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Please read through these instructions carefully  
 
Rationale  
 

A linguistic view of phonics and written language means that nearly all words can be phonically coded and there 
are very few common exception or tricky words.   
 
However, we do need to bear in mind that the very point about these words is that they are high in frequency 
and so are likely to appear in even simple text and pupils may encounter them when at a very early stage of 
learning to read and working through a phonics programme. These words are not tricky but are inconvenient, 
for us as teachers and TAs! It is useful for teaching staff to understand these words and how to deal with them 
but there is no need to refer to this label when working with pupils. To our pupils and words are, well… just 
words. 
 
So, how do we work on these words? 
 
The Phonics for SEN programme does not explicitly teach the high frequency words as a separate group of words 
requiring their own focus and lots of teaching materials. The reason for this is that if we explicitly worked on 
these words, as a group in their own right, we would have to work on a multitude of sounds all at the same time 
which would be very confusing for the child.  
 
The Phonics for SEN programme also doesn’t teach the high frequency words as sight words or words that the 
pupils are expected to remember visually as a whole words. 
 
The solution is that the programme takes a gentler approach to these with a long-term view of the situation. 
The high frequency words are studied intensively when the child works on the appropriate focus sound as they 
work through the programme, but a scaffolded approach is taken to supporting children to read and spell high 
frequency words when they encounter them in the early stages. 
 
 
 

The Support Strategy 
 
High frequency words are dealt with as they naturally arise in the context of the child’s reading or writing.  The 
dynamic blending strategy is used for reading and the sequential segmenting strategy is used for spelling but 
the teacher or teaching assistant steps in to support the child with just that little bit of knowledge that they lack. 
This scaffolded approach to reading and spelling supports the child to manage high frequency words early on.  
 

Reading 
 
For example, a child working at the Set 3 level encounters the word  in a story book. As the teacher or TA, you 

know that they have worked on the sound /i/ and so you can assume that they know it and can work with it.  
You also know that the child has learnt that the sound spelling  represents the sound /s/ but have not yet learnt 

that it can also represent the sound /z/ and it this which will cause them difficulties.  
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• Encourage the child to start decoding the word and for them to begin by identifying and saying the sound 
/i/. 

 

• As they move on to the next sound spelling, gently interrupt them and point to the  sound spelling (drawing 

a ring around or underlining it can help the child to notice the sound spelling). 
 

• Pointing to the  sound spelling say, ‘You’ve learnt that this is a picture of the sound /s/. You haven’t done 

this yet, but you will learn that this can also be a picture of the sound /z/. In this word, this is /z/, say /z/ 
here.’  

 

• Support the child to start over and dynamically blend the /i/ and /z/ sounds together.   
 

• The child can then dynamically blend to arrive at the word ‘is’.    
 
In this way the child has actually decoded 50% of the word, blended 100% of it and concluded what the word is 
(or ‘read’ it) themselves.  When supporting reading in this way, there is never a need to simply supply a whole 
word for child.   
 
 

Spelling 
 
Here is an example of how to support spelling.  A child working at Set 4 level is doing a writing task and wishes 
to spell the word said. As the teacher or TA, you know that they have worked on the sounds /s/ and /d/ and so 
you can assume that they know them and can work with them.  You also know that the child has worked on the 
sound /e/ being represented by the sound spelling e but have not yet worked on the more complex aspects of 
the /e/ sound. It is the sound spelling ai which will cause them difficulties.  
 

• Draw three lines on a whiteboard, one line for each sound in the word. 
 

• Using the sequential segmenting technique encourage the child to identify the first sound they can hear in 
the word ‘said’. 

 

• Invite the child to match (write) the sound spelling for the sound /s/ - s. 
 

• Using the sequential segmenting technique encourage the child to identify the next (middle) sound they can 
hear in the word ‘said’ – /e/. 

 

• The child will want to write the sound spelling e on the middle line but gently interrupt them and pointing 
to the matching line on the whiteboard, say, ‘Yes, there is an /e/ sound here. You haven’t done this yet but 
there are more ways to write /e/ and this is another one. We will do this later.’  Write in the ai sound spelling 
on the line for the child. 

