
 

 

Transcript, Lesson 3: Language Knowledge 
for Phonics Teachers 

 
Lesson 3, Step 1  

Lesson Overview 
 
In the last lesson, you learned how to teach systematic and explicit phonics effectively so 
that you equip all of your students with the tools they need to become powerful readers. 
In this lesson, we will take you on a journey through some of the layers of language you 
need to know in order to teach phonics as an empowered professional. 

English is much more predictable and regular than you might think.  

• 50% of words can be spelled correctly using predictable spellings of the sounds in 
the word.  

• Another 36% can be spelled correctly using predictable spellings of the sounds in 
the word except for one speech sound, usually a vowel.  

• And an additional 12% of words have predictable spellings if you take their 
language of origin or meaning into account.  

• That leaves only around 4% of words in English that are truly irregular.  

This is good news because it means that the patterns and rules of written English are 
teachable and learnable. 

Just like medical professionals need to know anatomy, teachers of reading need to know 
the language that they’re teaching. Research shows that teachers teach reading and 
spelling more effectively when they have greater linguistic knowledge. 
 
With linguistic knowledge, you’ll be able to use curriculum as a tool, understand 
assessments, plan effectively for phonics and better differentiate for all of your students.  
 
In this lesson, we’ll provide you with an intensive overview of graphemes, spelling 
patterns, syllable types, morphology and etymology. We’ve got you. 

We have a lot to cover so we are going to move fast and give you a lot of information. 
Don’t worry though! Not only will you have lots of chances to practice what you’re 
learning during the lesson, we have also provided you with a printable version of 
everything we’ll cover in this lesson, so you can print it out to use for planning, assessment 
and anything else you need. That’s in the resource section. Most of the steps also have a 
supplementary handout that gives you more in-depth information. You can find those in 
each step, or we’ve included them in the comprehensive printable for Lesson 3. 



 

 

This is just a starting point and we urge you to continue to learn. We have seen that once 
teachers start expanding their knowledge of linguistics, they don't want to stop. 
Go grab a snack or something to drink and let’s get started. 
 
Teacher note: These rules are guides to help people learn to read. They shouldn’t be 
taught with excessive rigidity. Kids (and teachers!) need to learn to apply rules with 
flexibility and always read for meaning. The goal is mapping an extensive bank of sight 
words so they can read and write fluently, not adhering to rules, so don’t let yourself or 
your students get stuck there. 

 

Lesson 3, Step 2 
Common Orthographic Patterns: Predictable Consonants 

 
In the next few steps, we’ll cover the most common sound spellings that form the 
foundation for any reader. Students need to master these elements and internalize them 
so that they can become fluent readers. 

First, let's talk about predictable consonants. These will be some of the first phonic 
elements you’ll teach beginning readers. 

To learn how to pronounce these letter sounds and all of the rest of the 44 phonemes in 
the English language, check out our 44 Phonemes video. You’ll learn that students must be 
taught to clip the sounds they pronounce, like in this example. This will help them when 
they are learning to blend the sounds to make words. 

Some other things to keep in mind: 

Focus on mouth movements to help students learn the difference between letter sounds 
they might confuse. 

Show students how to touch their throats when saying /b/ and /p/. You try it! Notice how 
your mouth does the same thing but you can only feel the vibrations in your vocal cords 
when you say /b/. /b/ is a voiced sound and /p/ is its unvoiced partner. 

Try the same thing for /v/ and /f/, /d/ and /t/, and /z/ and /s/. 

Students can also get confused by letters that are visually similar, like b and d or n and h. 
Give them extra practice or try co-creating an embedded picture mnemonic. 

Some letter sounds can be confusing because of the name of that letter. For example, the 
letter name for w sounds like “d-d-double you” leading some students to confuse it with 
the sound /d/.  

Pay close attention to their errors so you can figure out how to help them master the 
sounds of predictable consonants. 



 

 

 

Lesson 3, Step 3 
Common Orthographic Patterns: Short Vowels 

 

Now let’s talk about short vowels. These are the most common spellings of the short 
vowel sounds: ă, ĕ, ĭ, ŏ, ŭ.  

The mark you see over each vowel is called a breve and it just shows that these are short 
vowel sounds.  

When vowels are marked like this, ā, ē, ī, ō, ū, they are long. This mark that looks like a line 
is called a macron and it denote long vowel sounds.  
 
Short vowels are the key that unlocks decoding words for the first time. Many students 
who don’t have access to effective systematic and explicit phonics instruction taught by a 
skilled and knowledgeable teacher can get stuck here with short vowels and never really 
gain the fluency they need to become real readers. 

Here’s what you need to know to make sure that doesn’t happen. 

• Teach short vowels with an anchor word, image and gesture to support students 
with retention and retrieval of the sounds.  We love to use apple, edge, itchy, 
octopus and up. 

