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We are so excited to help you teach reading! We are Heidi and Adam 
Martin—­both former first-grade teachers (and parents) who now 
spend our time sharing the Science of Reading with as many people 
as we can! But before this, we had no idea there was a science to 
how we learn to read. We taught first grade for a combined 15+ years 
using what most people call “balanced literacy” methods until we 
found that there is actual science to how we learn to read.

Hey, Parents 
and Teachers!
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2	 What Is Balanced Literacy?

We also learned that according to the 2022 Nation’s Report Card, 
less than 40% of kids are reading proficiently.1 To us, this was a big 
wake-up call. If over 60% of our kids are not reading proficiently, we 
must be doing something wrong!

Once we learned there was decades of evidence and research on 
how we learn to read, we set out on a mission to unlearn and learn 
it all. We want to let you know that this has been a journey, not a 
sprint. There was a lot for us to unlearn (and still is). Throughout this 
journey of unlearning, we definitely had to work through some ups 
and downs, as well as emotions of frustration, anger, and regret. The 
fact that we were not taught this earlier, especially since this science 
has been around for over 20 years, can really weigh on you. We 
often think back to the kids we could have helped if we only knew 
what we know now. However, you don’t know better until you do, so 
we just have to move forward and make sure this doesn’t happen 
again. If some of this is new to you as well, please remember to give 
yourself grace!

Let’s talk about some of the terms we have been using and clarify 
where we came from and where we are now.

What Is Balanced Literacy?
Balanced literacy sounds good doesn’t it? I mean who doesn’t love being bal-
anced? Heidi was sold on this, especially being a type B teacher. She was not a 
fan of words like “systematic” and “structured.” Then, she found out that balanced 
literacy is not truly balanced after all. Adam was starting his teaching career 
being taught about the Science of Reading through his licensure program. How-
ever, in our school district, we were using balanced literacy curriculums. Going 
through hours of professional development on this curriculum, this became the 
norm. Since this was all the buzz, it had to be the most beneficial thing for our 

1https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=4.
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students, right? Adam said, “I had my skepticisms on balanced literacy, especially 
since I was seeing minimal progress from my students. I think this is the case for 
a lot of teachers.”

To be clear, when we say balanced literacy, we are talking about programs and 
strategies that were most often used in schools and called “balanced” within 
those schools and programs. In reality, these programs skip many of the founda-
tional reading skills kids need in order to become successful readers.

Balanced literacy was supposed to be the answer to the reading wars—­a com-
promise. However, in our experience, there is much more of the whole language 
approach in balanced literacy programs. We feel that these “balanced literacy” 
programs are not truly balanced after all. Some examples of the remnants of 
whole language are:

•	Skipping a word if you don’t know it•	Using meaning or context to solve or read a word•	Believing that reading is natural (aka reading more will help kids become good readers)

•	Memorizing “sight words” or spelling words
If our kids cannot decode and read the words on a page (or if they are skipping 
words), how will they “naturally” become skilled readers? We have learned from 
the research on how we learn to read that the continuum, or progression of learn-
ing to read, is NEVER truly balanced. We spend more time on specific skills when 
students are developing foundational reading skills than we do later on once 
those skills and abilities to decode are mastered. The time spent on specific skills 
will vary based on where our kids are in their reading development. So, although 
it sounds good, there is never really a “balance” to literacy.

What Is the Science 
of Reading?

You have probably heard the term “Science of Reading” more times than you can 
count, but the definition can get a little muddy. So let’s talk about what the  
Science of Reading is not.

Martin261505_c01.indd  3� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      07 Mar 2025  04:13:53 PM



4	 What Is the Science of Reading?

The Science of Reading is not a curriculum.

The Science of Reading is not just phonics.

The Science of Reading is not a strategy or activity.

Here is how The Reading League defines the Science of Reading2:

The Science of Reading is a vast, interdisciplinary body of scientifically based 
research about reading and issues related to reading and writing. This 
research has been conducted over the last five decades across the world.

