling of certain British words can be seen in such 
examples as favour and favour and favour theatre which are becoming favor
and theater in the United States. Different pronunciations theater in the United States. Different pronunciations theater
and dialects have developed in different regions in America, 
and one has only to examine the telephone directory to see 
many different ways the same name may be spelled.

It is generally recognized that the English alphabet of 
twenty six letters is an imperfect sound symbol code for our 
present day written language. We use sounds in speaking 
which have no letter symbols of their own, such as /ch/ in  /ch/ in  /ch/
chin and /th/ in that. We use various letters to represent /th/ in that. We use various letters to represent /th/
the same sound: x or cks (box or socks), for example, and 
we assign a number of sounds to the same letter symbols 
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adults recognize automatically as a result of many years of 
practice. It is sometimes helpful for adults to review the var-
ious steps traversed in their more recent learning of some 
new language skill, like mastering the keyboard chart of the 
typewriter or beginning a foreign language with a different 
alphabet. They undoubtedly found it necessary to learn the 
individual letters before attempting to combine them into 
patterns. Similarly, it seems expedient for most children to 
learn to read, write and spell by starting with the letters of 
the alphabet and their sounds and then to proceed step by 
step to the recognition and reproduction of letter combina-
tions in words, and of words in sentences.

In the following pages we will outline the order and method 
of presenting the phonics units, which we have found most 
useful in many years of practical teaching experience. 
First, however, we would like to discuss the background of 
phonics a little further.

Defi nition of Terms

PHONICS is the system of associating letter symbols with 
speech sounds. But what letters with what speech sounds? 
After we have learned to read, we become accustomed to 
thinking of all words as groups of printed letters rather than 
primarily as sequences of sounds. When we hear a famil-
iar word, we see it clearly in its printed form, but we might 
have diffi culty in analyzing it in terms of units of speech 
sounds. It is here that an acquaintance with PHONETICS, 
the science of speech, may be of some assistance. Some 
forty signifi cant speech sounds, called phonemes, have 
been identifi ed. They can be differentiated by their acous-
tical properties, the way they are produced by the vocal 
organs, and their function in making speech sounds into 
intelligible words. (Speech sounds are indicated in this text 
by letter symbols enclosed in diagonal lines.)

Adults cannot remember the early stages of their own 
speech development and they do not hear their own 
speech as others do. They are unconscious of the many 
mechanical adjustments of the speech organs that are 
taking place constantly as they talk, and they do not realize 
the diffi culties children may have in learning to reproduce 
the speech sounds, which they hear. In some children, 
speech development comes rapidly in others, more slowly. 
Some are talking at the age of one year, others not until 
after two. Many fi rst graders still cannot produce a good /r/
or /th/; some still confuse pronouns, the forms of irregular /th/; some still confuse pronouns, the forms of irregular /th/
verbs, and even the order of words in sentences. Others, 
who can make all of the speech sounds separately or in 
short words, omit or distort them in longer sequences and 
cannot be easily understood when trying to tell a story. 
Even college students (and unfortunately some teachers) 
sometimes retain a slight lisp or defective /r/, of which they /r/, of which they /r/

usually are unaware. Some of these students may need 
the help of a speech therapist with a through training in 
phonetics and its application to the correction of speech 
defects. The study of phonetics is of great value to the 
teacher of phonics, although the approach and the objec-
tives in teaching oral language and written language are 
quite different.

Speech Sounds: Vowels

Speech sounds may be classifi ed as vowel sounds and 
consonant sounds. VOWEL SOUNDS are voice sounds 
unobstructed by lips, teeth, tongue, or other organs. When 
a doctor wants a clear view of your throat, he asks you 
to say “ah”, a vowel sound. The vowel sounds are “open” 
sounds; they carry the voice; they are the sounds on which 
we speak. Every syllable we utter is formed around a 
vowel sound; we could not pronounce a word without the 
sounds we call vowel sounds. The mouth cavity serves as 
a resonance chamber for these sounds, and their quality is 
determined by slight changes in the position of the tongue, 
the tenseness of the lips, etc. The vowel sounds differ in 
different languages and in different dialects and they vary 
among different speakers. Two closely blended vowel 
sounds are called a diphthong.