• Just like with the predictable consonants, focus on mouth movements to help 
students differentiate between the sounds.  

• Students need a lot of reinforcement with short vowels and a lot of practice. Let’s 
watch an example of a short vowel review game. 

• In that example, students practiced all five short vowel sounds. Give them lots of 
practice differentiating between two short vowel sounds at a time before you ask 
them to differentiate between three or more. 

• Give students lots of practice decoding CVC words, which stands for consonant 
vowel consonant. These are the first words students will decode so they need a lot 
of support and a lot of repetition.  

• Make sure students can consistently decode CVC words before moving on to more 
complex words. It can be helpful for students to practice decoding nonsense words 
to bolster their decoding skills. 

• Students can find it difficult to pronounce the short a sound in CVC words that end 
in m or n such as Sam and can as the vowel sound becomes more nasal. Slow down 
and give them lots of practice with those words. 

• Students will sometimes confuse pairs of short vowels such as /e/ and /i/ and need 
additional support to master differentiating between them. Let’s watch this class 
practice the pronunciation of short e and short i during the warm-up review. 



 

 

Now you know the nitty-gritty about common consonants and short vowels, the building 
blocks of beginning phonics instruction. Take a minute to review what you’ve learned and 
practice applying your knowledge. 

 

Lesson 3, Step 5 
Common Orthographic Patterns: Consonant Digraphs and Blends 

 
The most common orthographic elements are predictable consonants and short vowels. 
But following close behind them are digraphs and blends. What’s the difference between 
digraphs and blends? Let's find out. 

Let's start with consonant digraphs.  

• Digraphs are two letters that, together, make one sound.   
• The most common consonant digraphs are ch, sh, wh, th, ng and ck.  
• Give students lots of practice with each new digraph, alone and in CVC words.  

Use elkonin boxes or counters to help students understand that the two letters in a 
digraph make one sound.  

Teachers and students can sometimes confuse consonant digraphs with blends.  

Blends: 

• Blends are two or three consonants that make a blended sound but still retain their 
individual sounds. 

• Consonant blends don’t need to be taught as units or mastered individually. 
Instead, students need lots and lots of practice writing and reading words with 
blends. 

• Integrate phonological awareness so they can practice orally blending and 
segmenting words with blends. 

• Keep in mind that some blends may be harder for your students to pronounce, such 
as r-blends and the ending blends –nk and –lk. 

• Move from simpler to more complex words with blends. Start with four letter 
words with initial blends, then do four letter words with ending blends, then do 
words with beginning AND ending blends, then introduce tri-blends. 

• Tailor your speed to what your students need. 

Now you know the difference between digraphs and blends. Let’s test your knowledge. 

 

Lesson 3, Step 5 RESOURCE 
 

Teacher Tip Sheet for Teaching Blends and Digraphs 
 



 

 

 
Some things to keep in mind about consonant digraphs:  

 
this thud 

• Th can make a voiced (then) or an unvoiced sound (think) 

 
whale 

• Wh has changed over time as the English language has changed. Some people still 
pronounce it /wh/ but nowadays most people pronounce it /w/. 

 
itch 

• Tch is a trigraph, three letters that make one sound. 

 
sing sang song sung 

• Ng is taught different ways in different programs. We teach it as a digraph as the 
two letters make one glued sound, the n and g don’t retain their respective 
pronunciations. Students may need practice with the rime units in –ng words, ing, 
ang, ong and ung, as it can be very difficult for some people to produce the –ng 
sound or blend it with the vowel sound. 

 
 
 
Some things to keep in mind about blends: 
 

pink lamp felt went 

• Some ending blends like –nk, -lt, -mp, and -nt are especially tricky as they are 
difficult for some students to pronounce.  Students may need practice with the 
rime units in –nk words –ink, -ank, -onk and –unk. 

 
scrap strip split squish 

• Tri-blends include scr- str- spl- and squ-. These can be tricky for students, and some 
may need extra practice.  

quit 

• In words of English origin, q does not have a sound by itself but only appears as “qu” 
pronounced /kw/, a blend of /k/ and /w/. 

 
 



 

 

Lesson 3, Step 7 
Common Orthographic Patterns: Vowel Spellings 

 
It's commonly said there are 5 vowels in English but really there are 19 vowel sounds with 
many different spellings. In this step, we will go over some common vowel spellings. Refer 
to the rarer orthographic patterns resource to explore rarer vowel spellings.  

Let’s start with silent-e.  

• This is usually the first long vowel that students learn. Let’s watch a classroom 
example of some students who are learning to decode silent-e words.  

• Whether you call it bridge e, silent e or sneaky e, students need lots and lots of 
practice decoding, encoding and flexing between CVC and silent-e words. It’s a big 
conceptual leap for them! They are learning that letters can make more than one 
sound. 