 

• The child can then continue on through the word, identify the /d/ sound, and match a sound spelling to the 
sound. 

 

• If the child then copies the word from the whiteboard into their book require them to say each sound at the 
same time as writing the appropriate sound spelling. 

 
This gentle approach to the high frequency words primes the child for the time when they can work on them 
more fully. When encountering these words in the Phonics for SEN decodable books, these words are referred 
to as ‘Prime Words’. 
 
To help you, here is a list of the high frequency words organised by main sound and their appearance in the 
teaching sequence of the Phonics for SEN programme. 
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Word Cards 
 
The cards in this pack primarily help staff to support pupils to read and spell the words as they arise. Staff in 
schools have varying experiences, knowledge and understanding of phonics and the cards are intended to 
support them to better understand how the inconvenient words are put together. The cards could be kept on 
hand and used with pupils to support the strategies above, as needed when reading or writing.   
 
 
There is information about: 
 

the number of sounds in the word and what they are, 
 
the sound spellings (graphemes) – indicated by a larger gap between them, 
 
why the word is inconvenient – how it fits into phonics progression, 
 
blending - colour coded sound spellings get darker as the pupil blends though the word. 

 
 
The words selected are taken from the DfE’s document, The Framework for Reading – Teaching the foundations 
of reading July 2021, plus a few additions. 
 

 
Please Note that these cards are NOT intended to be used as flashcards or a display that 

encourages pupils to learn the words visually and remember them as whole words. 
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Word Structure  Top 100 High Frequency Words Top 101-200 High Frequency Words 
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Focus Sound Top 100 High Frequency Words Top 101-200 High Frequency Words 
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Focus Sound Top 100 High Frequency Words Top 101-200 High Frequency Words 
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Focus Sound Top 100 High Frequency Words Top 101-200 High Frequency Words 
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Focus Sound Top 100 High Frequency Words Top 101-200 High Frequency Words 
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Origin: Late Old English . 

The word the has been used 
as the definite article since 
the 15th century. 
 
Originally the word was 
pronounced /th/ /ee/, as it 
still is in some dialects. The 
/ee/ sound later changed to 
the schwa sound ‘uh’ which 
is written as /Ə/. Pupils don’t 
work on the /th/ sound until 
the beginning of advanced 
code, the /ee/ sound later in 
advanced code and the 
schwa sound /Ə/ much later 
in advanced code when 
working on multisyllable 
words. 
 
For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support for the  
/th/ and /Ə/ sounds. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 

spellings  and .

2 sounds                 /th/ /Ə/

Sound spellings       

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

The word contains the sound 
/th/ which pupils don’t work 
on until the beginning of 
advanced code.  

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support for the  
/th/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

        3 sounds               /w/  /i/  /th/  

     Sound spellings      
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Origin: Late Old English .  

 
The word contains the sound 
/oa/ which pupils don’t work 
on until advanced code.  

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support for the  
/oa/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

     2 sounds                /n/  /oa/   

  Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English . 

 
The word contains the sound 
/oa/ which pupils don’t work 
on until advanced code.  

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/oa/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

     2 sounds               /g/  /oa/   

  Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/oa/ which pupils don’t work 
on until advanced code.  

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/oa/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

     2 sounds                /s/  /oa/   

  Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English Until 

the 15th century pronounced 
with a /s/ sound. 
 
The word contains the sound 
/z/. The /z/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

learn about until early in 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/z/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly.

     2 sounds                 /i/  /z/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

The word contains the sound 
/l/. The /l/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

learn about until early in 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/l/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 
     3 sounds                 /w/  /i/  /l/   

   Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

The word contains the sound 
/ee/. The /ee/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

work on until advanced 
code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/ee/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly.

      2 sounds                /m/  /ee/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/ee/. The /ee/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

work on until advanced 
code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support for with  
/ee/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 
     2 sounds                 /h/  /ee/   

   Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/ee/. The /ee/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

work on until advanced 
code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support for with  
/ee/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly.      2 sounds                 /w/  /ee/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/sh/, which pupils don’t work 
on until early in advanced 
code, and the sound /ee/, 
which pupils don’t work on 
until advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with both the  
/sh/ and the /ee/ sound. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

both the and the

sound spelling. 