It is derived from thousands of studies conducted in multiple languages. 
The Science of Reading has culminated in a preponderance of evidence to 
inform how proficient reading and writing develop; why some have dif-
ficulty; and how we can most effectively assess and teach and, therefore, 
improve student outcomes through prevention of and intervention for 
reading difficulties.

The Science of Reading is derived from researchers from multiple fields:

Cognitive psychology

Communication sciences

Developmental psychology

Education

Implementation science

Linguistics

Neuroscience

School psychology

To break that down, we like to say that the Science of Reading is the research 
and the evidence on how our brains learn to read. This means that not just one 
study is referenced when discussing the skills kids need to read. Again, this is 
research that has been conducted for almost 50 years and includes research of 
the research (meta-­analysis)!

We hope that helps explain some of the terms you may have been hearing about 
and why we decided to write these books. We are so excited for you to use these 
activities with your students and/or your own children.

2https://www.thereadingleague.org/wp-­content/uploads/2022/03/Science-­of-­Reading-­
eBook-­2022.pdf.
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Honestly, as teachers who were trained in balanced literacy, we did not think 
highly of phonics or decodable books. Heidi even stopped giving spelling tests 
after her first year of teaching. She was under the impression that these things 
would take away from the love of reading.

Adam felt that teaching phonics was a supplement, and getting kids in books was 
the thing to do. My curriculum pushed this, and we had numerous professional 
development sessions stating this, so I must be doing the right thing … right? 
Well, I should have known better. Especially since much of this didn’t line up with 
what I learned when I was getting my teaching license. I did make progress with 
students. They began memorizing more words and moving up in their leveled 
readers. But then I would check on them in second grade, and their teachers were 
stating that they were struggling and even beginning to go backwards, or stag-
nant, in their reading. Now I know why. I spent our time getting kids to memorize 
a set of words and did not teach them skills to decode and read new words.

Now that we know better, we both often think back to our students who were 
struggling to learn how to read and realize this is exactly what they needed. If 
we’re being honest, even our “readers” should have been taught these skills. 
What happened to them when they got to third or fourth grade? Were they still 
able to read? Could they decode new, bigger words? When memorizing words 
and looking at the pictures are no longer options, what do our students do?

We now understand the importance of spelling and phonics and we will tell you 
from experience … it does not take away from the love of reading! Kids are actu-
ally excited to practice, and when they apply these skills and decode new words, 
you can see so much confidence light up on their faces!

Let’s Talk About 
Phonics Patterns

Phonics just means teaching kids to connect the sounds they hear in words to 
the letter or letters that spell that sound. Phonics patterns should be taught 
systematically and explicitly. We should introduce skills in a sequential way while 
building on previously taught skills.
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For example, if we are teaching short vowels in this order:

Short A

Short E

Short I

Short O

Short U

Then we can use short A and short E words in our short I resources. This rein-
forces the skills we taught earlier and also gives kids practice with the new skills! 
We should not use Short U words in our Short I resources because kids have not 
learned that skill yet.

It is important to note that there is no decided upon scope and sequence. 
Meaning, there is no right or wrong order in which to teach phonics skills. Most 
scope and sequences are similar though as they tend to go from easier skills to 
more difficult skills.

Here is the phonics scope and sequence that we developed. We looked at many 
other scope and sequences and also used our experience teaching first grade to 
develop this. All of our resources strictly follow this scope and sequence.
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8	 Let’s Take a Look at the Reading Brain

After we teach students a phonics pattern, we can help them practice reading 
and spelling words that contain that phonics pattern.

Let’s Take a Look at 
the Reading Brain

Understanding the reading brain has been very impactful for us in our journey 
of following the Science of Reading. We think this is because when we’re talk-
ing about what the brain is doing while we’re reading, this is concrete evidence 
from the field of neuroscience. We feel that this evidence is enough to put the 
reading wars to rest. We know what parts of the brain we need to activate in 
order for our kids to read, and this gives us the information we need in order to 
teach reading!