• Explain what a long vowel is and do lots of phonological awareness work orally to 
support their understanding. Don’t forget to explain that long u has two different 
sounds, /oo/ as in rule and /u/ as in mule. 

R-Controlled Vowels 

• Next, you’ll introduce r-controlled vowels, when bossy r makes short vowels say a 
different sound. 

• Teach ar says /ar/ and or says /or/ first.  
• After that, teach that ir, er and ur all make the sound /er/.  

Long Vowel Digraphs 

• Remember consonant digraphs? Well you can probably guess that vowel digraphs 
are two letters that make one vowel sound.  

• The most common vowel digraphs are ee (long e), ea (long e), ai (long a), ay (long a), 
oa (long o), ow (long o) and oe (long o). igh (long i) is a common trigraph.  

Diphthongs 

• A diphthong is a vowel team in which the sound begins as one vowel sound and 
moves towards another.  

• Let’s try an example. Say /ow/. Notice how your mouth starts wide and then gets 
small? /ow/ That’s because /ow/ is a diphthong!  

• The diphthongs are ow /ow/; ou (/ow/); oy /oy/; oi /oy/, au /aw/ and aw /aw/.   

Have you heard the rhyme, a, e, i, o, u and sometimes y and w? Well now you know that w 
can be a part of a vowel digraph or a diphthong. But what about the y? 

Vowel Sounds of Y 

• The last common vowel patterns we’ll discuss are the vowel sounds of y.  



 

 

• Most commonly, Y makes the long e sound at the end of multi syllable words like 
baby, funny and electricity.  

• Y can also make the short i sound at the end of one syllable words like cry, sky and 
spy. 

By now you are a vowel pro!  Let’s take a moment to solidify your learning. 

 
Lesson 3, Step 7 RESOURCE 

 
Teacher Tip Sheet for Vowel Digraphs and Diphthongs 

 
You may have heard the saying, “if two vowels go walking the first one does the talking.” 
We find that this isn’t very useful in a structured literacy approach as there are many 
variations in vowel digraphs and diphthongs and many don’t meet this rule.  
 
It’s better to teach the patterns themselves and help students commit them to long-term 
memory instead of guessing. Here are some spelling generalizations you can teach that 
may be useful to your students.   
 

stain stay 

• Ai comes in the middle of a word or syllable while ay comes at the end of the word 
or syllable.  

goat glow 

• Oa comes in the middle of a word or syllable while ow comes at the end of a word 
or syllable.  

flight 

• Long i is spelled /igh/ in many one syllable words that end in t such as light, night, 
and bright.  

boil boy 

• Oi is often in the middle while oy is often at the end of words and syllables. 

 
launch draw fawn 

• Au is often in the middle or beginning while aw is often at the end of words and 
syllables, or at the end with the letter n after it. 

 
round now frown 

• Ou is often in the middle while ow would be more likely to be at the end of words 
and syllables, or at the end with the letter n after it. 



 

 

 
 
Teach students to apply these generalizations flexibly, as they don’t apply 100% of the 
time and silent-e and other ways of spelling the long vowels sounds are in the mix. Even so, 
learning these generalizations helps students commit words with these patterns to their 
long-term memory for decoding and encoding. 
 
 
Lesson 3, Step 7 RESOURCE 
 

Rarer Orthographic Patterns Resource 
Once students have mastered the common orthographic patterns, they are ready to learn 
these rarer patterns. Though they may be slightly less common, these patterns are used 
frequently in English and must be taught and learned!  
 

• All families 
• all: ball, fall, recall  
• alk: balk, walk, stalk  
• ald: bald, scald  
• alt: salt, malt 

 

• Wild old words: word families originating in Old English that have long vowel 
sounds in words that would otherwise have short vowel pronunciations.   

• ild: wild, child, mild  
• old: old, bold, scold  
• ind: wind, kind, find  
• olt: bolt, jolt, colt  
• ost: ghost, most, host  
• oll: roll, troll, stroll  

 

• Rarer vowel teams or spellings  
• eigh: eight, freight  
• ea (short): head, lead  
• ei: /ā/ as in vein, weigh AND /ē/ as in ceiling, seize  

• ie: //ī/ as in pie, vie AND /ē/ piece, field  

• ey: they, survey AND monkey, donkey  
• oo: book, shook, look  
• ou: soul, shoulder  
• ough: /ō/ as in though, dough AND /ŭ/ as in rough, tough AND /ŏ/ as in ought, 

bought  



 

 

• eu: feud, euphoria  
• ue: argue, blue  
• ew: few, stew  
• augh: taught, aught 

 

• Rarer vowel sounds of y  
• Long i in silent-e syllables: style, enzyme  
• Short i (Greek origin): crystal, myth, symbol  

 

• Rarer r-controlled vowel teams  
• are: care, share  
• air: chair, hair  
• our: tour, four, gourd  
• ore: tore, gore, swore  
• ear: smear, fear, clear  
• eer: steer, mountaineer, reindeer  
• ure: pure, sure, lure   
• ar: warm, warp, ward  