The terms “long” and “short” are used to designate the 
two principal sounds represented by the vowel letters a, 
e, i, o, u. The long sounds, indicated in the dictionary by 
a bar over the letter (called a ma’cron), are the same as 
the names of the letters except in the case of u. Long u 
is pronounced like a long double o in many words, and in 
some of the newer dictionaries, its name sound is indicated 
by a symbol for long oo, preceded by the consonant y. As 
a vowel symbol, y usually represents the same sounds 
as i; the letter w sometimes replaces u in combinations of 
vowels (au   aw, ou   ow). 
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The vowel sounds in at, ed, it, ox, and up are designated as the short sounds of the vowels and are usually indicated by 
a curved mark called a breve, but are left unmarked in certain dictionaries. The terms “long” and “short”, however, are 
complete misnomers. There is no consistent difference in the duration or “length” of these pairs of vowel sounds. More-
over, the long and short sounds of the same vowel are not related to one another by any family resemblance in present 
day English. The short sound of the letter i is actually related to the long e sound (i is actually related to the long e sound (i i as in police), and short i as in police), and short i e to the long a 
sound (e as in cafe) as these long vowels are pronounced in European languages today. In general, the lips and tongue 
are more relaxed and less tense in producing the so called short vowel sounds.

Then there are many in between vowel sounds which are indicated by special diacritical marks in the dictionary as “half 
long”, “half short”, etc. Again, any of the vowels may be given the neutral sound, “uh”, in certain unaccented syllables, 
and in some dictionaries this sound is represented by the symbol for it found in the International Phonetic Alphabet, an 
inverted reversed e, called a SCHWA (  ). It is very important for teachers and students to study the pronunciation keys in 
whatever dictionaries they may be using, for many changes in marking have been introduced in recent years. The pages 
explaining the guides to pronunciation also contain much useful material about spelling and language usage.

Consonant Sounds

The sounds produced by interruptions of the voice stream producing the vowel sounds are called the CONSONANT 
SOUNDS. Sometimes the vowel sound is blocked completely and then released suddenly with a little explosion, as in 
saying “be”, or “go”, or the air stream may be only partially blocked and released gradually with a little friction, as in the 
/sh/ sound. Again, the soft palate may be lowered to divert the passage of air out through the nose as in the /sh/ sound. Again, the soft palate may be lowered to divert the passage of air out through the nose as in the /sh/ /ng/ in “sing”. /ng/ in “sing”. /ng/
Plosives, fricatives, nasals -so these sounds may be designated. Other descriptions are anatomical, referring to the place 
of the obstruction: labial (lips), dental (teeth), alveolar (ridge behind the upper teeth), palatal (hard palate, bony roof of 
the mouth), velar (soft palate), lingual (tongue), glottal (space between the vocal cords). In some cases, the visual aid 
of watching the teacher’s face closely and the tactile aid of feeling the vocal cords as they move and the breath as it is 
expelled, will aid a pupil in differentiating the sounds that are to be associated with particular letter symbols.
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Consonant sounds differ slightly according to their accom-
panying vowels and some have a vowel component in their 
sound. In fact, consonant sounds are so closely blended 
with the vowel sounds in any syllable or word that it is 
doubtful whether they can actually be pronounced in isola-
tion as separate speech units. However, consonant sounds 
are essential in differentiating one spoken word from 
another and, therefore, they must be represented by iden-
tifying symbols in our linguistic code for written words. In 
practice, a consonant sound is demonstrated by starting to 
say a word beginning with a single consonant followed by 
a vowel and then cutting it off just before the vowel sound. 
Even the neutral vowel sound “uh” should be eliminated 
as far as possible so that the pupil will be able to blend the 
consonant sound with any vowel sound occurring after it. 
(Phoneticians teach w not as a sound but as indicating “a 
position of the vocal tract, which infl uences the sound of the 
vowel following it.”)