Heidi developed this simplified version of the reading brain to make it easy to 
understand and also be able to share with your students.
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10	 Let’s Take a Look at the Reading Brain

When we look at the Simple View of the Reading Brain, we want to first direct 
our attention to the front of the reading brain where our phonological processor 
is located. This is where phonemic awareness occurs, or where we manipulate 
language and sound. Research has taught us that before we can learn to read, 
we need to acquire oral language development. We also need an understanding 
of the 44 sounds (phonemes) we have in English, and the ability to manipulate 
those sounds. This is the bedrock, or foundation, to beginning to learn how to 
read (Speech to Print).

For more information on this, check out our book Droppin’ Knowledge on 
Foundational Skills!

Next, let’s look to the back of our reading brain where our orthographic processor 
is located. This is the area where we learn to manipulate print. This is where we 
store those 26 letters (graphemes) and the various ways we use those 26 letters 
(spelling patterns) to represent our 44 speech sounds. This is phonics!

Once our kids have phonemic awareness (sound knowledge) and we teach them 
letters and phonics skills, the reading brain shows us that now we need to put 
those together (sound/symbol connections). This is how we read!

As our kids are connecting those symbols and sounds to decode, we can now 
look at the sound/symbol connection area of the brain. This is the area of the 
brain that is connecting and reinforcing neurons needed to connect sounds and 
symbols. This hardwiring process is called orthographic mapping.

Let’s quickly clarify the term “orthographic mapping.” Sometimes this gets 
thrown around as an activity, or practice you do with kids. However, orthographic 
mapping is the cognitive process, or what is happening in the brain, when stu-
dents are connecting spelling patterns and sounds. As this process is happening, 

“We do not recognize a printed word through a holistic grasping of 
its contour, but because our brain breaks it down into letters and 
graphemes.” —Stanislas Dehaene3

3Dehaene, S. 2010. Reading in the Brain: The New Science of How We Read. p. 224. (New York: 
Penguin Random House).
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and the decoding connection becomes stronger and kids KNOW that word, we 
move that word into our sight word vocabulary. This is located in the MEANING 
portion of the reading brain.

This sight word vocabulary area is where we store all the words we have mapped 
and have made that sound–­symbol connection. Now we know the word as if 
“by sight.”

Eye-­movement and brain research show that proficient readers still process every 
letter and connect sounds to symbols, but due to orthographic mapping, this 
happens at such a rapid rate (milliseconds) that we don’t notice we are doing 
this. So, now when we see that word in text or anywhere, our brains automati-
cally and effortlessly read that word. It does not need to slowly decode or connect 
the sound and letter patterns anymore, because we own that word. Adults have 
about 30,000–­70,000 words in their sight word vocabulary! And that is our goal 
with phonics instruction … to get our kids to build their sight word vocabulary 
(not memorize “sight words”).

Once students have more words stored in their sight word vocabulary, they now 
can shift their brain energy to understanding meaning from what they read 
(comprehension). They will no longer be struggling and using all their brain 
energy to try and decode words and now can focus on what the text is trying to 
tell them. These are all the wonderful things that are happening, in cohesion, 
within our reading brains for our kids to be able to read and comprehend. We 
hope this breakdown helps you understand more about the Reading Brain and 
what kids need to become successful readers!

When we are teaching phonics, we want to keep the reading brain in mind. Hear-
ing the sound in a word and then knowing how it is spelled is going to be key 
for our students to be successful readers and writers. But we want to make sure 
not to leave out developing word meanings. This is beneficial, even while we are 
working on phonics. Meaning is a key part in helping kids own their words and 
comprehending what they read.

“I used to think teaching Consonant, Vowel, Consonant (CVC) words was  
all about blending sounds into words (and that is a big part of it) but I 
missed the opportunities those words gave me to incorporate meaning!  
For example, if I am teaching the word ‘BAT,’ I typically just taught the  
word and moved on. But what an opportunity there to talk about the  
various meanings the word has. Am I talking about an animal that lives in 
a cave? Am I talking about the thing people swing in order to hit a ball? 
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12	 How to Use the Riddles

Am I talking about an action? There is an opportunity—­even at the earliest 
level of phonics—­to teach word meanings and I don’t want you to miss 
it!” —­Heidi

So, how can we easily do this with our students? We created spelling riddles 
following our scope and sequence to help you incorporate all aspects of word 
learning—and make it fun!