 

• Wa and qua  
• want, water, wattle, watch  
• quantity, quality, squalor   
• Wor  
• worm, world, word 

 

• Silent letter teams: letter teams where one letter’s sound is not pronounced. 
• gh: ghost, ghoul, spaghetti  
• gu: guess, guitar, guest  
• mn: condemn, damn, hymn  
• ch: echo, anchor, school  
• mb: bomb, climb, crumb  
• bt: debt, doubt,   
• mb: dumb, lamb, limb  
• sc: science, scissors, muscle  
• kn: knee, knead, kneel  
• wr: wrap, wrestle, write  
• gn: assign, align, gnat  
• stle: castle, trestle, thistle  
• rh: rhombus, rhizome, rhinoceros 



 

 

 

• Rarer digraphs  
• ph /f/ phone  
• gh /f/ laugh  
• ch /k/ Christmas or /sh/ chandelier   

 
 
 
 
Lesson 3, Step 9 

Common Orthographic Patterns: Tricky Consonant Spellings 
 
At this point in our lesson, you know all about consonants. You know about predictable 
consonants, consonant digraphs and consonant blends. It's time to deepen your 
knowledge by showing you some common alternate spellings to teach your students. 
 
These are alternate spellings, not exceptions, as they still follow patterns and rules. They 
just vary from the most common spellings or pronunciations that you’ll teach your 
students. Refer to the rarer orthographic patterns resource to see a more comprehensive 
list. 
 
There are a few spellings that students need to know to read beginning texts. Different 
programs call them different names, but here we’ll call them the FLOSS Rule and the Long 
Spelling Rule. These rules are very similar. 
 
FLOSS Rule 

• For the FLOSS rule, you need to know that when a one syllable word ends with an f, 
l, s or z right after a short vowel, that final consonant is doubled. 

• Some examples are floss, mill, kiss, and jazz.  
• Some non-examples are melt, mist, pizzaz, and slip. These words don’t meet the 

rule, so they end in a single consonant instead of a double.  

 
Long Spellings 

• Similarly, the long spellings -ck, -tch and -dge are used at the end of a closed 
syllable IF its sound comes right after a short vowel.  

• Some examples are duck, latch, and edge.  
• Some non-examples of the long spelling rule are dusk, chat and rage. These words 

don’t meet the rule, so they don’t end with the long spellings. 

Soft C and G 

• Another set of tricky spellings to know are the secret identities of c, g and s.  



 

 

• All of these consonants have two sounds that they make.  
• C can say /k/ or /s/, g can say /g/ or /j/, and s can say /s/ or /z/.  
• G and c make their soft sound when follow by i, e and y. 
• S makes the /z/ sound in silent-e words and at the end of words. 

Check out the teaching resources we’ve included in this step to help you explain these 
concepts to your students. 
 
 
Lesson 3, Step 11 

Introducing Syllables 
 
What are syllables doing in a course about phonics?  

Understanding syllables is essential to achieving reading fluency and applying learned 
patterns to decoding. If students learn about syllables as a part of a systematic and 
comprehensive phonics program, they will be better able to predict vowel sounds and 
break down longer words into syllables for decoding.  

There are six syllable types in the English orthography. When students know the syllable 
types, they can explain the spellings of many words and decode and pronounce unknown 
words. 

Phonics programs often focus on single syllable words for far too long, depriving students 
of the practice they need to read multisyllabic words. We have to support students in 
applying knowledge about syllables so that they are building the decoding muscles they 
need for advanced fluency. 

In the next few steps, we’ll teach you the basics of syllable types and decoding 
multisyllabic words. Let’s begin.  

 
Lesson 3, Step 12 

The Six Syllable Types 
 
What is a syllable? Syllables are word parts that contain a single vowel sound and are 
pronounced as a unit. Words are made up of one or more syllables. 

When explaining syllables to students, you might say, “A syllable is a word or a part of a 
word with one vowel sound.”  

Show them how to place the top of their hand under their jaw to feel their jaw drop for 
each syllable. You can also teach them to place a hand on their diaphragm to feel each 
push of air from each syllable. You try it! Syllable. Syllable. Did you feel it? 

 There are six syllable types:  

• Closed 



 

 

• Open 
• Silent-e 
• R-controlled 
• Vowel team 
• Consonant -le. 

 I’ll explain each type and give one syllable and multisyllabic example words. 

Closed Syllables 

• Closed syllables are the most common syllable type.  
• They consist of one vowel letter followed by one or more consonants.  
• These consonants close the vowel in and make it short. 
• Examples: top, velvet, stump. 

Open Syllables 

• Open syllables end in a single vowel.  
• There are no consonants closing it in so the vowel sound is long.  
• Examples: she, robot, frequent, funny. 