It helps most pupils to learn a key word for each letter 
sound, especially the short vowel sounds, but it is essential 
that the individual sound be correctly associated with its 
individual letter or letters so that it will be readily available 
for use in reading and spelling other words. Pupils who 
have learned only key words for letter sounds often cannot 
make this transfer; the letter stimulus brings the whole word 
response and its sound cannot be applied in a new situa-
tion. Fortunately, our alphabet code provides fairly consis-
tent letter symbols for most of the consonant and the short 
vowel sounds, and they together form the basic language 
pattern of many hundreds of our most common words.

The letter symbols that stand for the different speech 
sounds are called PHONOGRAMS. A phonogram of two 
letters that represent a single speech sound is called a DI-
GRAPH. In this text, we will use the term “digraph” only for 

the two letter combinations that stand for the six consonant 
sounds which are not represented by any one single letter 
in our alphabet: IshI, /th/ voiced, /th/ voiced, /th/ /th/  unvoiced, /th/  unvoiced, /th/ IchI, IwhI, 
and IngI. A CONSONANT BLEND is a true blending of two, 
sometimes three, consonant sounds in a syllable or word, 
with no vowel sound between them. A blend may occur in 
initial, medial, or fi nal position in a word.

A CLOSED SYLLABLE ends with a consonant sound. 
The typical consonant short vowel consonant syllable is a 
closed syllable. An OPEN SYLLABLE ends with a vowel 
sound, which is usually long or half long, not closed by a 
consonant block of the voice stream.

Voiced and Unvoiced Speech Sounds

Speech sounds are also classifi ed as VOICED and UN-
VOICED, according to whether or not the vocal cords are 
vibrated as the sounds are produced. When the sound is 
voiced, the movement in the larynx can be felt by placing 
a fi nger on the throat. The vowel sounds and certain of the 
consonant sounds are voiced.

The unvoiced consonant sounds, sometimes called the 
“breath” sounds are formed with the lips and tongue in the 
same positions as for their voiced counterparts, but they 
are produced without vibration of the vocal bands. The 
breath used in producing them can be felt against the hand 
when it is held before the mouth. The paired sounds are so 
similar that they are often confused, both in speech and in 
spelling.

The following chart shows the voiced and unvoiced pairs of 
consonant sounds as represented by their most common 
letter symbols.

Voiced Unvoiced 
b p

g (go) k (cat)
d t
v f
j ch
z s
w wh (hw)

th (the) th (thin)
“zh” (azure) sh

-- h
   
The sound of the consonant h is pure breath; it is aspirated 
and has no voiced counterpart in English. It is often silent.
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The Phonics System

The study of phonics involves learning not only the letter 
symbols representing the vowel sounds, the consonants, 
the consonant blends, the digraphs, and the diphthongs 
used in our language, but also their variations in sound 
according to their position in relation to one another in a 
word- or even, if they are at the end of a word, in relation 
to the initial sound of the word which follows. The system 
includes the specifi c conventions which we employ in plac-
ing letters in a certain order in written words to indicate 
particular sounds which we use in speech but for which we 
have no differentiating symbols. Consider the differences 
in the sounds of each of the same fi rst three letters in race 
and care, or the sounds of the same vowel letters in mate 
and meat. The sounds in these words are determined by 
the position of the letters, the pattern of letter sequences.

Certain children seem to have special diffi culty in remem-
bering the order of letters prescribed by our alphabet 
system. These pupils can be recognized in their earliest 
attempts at reading and spelling by their propensity for turn-
ing letters and syllables around. (STREPHOSYMBOLIA 
is the technical term, meaning “twisted symbols.”) They 
fl ounder hopelessly under purely “sight” methods of teach-
ing, but most of them can be taught to read with the aid of a 
well rounded, systematic phonics approach.