These spelling riddles help kids work on phonics and spelling while incorporating 
all parts of the learning brain. The words follow our scope and sequence so kids 
are only working with phonics patterns they have learned (no more guessing!). 
They will use their sound knowledge and phonics knowledge to make the sound–
symbol connections to spell each word.

While they continue working on their spelling skills, this activity was also created 
to work on enhancing and expanding children’s background knowledge and 
vocabulary. This is a key component to helping create stronger and more compe-
tent readers. We not only need our students to be able to decode, spell, and read 
words fluently, but we also need them to understand what those words mean. 
This activity helps aid in that by providing clues, definitions, antonyms, and syno-
nyms to build knowledge around the target word the kids are trying to spell. Each 
skill has approximately 5–­10 words, depending on the skill. Yes, there might be a 
lot more words that connect to that specific spelling skill, but the word might be 
too advanced or does not have enough clues to help students reach the correct 
understanding or answer. This is why the number of words vary per skill.

The more information a child has about a word, the better equipped they are to 
remember, comprehend, and use that word.

How to Use the Riddles
Print the sheet for the phonics skill you are working on. Students can use a white 
board, paper, or the recording sheet to write down their answers. Read them one 
clue at a time. Encourage them to write down a guess after each clue! This can 
be done in small groups, whole group, or one-­on-­one.
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Let’s Talk About Spelling Tests
During Heidi’s first year of teaching, she gave weekly spelling tests. As we told you 
earlier, she actually stopped teaching spelling after this. But even thinking back 
on the tests she gave her students that first year, she realized that the words she 
tested her kids on were completely random. There was no rhyme or reason for 
the words she was using:

“I remember one time I tested my kids on all the Vowel-­R words . . . all at 
once (ER, AR, OR, IR, and UR)! At that time, I had not explicitly taught those 
phonics skills to my students. There are two problems here. One, testing 
all of those skills at once is overwhelming for students. Two, if I have not 
explicitly taught these phonics patterns, how could I test them on those 
words? These are those cringey moments I look back on and just wish I 
had known better!”

Adam’s experience was very similar. He took words given by the curriculum to 
have the students practice throughout the week and then test them on Friday. 
Those words did not revolve around a specific skill and/or were too advanced for 
the majority of his students, due to the fact that there was no specific phonics 
instruction incorporated within the curriculum. Phonics was a supplement and 
afterthought, unfortunately.

When we give kids a list of spelling words to practice for the week, test them on 
Friday, and then move on, we essentially ask them to memorize those words for 
a short period. Since this is not aligned with how our brains learn to read, kids will 
forget these words the following week.

It can also be problematic to test kids on words that have phonics patterns that 
have not been explicitly taught yet. When we do this, we ask kids to memorize 
words and spelling patterns. Neuroscience shows us that we do not learn to read 
by memorizing words as a whole.

Cognitive Neuroscientist Stanislas Dehaene says that whole word reading is 
a myth. He says that as adults, we have the illusion that we are reading whole 
words because our brains get lightning fast at matching sounds to symbols. But 
he emphasizes that this is an illusion, and we are still reading by matching those 
sounds to symbols. He also discusses how this looks different in kindergarten and 
first grade. Kids are much slower at this, so if you are a teacher or a parent of a 
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kindergartener or a first-grade student who is laboriously blending words sound 
by sound, just know that is part of the development of learning how to read.

“As expert reading adults, we systematically underestimate how difficult 
it is to read, The words given to beginning readers must be analyzed letter 
by letter in order to ensure that they do not contain spelling problems that 
are beyond the child’s current knowledge—­for instance, unusual pronun-
ciations, silent letters, double consonants, or peculiar endings such as the 
suffix “-­tion.” All of these peculiarities, if they are introduced too early in 
the curriculum, can make children think that reading is arbitrary and not 
worth studying. As a scientist and a professor myself, I expect the teachers 
and educators to whom I entrust my children to invest as much obsessive 
care in the design of lessons as my colleagues and I do when we prepare a 
psychological experiment.”4

So then, how should we teach spelling?