Silent-e Syllable 

• The Silent-e or VCe syllable has one vowel letter followed by one consonant and 
then e.  

• The vowel says its name and the e is silent.  
• Examples: vote, wave, complete. 

R-controlled Syllable 

• In the R-controlled syllable, the r “controls” the vowel and changes its sound.  
• Examples: fern, burn, corn, arm, fir, zipper, property. 

Vowel Team Syllables 

• In vowel team syllables, more than one letter spells the vowel sound. 
• Examples: lawn, boat, freight, devour, frightful 

Consonant-le Syllables 

• A consonant-le or -cle syllable has a consonant followed by -le.  
• It occurs at the end of multisyllabic words (though suffixes might be added after 

the –cle syllable). 
• The vowel sound in cle- syllables is a schwa sound, an unaccented vowel sound. 
• Examples: bubble, people, puzzling. 

Schwa 



 

 

• There is an extra or seventh syllable type that is sometimes included. It’s called an 
unaccented or schwa (ə) syllable and it sounds like “uh” or “ih” depending on the 
word. 

• This is an upper-level concept for students who are reading and spelling a wider 
array of multisyllabic words. 

• Examples: around, nation, package, compliment. 

Teach students the six syllable types and give them practice identifying syllables on their 
own and in multisyllabic words, like in this classroom example. This will help students 
apply their learning to decoding and spelling. 
 
 
Lesson 3, Step 14 

Decoding Multisyllabic Words 
 

Now you know the six syllable types. In this step, we’ll talk about how to apply your 
knowledge of the syllables for reading and go over some strategies you can teach your 
students for tackling multisyllabic words. 

Learning typical patterns of syllable division can help students decode multisyllabic words 
and recognize patterns to build automaticity.  

VCCV: Rabbit Words 

• The first division pattern you’ll teach is VCCV, or rabbit words.  
• If there are two consonants in between two vowels, divide the word between the 

consonants.  
• Some examples are kit/ten, ten/nis and in/sect. 
• Start by practicing with two closed syllables, then introduce VCCV words where 

the first syllable is closed and the second is open, for example man/go or win/dy. 
• After that, mix in some words where the second syllable has a silent-e. If they have 

learned r-controlled vowels and vowel digraphs, mix in some words with those 
patterns as well. Examples of these are com/pete, in/fer and im/peach. 

• Sometimes there are three or four consonants between the two vowels. Keep the 
blends or digraphs together when you divide the word, like in in/spect or pump/kin. 

VCV: Tiger and Camel Words 

• Once students have mastered dividing VCCV words, move on to VCV words.  
• If there is only one consonant in between two vowels, you’ll divide the word either 

before or after the consonant. 
• V/CV words, or tiger words, are more common. In these words, the first syllable is 

open and its vowel sound is long. Some examples are ho/tel, re/mote and de/fend. 
• VC/V words, or camel words, are less common. In these words, the first syllable is 

closed and its vowel sound is short. Some examples are lem/on, vis/it and pun/ish. 



 

 

• Teach students to try dividing the word V/CV and if that doesn’t work, to then try 
VC/V. Make sure they read for meaning when they read and divide syllables. 

-Cle: Turtle Words 

• Next, you can teach students to divide -Cle words, or turtle words.  
• Words ending in a -cle syllable will be divided before the consonant in the -cle 

syllable.  
• Examples are puz/zle, can/dle and ta/ble. 

VV: Lion Words 

• Finally, teach students that if there are two vowel sounds back-to-back in a word 
and they are NOT a vowel digraph, that’s a lion word and you’ll divide it V/V, such 
as du/et or ru/in.  

• Many of these are tricky like poet (po/et) because the two vowels may look like a 
vowel digraph.  

Teach students to read and divide syllables for meaning and to become flexible decoders. 

Practice dividing two syllable words according to these common patterns will help build 
automaticity in syllable division.  

Longer Multisyllabic Words 

• When students encounter longer multisyllabic words in a text, they need word 
attack strategies to break those words down. 

• First, teach students to mark the vowels in words.  
• Next, ask them if they notice any prefixes or suffixes in the word and circle them. 

We’ll talk more about morphology in the next step. 
• Then, ask them how many syllables they think the word will have.  
• Prompt them to remember that every syllable will have one vowel sound.  
• If needed, remind them that sometimes vowels are spelled with more than one 

letter. 
• Finally, have them try to divide the word into syllables by swooping under each 

syllable, like this. Teach them to read each syllable and then blend them together.  
• Show them how to adjust the pronunciation of the word and the vowel sounds 

based on what makes sense.  

Include practice with multisyllabic words as a part of your consistent phonics routine so 
that students build word solving strategies and automaticity over time. And of course, 
continue to support their vocabulary development with rich read alouds and other oral 
language activities. That way, when they decode a multisyllabic word, they’ll be more 
likely to know what it means and read it accurately. 