The experience of schools which start all of their pupils with 
alphabet phonics strongly suggests that most word ¬rec-
ognition problems will be prevented by this approach and 
that the level of achievement in reading and spelling will be 
higher, as a whole, in the primary grades. The value of pho-
nics for all children is now recognized in almost all systems 
of teaching reading, as well as in remedial and preventive 
programs. What is taught as “phonics” and how it is taught 
will make a difference, however, and even the best meth-
ods will not prevent or “cure” all individual problems that 
may arise.

Reading and Writing

Communication is always a two way process: sending and 
receiving. The speaker must have a listener, the TV screen 
must have a watcher, a written message must be read.

Reading and writing are the two ways of using a graphic 
language code. In reading, combinations of letter symbols 
are translated into spoken words, either orally or in inner 
speech (thought). In writing, the sounds of the spoken word 
are translated into conventional patterns of letter symbols. 
In both processes, the meaning of the words has been 
learned originally from hearing them, and comparatively 
few words are added to children’s vocabularies directly 

from the written forms of language in their fi rst few years in 
school.

In reading, the printed word is a visual stimulus which 
arouses the auditory memory of the sound pattern of the 
spoken word with recognition of its meaning. It is primarily a 
language receptive process.

In writing, the physical circuit may start with the spoken 
or remembered sound of the word -an auditory stimulus -
which arouses the associated visual memory of a particular 
group of letter symbols and the kinesthetic memory of their 
writing patterns, and leads to the motor act of writing. It is a 
language expressive process.

A direct association between the printed letter patterns 
and their sounds in a spoken word (letters to sounds) is 
the basis for reading. A direct association of the pattern of 
language sounds in a spoken word with their letter symbols 
(sounds to letters) is the basis for writing and spelling. Most 
people read much more than they write today and learn-
ing to read is probably more important for the student than 
learning to write -and easier in most cases -but the latter 
skill is also a necessity in education and in adult life and 
certainly should not be neglected, as it sometimes seems 
to be.

Writing patterns should be developed as early as pos-
sible in conjunction with learning the alphabet code. Some 
believe that writing is the natural way for children to learn to 
read but usually the linkages must be taught in both ways: 
letters to sounds for word recognition (reading, decoding); 
sounds to letters for writing and spelling (encoding). Many 
bright fi rst grade pupils become frustrated because they 
do not yet have the control of small muscles necessary 
for handling a pencil easily. Others may show a special 
diffi culty in learning to write because of a developmental 
lag in the motor language areas, sometimes also involving 
speech. Kinesthetic (motor) training often proves a most ef-
fective pathway for implanting the memory of the shapes of 
the different letters and their order in words, together with 
their associated sounds. The use of the master hand has a 
neurological relationship to learning in the language areas 
and the movements in writing are an important element in 
building the phonics structure.

A spoken word is a sequence of sounds blended together 
in an established order. To reproduce this order, the printed 
letter symbols must also be arranged in sequences, and 
the English language, unlike many others, has adopted the 
horizontal left to right direction for placing letters in written 
words and written words in sentences. Since English is a 
“word order” language, in contrast to infl ected languages 
like Latin, the order of words in sentences is most impor-
tant in conveying meaning, in both its oral and written form. 
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Movement of the hand in writing, or following with the fi nger in reading, will often facilitate the blending of sounds into 
meaningful words and the reading of words in groups as they occur in our speaking patterns. This emphasis upon se-
quence-¬building and order in the phonics approach leads into a functional understanding of grammar and to the study of 
the sequences of ideas in various paragraph and chapter patterns as a basis for comprehension and expression of mean-
ing.