We should align our spelling words with the phonics skills we teach.
For example, if I am teaching the vowel team -­EA during our phonics lessons, 
then my spelling words for that week should be words with the spelling 
pattern -­EA. If I’m teaching digraphs, my spelling words should be words 
with digraphs. It is important here to follow a scope and sequence so you’re 
not accidentally testing kids on words with phonics patterns you haven’t 
taught yet. Digraphs are taught before silent E words in a typical scope and 
sequence. You should be careful that when you test your kids on words with 
digraphs, you are not including words like shake or phone because kids have 
yet to learn that Consonant, Vowel, Consonant, E (CVCE) pattern.

We should give our kids different words for practice than the words we will 
assess them on.

If we give kids the set of words that we will test them on, they are likely 
to practice memorizing the shape of the word, look of the word, spelling 
of the word, and this is what we want to avoid. We really want our kids to 
focus on this phonics skill and how to spell using that specific phonics 
pattern. A simple way to do this is to give kids practice words with the pho-
nics pattern we are focusing on. The practice words will be different from 
those we will assess at the end of the week. This ensures that the kids are 

4Dehaene, S. 2010. Reading in the Brain: The New Science of How We Read. p. 230. (New York: 
Penguin Random House).
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really practicing their words by matching sounds to symbols and focusing 
on that phonics pattern.

We should have kids practicing their spelling words through phoneme-
grapheme mapping.

This is a reminder that a phoneme is a sound, and a grapheme are the 
letter or letters that spell each sound. So when kids are working on their 
words for the week, we don’t want to give them practice activities where 
they’re focusing on the shape of the word or the look of the word in any 
way. We want them to practice these words in a way that aligns with how 
our brains read, and that is by matching sounds to symbols or phonemes 
to graphemes. This is one of the most efficient practices we can do with 
our kids to help them strengthen those connections between the front 
and back of our reading brain, and get them to learn those new pho-
nics patterns.
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When our brains read, we are connecting sounds to symbols. When we start 
our lessons with phonemic awareness, we activate our phonological proces-
sor (the part of our brains that processes sounds), and then we want to connect 
those sounds to the letters that represent them. This allows that orthographic 
mapping process to happen when our brain begins to make those cognitive 
neuron connections to help it solidify the understanding of that skill.

The following pages include spelling practice words and challenge words for each 
phonics skill5 in the scope and sequence. There is a practice spelling page with 
sound boxes that can be used for all phonics skills. We recommend putting this 
page in a sheet protector or laminating it to be used over and over again.

We have also included various spelling sheets you can use for practice 
and testing.

Remember, we want to have different practice words and test words. This way we 
are actually checking the kids’ understanding of that spelling and phonics skills 
rather than having kids memorize the list of words! The benefit to this is mastery 
of these spelling patterns. When students have mapped and mastered spelling 
patterns, they use this to decode new and unknown words. Our brains are pattern 
seeking, and they will use what they know to attack and decode new words. This 
is why we do not want kids trying to memorize words, because they will not be 
able to apply that to new or unfamiliar words. They need the skills and mastery of 
the patterns.

5Please note—­Several skills have only five words for practice and testing. This is because we are 
following our scope and sequence and do not want to give kids words with phonics skills they have 
not yet learned. This limits the number of words we are able to use. There is not a set for -­UE words 
as there are too few words available.
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Bonus Tips: More Ideas 
for Practicing Spelling Words

Connect Graphemes to Phonemes!
What is the spelling pattern you are teaching? What 
sound does it connect to? Remember the reading 
brain should be connecting sounds and symbols! A 
sound wall with graphemes is a great way to sup-
port students in spelling. This allows them to see the 
sound and connect it to a symbol.