 

 

Teacher Note: Make it meaningful. Once students successfully decode a multisyllabic 
word, briefly have students say what the word means, act it out with a gesture, point to it 
in the room, or use it in a sentence. 
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Introduction to Morphology 
  
 
What is morphology? Morphemes are the smallest units of meaning in language. 
Morphology is the study of how morphemes, or word parts, work together to form our 
language. 
 
Though students should study morphology in depth in upper elementary school, middle 
school and high school, students will begin encountering simple suffixes in reading very 
early on,  in words like “swims,” “resting” or “kissed.” 

Research has demonstrated that morphological awareness and work with morphemes are 
beneficial for students’ decoding and reading comprehension abilities and can be 
especially useful for English learners. 

 
It’s important to help students develop a love of words and reading and to give them space 
to play with words and make sense of words when bringing in morphology. 

Learning about morphology helps give their work as readers and writers meaning and 
reason.  
 
In the supplemental resource below, we’ve compiled everything you need to know to build 
your foundation in morphology so you can effectively bring it into your instruction. We’ll 
explain common terms and give you the chance to analyze some words using this 
terminology. 

You may also be wondering, where should I start? What morphology should we teach in 
early elementary classrooms?  
I know when I learned about teaching morphology, I was overwhelmed by the sheer 
number of morphemes. Don’t worry, we have done the research for you and in our 
supplemental resource we’ll show you where to get started and where to concentrate 
your energy.   
 
Take a look at the resource and then take a moment to connect with other teachers and 
share your thoughts on morphology in the next step.  
 

Lesson 3, Step 16 RESOURCE 
 



 

 

Extension Resource: Introduction to Morphology  
 
In this resource, we'll introduce the basics of morphology. We’ll be introducing many 
different terms but don’t worry about committing every single term to memory right now. 
We invite you to make connections to what you already know.  
 
Types of Morphemes 
  
Words are composed of morphemes put together.  
There are two types of morphemes, free and bound.  
  
A free morpheme stands alone as a word, such as ball. It can also be combined into a 
compound word, such as baseball.  
 
A bound morpheme cannot stand alone but must be combined with another morpheme or 
morphemes to make a real word.  
 
There are three types of bound morphemes.  
 
The first are bound roots, which often give words their main meaning. Bound roots are 
usually latin or greek. Learning the meaning of these roots can be very useful for 
vocabulary learning and decoding.   
 
The other two types of bound morphemes are affixes. Affixes are added on to roots or 
base words. When an affix comes at the beginning of the word, it’s a prefix. When it’s 
added to the end of a word, it’s a suffix.  
 
Different Types of Suffixes 
 
Inflectional suffixes are the most common. These are the first suffixes readers will 
encounter.  
Inflectional suffixes don’t change the part of speech when added to a base word. They do 
change the way the word can be used by changing the word’s tense or showing 
possession, quantity, comparison or degree. Inflect means “to bend” so it’s sort of like 
inflectional suffixes “bend” the word a little while still keeping it the same shape.  
 
There are only 8 inflectional suffixes:  
-ed, -s/es, -‘s, -er (as in bigger), -en, -ing, -est 
  
If inflectional suffixes bend the word and change how it is used, derivational affixes are 
prefixes and suffixes that change the meaning of the base word. However, the meaning is 
still derived from the original base word, that’s why it’s a derivational affix.  



 

 

Derivational affixes usually change the part of speech or function of the base word. All 
prefixes are derivational, and some suffixes. Derivational affixes are usually Latin and 
there are many many of them.  
A few examples of derivational suffixes are -ly, -ment, -ive, -tion/sion/-cian, -ness, -ful, -al, 
and -er (as in teacher).  
  
 
Analyze Example Words 
That was a lot of information. Let’s practice by analyzing some example words using this 
terminology.  

• Stay → stay (free root from Latin meaning to stand still) = to remain in the same 
place or state  

• Popcorn → pop (free root meaning burst out) + corn (free root meaning a specific 
delicious plant) = corn heated until it pops!  

• Inching → inch (free root that specifies a specific unit of measure) + ing (inflectional 
suffix that changes the function of the root) = moving along slowly as if by an inch 
at a time  

• Harmless → harm (free root meaning hurt) + less (derivational suffix meaning 
without) = something that doesn’t cause harm  

• Preview → pre (prefix meaning before) + view (free root meaning to see) = seeing 
something in advance  

• Interrupt → inter (prefix meaning between) + rupt (bound root meaning break) = 
breaking into the middle of something  

• Geography → geo (bound root meaning earth) + graph (bound root meaning write) 
+ y (derivational suffix meaning characterized by) = the study of the earth   

 
What Morphology Should We Teach? 
 