A Guide for Teaching Phonics to Children

You can use this Phonics Primer developed by the Ohana Foundation to begin teaching your child to read today. This 
primer lists the 44 sounds in the English language and then gives steps for teaching those 44 sounds and their most 
common spelling patterns. In addition to learning sounds and spellings, each day the child must read lists of phonetically 
related words and spell these words from dictation. Phonics instruction must be reinforced by having the child read decod-
able text.

The 44 Sounds in the English Language
Steps for Teaching Phonics

5 Short-Vowel Sounds 18 Consonant Sounds 7 Digraphs

short / / in apple
short / / in elephant
short // // in igloo
short / / in octopus
short / / in umbrella

/b/ in bat
/k/ in cat and kite
/d/ in dog
/f/ in fan
/g/ in ggoat
/h/ in hat
/j/j/ / in jjam
/l/ in lip
/m/ in map
/n/ in nest
/p/ in ppig
/r/ in rat
/s/ in sun
/t/ in top
/v/ in van
/w/ in wig
/y/ in yyell
/z/ in zip

/ch/ in chin
/sh/ in ship
unvoiced /th/ in thin
voiced /th/ in this
/hw/ in whip *
/ng/ in singng
/nk/ in sink

* (wh is pronounced /w/ in 
some areas) 

6 Long-Vowel Sounds 3 r-Controlled Vowel 
Sounds 

Diphthongs and Other
Special Sounds

long / / in cake
long / / in feet
long / / in pie
long / / in boat
long / / (yoo) in mule
long / / in flew

/ur/ in fern, bird, and hurt
/ar/ in park
/or/ in fork

/oi/ in oil and boyoy
/ow/ in owl and ouch
short / / in cook andk andk pull
/aw/ in jaw and haul
/zh/ in television
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Step 1. Gather the materials listed below and store them together in a box.

        

Materials for Teaching Phonics 
What You Need Product Recommendations 

systematic phonics 
program 

Ohana Phonics Series:  12 workbooks, 
covering phonemic awareness (Beginner WB 
#1-4), phonics (Intermediate WB #5-8) and 
decoding (Advanced WB #9-12) 

phonics dictionary Ohana Phonics Picture Dictionary: 1,000-word 
visual dictionary 

decodable stories 
(preferably 100% 

decodable) 

If your phonics program does not contain 
100% decodable stories, consider Ohana 
Storytelling Series.  24 storybooks based on the 
characters from Yoko, Toto & Jakamoko! 
Animation series seen on EBS. 

writing supplies: index 
cards, index card file, 

black wide-tip 
permanent marker, 

beginner’s wide-ruled 
writing tablet, 2 pencils 

with erasers 

Purchase writing supplies at any office supply 
store. 

 

Step 2. Teach the 5 short-vowel sounds and consonant sounds. Drill until memorized.

During the fi rst week, use the Ohana Phonics Workbooks to drill the short-vowel sounds. Add several consonant sounds 
each day until you are drilling all short-vowel sounds and consonant sounds with your child daily. Do not rush this step. 
Keep drilling until all sounds are memorized, which usually takes 2-4 weeks.

Tip: Work on phonics for at least 15 minutes a day, 5 days a week with your child. Frequency and 
consistency are more important than the length of time spent on each lesson.

Short-Vowel Sounds 

short / / in apple 

short / / in elephant 

short / / in igloo 

short / / in octopus 

short / / in umbrella 
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Consonant Sounds 

/b/ in bat / k/ in kite / s/ in sun 

/k/ in cat / l/ in lip / t/ in top 

/d/ in dog / m/ in map / v/ in van 

/f/ in fan / n/ in nest /w/ in wig 

/g/ in goat /p/ in pig / ks/ in fox 

/h/ in hat / kw/ in queen / y/ in yell 

/j/ in jam / r/ in rat / z/ in zip 
 

Step 3. Practice two-letter blends. Drill until blending is automatic.