     2 sounds                 /sh/  /ee/   

   Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old Norse 

 
The word contains the sound 
/th/, which pupils don’t work 
on until early in advanced 
code, and the sound /ai/ 
which pupils don’t work on 
until advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with both the  
/th/ and the /ai/ sound. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

both the and the

sound spelling. 
     2 sounds                 /th/  /ai/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/er/. The /er/ sound is 
represented by the rare 

sound spelling  don’t 

work on until later in 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/er/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

     2 sounds                 /w/  /er/   

   Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/e/. The /e/ sound is 
represented by the rare 

sound spelling  which 

pupils don’t work on until 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/e/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 
     3 sounds                /s/  /e/  /d/  

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/oo/. The /oo/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which pupils don’t 

work on until later in 
advanced code. 
 
For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/oo/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly. 

      2 sounds               /t/  /oo/   

   Sound spellings      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

Superseded the word  in 

the 15th century. 
 
The word contains the sound 
/oo/. The /oo/ sound is 
represented by the sound 

spelling  which don’t work 

on until later in advanced 
code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/oo/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly.       2 sounds                /y/  /oo/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English shortened 
version of 

 
The word is made up of just 
one sound, /ie/. The /ie/ 
sound is represented by the 

sound spelling  which pupils 

don’t work on until later in 
advanced code. 
 
An additional complication 
for the pupil is that the 
uppercase letter is used 
rather than the lowercase 
with which they are more 
familiar. 

      1 sound                /ie/   

   Sound spelling      

 
 
 

 
Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the sound 
/aw/, which pupils don’t 
work on until later in 
advanced code, and the 
sound /l/ which pupils work 
on early in advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with both the  
/aw/ and the /l/ sound. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

both the and the sound 

spelling. 
      2 sounds                /aw/  /l/   

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English earun 
 
The word is made up of just 
one sound, /ar/. The /ar/ 
sound is represented by the 

rare sound spelling  

which pupils don’t work on 
until later in advanced code. 
 
For the pupil, this could feel 
like being asked to memorise 
a whole word. Stress that 
the word only has 1 sound 
and therefore has only 1 
sound spelling which is the 
whole word. It is a rare 
sound spelling, also 
occurring in the word ‘aren’t’ 
to which it is obviously 
related.       1 sound                /ar/   

   Sound spelling      

 
 
 
 

Origin: Old English 

 
The word contains the 
sounds /o/ and /z/. The /o/ 
sound is represented by the 

sound spelling , which 

pupils don’t work on until 
later in advanced code, and 
the /z/ sound is represented 

by the sound spelling  

which pupils work on early in 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/o/ and /z/ sounds 
particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the and sound spellings 

particularly.

      3 sounds                /w/  /o/  /z/  

   Sound spellings      
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Origin: Old English 
unstressed form of æ

 
The word contains the sound 
/v/. The /v/ sound is 
represented by the unique 

sound spelling  which pupils 

don’t work on until later in 
advanced code. 

For reading: support the 
pupil to blend the sounds, 
giving support with the  
/v/ sound particularly. 
 
For spelling: support the 
pupil to segment the word 
and match the sound 
spellings, giving support with 

the sound spelling 

particularly.

      2  sounds              /o/  /v/  

   Sound spellings      
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Further Information about Phonics for SEN 

 
The Phonics for Pupils with Special Educational Needs Programme is a systematic synthetic linguistic phonics 
programme published in a series of seven books by Routledge in 2018. For more information about the 
programme and training, please visit the website: 
 
https://www.phonicsforpupilswithspecialeducationalneeds.com/ 
 
Seven book programme published 2018 by Speechmark Routledge, available from Routledge,  Amazon, 
Wordery, Blackwells & Waterstones. Books may be purchased singly or as a set. 
 
www.routledge.com/Phonics-for-Pupils-with-Special-Educational-Needs/book-series/PPSEN 
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