You may be wondering, where should I start? What morphology should we teach in early 
elementary classrooms?  
Don’t worry, we have done the research for you and we’ll show you where to get started 
and where to concentrate your energy.   

• Introduce inflectional (simple) suffixes 
• Spelling rules for adding suffixes 
• Use understanding of morphology as a tool for decoding 
• Common prefixes 
• Common derivational suffixes 
• Y to i spelling rule 
• Introduce roots 

  
 



 

 

First Introduction to Morphemes:  
 
Begin with the most common inflectional suffixes in kindergarten (-s/-es, -ing) then 
proceed with the sequence of inflectional suffixes as students are ready (See our index of 
inflection suffixes is in at the end of this resource). 
 
While students are learning inflectional suffixes, introduce prefixes and suffixes as a clue 
to word meaning during read aloud, vocabulary instruction, or other oral language 
activities.  
 
Play with morphemes, draw attention to meaning, and show your students how to enjoy 
taking words apart and putting them together.  
 
Spelling Rules for Adding Suffixes 
Once students know the syllable types, introduce the first two spelling rules for adding 
suffixes to base words. This will also aid students in decoding multisyllabic words with 
suffixes.  
 
The first spelling rule for suffixes is the 1-1-1 doubling rule.  
When a base word with a short vowel ends with one consonant, double that consonant before 
adding a vowel suffix to keep the vowel sound short.  
 
Examples:  
rub + ing = rubbing 
flat +er = flatter 
string + ing = stringing  
commit + ment = commitment 
 
The second spelling rule for suffixes is the drop the e rule.  
When a base word ends with silent e, drop the e before adding a vowel suffix.  
Examples:  
hope + ed = hoped 
hope + ful = hopeful  
chose + en = chosen 
confuse + ing = confusing 
 
Morphology as a Decoding Tool 
Once students are working on decoding multisyllabic words, teach them to identify the 
root or base word and any affixes to make the word easier to decode.  
At this point, students should also begin to learn common prefixes for reading and writing.  
 
 
Prefixes 



 

 

Which prefixes should you teach? The four most common prefixes account for more than 
58% of all prefixed words in English.  
 
They are: 
dis- meaning not or the opposite of.  
re- meaning again.  
un- meaning not.  
and in-/im-/il-/ir- which are all slight variations of the same prefix, all meaning not.  
 
Start with these power prefixes and introduce others as your students are ready (See our 
index of common prefixes at the end of this resource). 
 
Derivational Suffixes 
By third grade, students should start to work with derivational suffixes. Teach students 
the meaning of derivational suffixes so they can use them as tools to figure out word 
meaning. -ly changes a word to an adverb. -er and –or can indicate a person who, like a 
doctor or a singer.   
 
Just like with the prefixes, there is a short list of derivational suffixes that, along with 
inflectional suffixes, account for 93% of words with suffixes in English. Those are the 
suffixes to start with (See our index of common derivational suffixes at the end of this 
resource). 
 
Y to I Rule 
The y to i rule tells us how to add suffixes to base words that end in y.  
When a base word ends in a y (and the y is not part of a vowel digraph) change y to i before 
adding the suffix. The suffix can be a vowel or a consonant suffix, but the rule does not apply 
when the suffix starts with i. 
 
Examples:  
plenty + ful = plentiful 
party + es = parties 
cry + ing = crying 
shiny + est = shiniest  
 
 
Introducing Roots 
Introduce using roots to decipher the meaning of words. Connect this work with cognate 
instruction for English language learners.  
You can introduce some common Latin roots (form, dict, ject) or focus your instruction on 
words in the texts you are reading or the topics you’re exploring in class. Find the roots in 
those words. Then figure out the meaning of those roots and look for other members of 



 

 

that family. Practice mapping them out with your class, and have students map out their 
own word explorations.  
For example, if you’re learning about metamorphosis, look at the root morph, meaning 
shape or form. Other words in the morph family include morph/morphing, morpheme (!), 
amorphous and the beloved books the Animorphs series.  
After 3rd grade, students are expected to use roots and affixes as clues to word meaning. 
Build their schema for these skills in the early grades by exploring the meaning and 
function of morphemes.  
 
The main takeaway for morphology instruction? Have fun with words and play with 
language together. Know that you are building a rich and meaningful foundation for all of 
your learners.   
 
Ideas for Morphology Exploration: 

• Have students create morpheme maps where they explore the range of words 
created with that morpheme.   

• Students can make word sums and word matrices where they decompose words 
into their morphemes.   

• Play engaging games where students combine morphemes to make words. Games 
can even involve invented words or slang for fun. 

 
 

Inflectional suffixes 
-s/-es To make something plural 
-s/-es To change verb tense 
-ing Changes the function of the verb 
-ed Changes a verb to the past tense.  

Has three sounds, /t/, /d/, and /id/. Teach the three sounds and have students 
use word sorts and dictation to practice. 