After your child knows the short-vowel sounds and consonant sounds, next teach him how to orally blend two letters (b-a, 
ba) and read two-letter blends such as: ba, be, bi, bo, bu.

       

Two-Letter Blends 

b + a = ba s + a = sa j + a = ja 

b + e = be s + e = se j + e = je 

b + i = bi s + i = si j + i = ji 

b + o = bo s + o = so j + o = jo 

b + u = bu s + u = su j + u = ju 
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Step 4. Practice three-letter blends. Drill until blending is automatic.

After your child can read two-letter blends, progress to three-letter blends, that is, words. Each day, have your child read a 
set of short-vowel words, then dictate these same words to him. (Show him how to form each letter and correct him gently, 
if necessary). This not only helps him remember the phonics lesson just learned, but it greatly improves spelling.

Golden Rule of Phonics: Never allow your child to skip, guess, or substitute words. Accuracy is 
more important than speed.

   

Three-Letter Blends 

fa + t = fat ki + t = kit ro + d = rod 

de + n = den ma + d = mad se + t = set 

bo + x = box ye + s = yes tu + g = tug 

hi + d = hid no + t = not wi + n = win 

ju + g = jug pu + n = pun la + p = lap 
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Step 5. Teach the twin-consonant endings, plurals, and two-consonant blends. Drill until blending 
is automatic.

       

Twin-Consonant Endings Two-Consonant Blends Two-Consonant Blends 

puff blab stun, fist 

sell brag swam 

kiss club trot 

fuzz crop twin 

lock drag f act 

 fled r aft 
Plurals: frog b ulb 

cats (sounds like /s/) glum h eld 

beds (sounds like /z/) grip e lf 

 plug s ulk 

 prim f ilm 

 scat h elp 

 skip, mask s ilt 

 sled j ump 

 smug h and 

 snip m int 

 spot, gasp k ept 
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Step 6. Teach the digraphs (ch, sh, th, wh, ng, nk). A digraph consists of two consonants that form 
a new sound when combined. Also teach three-consonant blends.

Digraphs Three-Consonant 
Blends 

chin, such, patch (silent t) scruff 

ship, wish split 

thin, with (unvoiced /th/) strap 

this (voiced /th/) thrill 

whip  

sing, sang, song, sung  

sink, sank, sunk  

Step 7. Introduce a few irregular words necessary to read most sentences.

After your child can read three-letter and four-letter words easily, it’s time to add a few irregular words (“wacky words”) 
that are necessary to read most sentences. The Basic Wacky Words table lists the most important irregular words – teach 
these fi rst. Write each word on an index card. Introduce two or three new words a week. Drill your child on these “wacky 
words” everyday, encouraging him to sound out as much of the word as possible (usually the vowel 
sound is the only irregular part). As your child masters each word, fi le the card in the card fi le under “Words I 
Know.” File new words under “Words To Learn.”

Basic Wacky Words 
Introduce after child can 
read short-vowel words 

Introduce after child has 
learned /th/ and /sh/ 

Introduce after child has 
learned long-vowel sounds 

a, I 
to, into 
or, for 
of, put 

the, she, he, me, be, we 
no, go, so 
do, doing, does 
was, were, are 

said, says, have, her 
you, your, yours 
they, their, there 
where, what, why, who 
once, one, come, some 
done, none 
two, too 

Tip: What distinguishes these “wacky words” from so-called sight words? Most of these wacky 
words cannot be sounded out, usually because they contain a vowel sound that doesn’t “follow 
the rules.” In contrast, the typical “sight word” list consists of mostly phonetically regular words 
(such as “and” and “when”) that the child is forced to memorize simply because he has never been 
taught to sound them out.
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Step 8. Teach the long-vowel sounds and their spellings. Note that there are fi ve common spell-
ings for each long-vowel sound. Also teach the “Silent-e Rule”: When a one-syllable word ends 
in “e” and has the pattern vce (vowel-consonant-e), the fi rst vowel says its name and the “e” is 
silent.