-er For comparing (-er is also a derivational suffix when not used in this sense) 
-est For comparing 
-’s To show possession  
-en Changes the function of the verb (-en is also a derivational suffix when not used 

in this sense) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

Most Common Prefixes 
*These prefixes account for 97% of prefixed words in English. 

In order of frequency of occurrence: 
dis-  Meaning not or the opposite of. 
re- Meaning again. 
un- Meaning not. 
in-/im-/il-/ir- Meaning not. 

en-/em- Cause to 
non- Not, opposite of 
in-/im- In or into 
over- Too much, above 
mis- Wrongly  
sub- Under, lower 
pre- before 
inter- Between, among 
fore- before 
de- Opposite of, down 
trans- Across, to the other side of 
super- Above, beyond 

semi- half 
anti- against 
mid- middle 
under- Too little, below 

White, T., Sowell, J., & Yanagihara, A. (1989). Teaching elementary students to use 
word-part clues. The Reading Teacher, 42(4), 302-308. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20200115 
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Most Common Derivational Suffixes 
*These, combined with the inflectional suffixes, account for 93% of words in English with 

suffixes. The remaining derivational suffixes combined make up the other 7%. 
In order of frequency of occurrence: 

-ly Changes to an adverb 
-er/-or Person who 
-tion Act, process (-sion is alternate spelling, -cian sounds the name but is 

another person who suffix) 
-ible/-able Can be done 

-al/-ial Having characteristics of 
-y Characterized by  
-ness State of, condition 
-ity/-ty State of 
-ment Action or process 
-ic Having characteristics of 
-ous/-eous/-ious Possessing qualities of 
-en Made of  
-ive/-ative/-itive Adjective form of a noun 
-ful Full of  
-less without 

White, T., Sowell, J., & Yanagihara, A. (1989). Teaching elementary students to use 
word-part clues. The Reading Teacher, 42(4), 302-308. Retrieved March 11, 2021, from 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/20200115 
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Lesson 3, Step 18 
Wrap Up 

 
Whew! This lesson was long and detailed. But we are committed to making sure you have 
all the information you need to be an empowered teacher of phonics.  
 
You’ve learned the most common orthographic patterns and what to keep in mind when 
teaching them to students.  
You’ve learned the importance of syllables and how to teach your students to fearlessly 
tackle multisyllabic words. 
You’ve also taken a dive into morphology instruction and the importance of exploring the 
meaning of word parts.  
In addition, we’ve created a supplemental mini lesson on etymology, the linguistic origins 
of our words. Learning about etymology is fascinating and can help you and your students 
better understand word meaning and pronunciation. Be sure to take a look.  
 
Don’t forget to download the printable for this entire lesson, with everything we’ve 
covered in the steps and a whole lot more information for those who want to go deeper. 
You don’t need to know everything right now. We are here to support your learning 
process. 
 
Lesson 3, Step 18 RESOURCE  
 

Introduction to Etymology 
  
Part of why we have such an unruly phonetic system is that English is a bit of a linguistic 
mash-up.  Understanding etymology and the origins of words can help give meaning to 
some of the irregular words in English as well as helping readers see patterns and 
remember new words. If there’s a word that doesn’t fit the code-like “canoe”-look up its 
etymology and lo and behold you might see an explanation for this irregularity-in this 
case, it comes from the Arawakan languages of the people indigenous to the Caribbean.  
  
The four biggest influences:  

• Old English/Anglo-Saxon layer, common irregular words: eye, goat, would, rough  
• French layer, influence of French vowels and consonant pronunciations: cousin, 

peace, hotel, salad, chandelier  
• Latin layer, affixes, “content” words: aquarium, locomotion, solar, extremity  
• Greek layer, science: school, agoraphobia, decathlon, chlorophyll  
• Read more about these four big influences here.  

  
Here are a few other examples of English words from different languages: 

• Algonquian languages: squash, moose, pecan, raccoon 

https://www.readingrockets.org/article/historical-layers-english


 

 

• Dutch: still life, easel, cookie, boss  
• Spanish: guitar, cargo, renegade, plaza  
• Nahuatl: tomato, coyote, chocolate, avocado  
• Quechua: potato, llama, jerky  
• Arawakan languages: tobacco, hammock, barbecue, canoe, hurricane  
• Italian: cartoon, graffiti, umbrella and of course PIZZA  
• Hindi and Urdu: pajamas, khakis, jungle, loot 
• Arabic: coffee, cotton, algebra, lemon  
• Japanese: anime, emoji, ramen 
• Norwegian: ski 
• African languages: banjo, banana, gumbo, zombie  

  
Sources: 
Oxford English Dictionary 
Moats, L, & Tolman, C (2009). Excerpted from Language Essentials for Teachers of Reading and 
Spelling (LETRS):  Spellography for Teachers: How English Spelling Works (Module 3). 
Boston: Sopris West