Long-Vowel Sounds Common Spellings Less Common Spellings 

long / / cake, rain, pay, 
eight, baby 

steak, they, vein 

long / / Pete, me, feet, sea, 
bunny 

key, field, cookie, 
receive, pizza 

long / / bike, hi, fly, pie, night rye, type 

long / / h ope, go, boat, toe, 
snow 

soul, though 

long / / & / / m ule, blue, boot, 
tuna, flew 

fruit, soup, through, 
feud 

Step 9. Teach the r-controlled vowel sounds and their spellings.

r-Controlled 
Vowel Sounds 

Common Spellings Less Common Spellings 

/ur/ fern, bird, hurt pure, dollar, worm, earth 

/ar/ farm orange, forest 

/or/ fork door, pour, roar, more, 
war 

Step 10. Teach the diphthongs /oi/ and /ow/ and their spellings. A diphthong consists of two vowels 
that form a new sound when combined. Also teach other special sounds.

Sound Common Spellings 

/oi/ oil, boy 

/ow/ owl, ouch 

short / / cook, pull 

/sh/ vacation, session, facial 

/zh/ vision 
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Step 11. Teach /aw/, /awl/, /awk/ and their spellings.

Sound Common Spellings 

/aw/ jaw, haul, wash, squash 

/awl/ bald, wall 

/awk/ talk 

Step 12. Teach these sounds and spelling patterns.

Sound Common Spellings 

/s/ spelled c 
Rule: c followed by e, i, or y sounds like /s/. 

cent, face, cinder, cycle 

/j/ spelled g, ge, dge 
Rule: g followed by e, i, or y usually sounds like /j/. 

frigid, age, fudge, gym 

/f/ spelled ph 
Rule: ph sounds like /f/ in words of Greek origin. 

phone, phonics 

/k/ spelled ch 
Rule: ch sounds like /k/ in words of Greek origin. 

chorus, Christmas 

/sh/ spelled ch 
Rule: ch sounds like /sh/ in words of French origin. 

chef, champagne 

Step 13. After 3 to 4 months of daily phonics instruction, begin introducing decodable stories.

Important: All sounds and spellings in Steps 2 - 12 should be introduced within the fi rst 4 months 
of phonics instruction.

After 3 to 4 months of reading lists of words and sentences, your child should be ready to read decodable stories such as 
those from the Yoko Storytelling Series.. The child should read all stories aloud, carefully and accurately. Help him sound 
out diffi cult words, as needed. Explain the meaning of all new words. Encourage him to read each story several times to 
gain fl uency, but don’t let him memorize the story (reciting a story from memory is not reading). Model fl uent reading by 
listening to the audio cassette and/or reading a sentence aloud with expression, then asking him to repeat what you read 
with the same tone of voice. Explain and demonstrate the meaning of basic punctuation (period = stop, comma = pause, 
exclamation point = speak with excitement, question mark = raise the pitch of your voice on the last word to ask a ques-
tion.)
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Step 14. Begin introducing “easy-to-read” books.

After the child masters decodable stories, let him move on to easy books such as those by Dr. Seuss (Hop on Pop; One 
Fish, Two Fish, Red Fish, Blue Fish; Ten Apples Up on Top; Green Eggs and Ham; and so on) and P. D. Eastman (Are 
You My Mother?; Go Dog, Go!; A Fish Out of Water). As your child reads each book, add new irregular words to the 
Wacky Word fi le and review daily.

Continue teaching the lessons in the Ohana  Phonics Program – don’t stop just because your child can read. Most chil-
dren need 1 to 2 years of reinforcement before their phonics knowledge becomes permanent.

Step 15. Continue to give phonetically based spelling lists.

Even after your child has fi nished the Ohana  Phonics Program, make sure to reinforce his phonics knowledge by giving 
phonetically based spelling lists each week throughout elementary school.
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