Sound walls are a great resource to help our strug-
gling kiddos continue to work with and develop the 
acquisition of the 44 sounds we have in English. 
Using sound walls helps us practice articulation and 
articulatory gestures with our students to lock those 
sounds down in our phonological processor. Get a 
sound wall here: https://droppinknowledge.com/
droppin-­knowledge-­on-­phonics/

What Is Articulation? What Are Articulatory Gestures?
It is the way we use our mouth, tongue, teeth, vocal box, and air flow in various 
ways to create the phoneme sounds. Sometimes our students do not understand 
these features and that contributes to their lack of phonemic awareness and 
ability to decode words (connect that sound to letter/spelling pattern).

We can teach the basic articulatory features and use mouth pictures as seen 
above to help give our students control and knowledge of these sounds. The 
basic features we can teach are as follows:

1.	 Airflow: How is the airflow working when we create a specific sound. Does the 
airflow cut off like in the sound /t/? (Place your hand in front of your mouth to 
feel that quick burst of air.) Does the airflow continue as long as you can until 
you run out of breath like with the sound /sh/? (Feel the airflow continue on 
your hand without stopping until you run out of breath.) Or does the airflow 
go through our nose like with the sound /m/? (Plug your nose and try and say 
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that sound.) We want to teach kids and bring 
awareness to where airflow is coming from 
when they create sounds.

2.	 Voicing: This is talking about, does our voice 
box shake or vibrate when we create specific 
sounds? When we introduce sounds we want 
to teach and bring awareness of this to our 
students by having them place their fingers on 
their throats to feel if it vibrates or not. We have 
sounds that are voiced like /g/ or /v/ and all the vowel sounds. This means that 
our voice box is activated and vibrates or shakes when we create these sounds. 
We also have unvoiced sounds that do not shake or activate our voice boxes 
like /p/ or /ch/.

3.	 Articulatory or mouth features: This is teaching the kids what they are doing 
with their tongue, lips, and teeth when they create different sounds. Are they 
placing their tongue between their teeth like with the /th/ sound? Are they 
putting their lips together like in the /p/ sound. Are they pulling their tongue 
back and creating the sound far in the back of the throat like with the /k/ 
sound? These mouth movements can be paired and shown with the kid’s 
mouth pictures of a sound wall to help strengthen the kids’ understanding of 
these sounds.
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A

As discussed at the beginning, we want to pair knowledge of these sounds to the 
grapheme cards (letter or letter pattern) that relate to that specific sound to help 
our students with their spelling.

Rainbow Writing
Okay, we know what you are thinking … I’ve always done that! Us too, but we were 
doing it the wrong way! We would have kids copy the words and use a different 
color for each letter. Unless we were just wanting them to work on letter forma-
tion, this was not helping them learn words or skills.

A better way to do this is to have them rainbow write SOUNDS! For example, if 
your spelling word is SHIP, -­SH would be one color, -­I would be another color, and 
-­P would be another color! This way kids are still working on spelling but aligning 
this practice to the reading brain!

By making these changes to how you practice and assess spelling, you will see 
that your kids are much more successful in both reading and writing these words.
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Bonus: Phonics 
Patterns to Know!

Now that we know we should be teaching phonic skills explicitly and systemati-
cally, let’s talk about those “rules” that make English seem like it doesn’t make 
any sense!

So first, let’s talk about the word “rule.” When we call it a rule, it can lead to the 
assumption that this always happens. However, most phonics patterns have 
exceptions; therefore, we like to call them patterns instead of rules. Also, as edu-
cators or parents, it is easy to get stuck on exceptions to the patterns and we end 
up missing the big picture. Are there exceptions to the patterns? Yes, there is 
almost always an exception. But is that where our focus should be? Nope! We are 
working on trying to establish the kids’ understanding of these patterns, because 
guess what? Usually, the pattern we are teaching is the one they are going to 
encounter most often. We still can and should talk and teach about exceptions, 
especially as they come up at various grade levels. But our main priority is to help 
our kids establish the sound–­symbol connection to the pattern that they will 
encounter most frequently. Then, we can work on teaching the exceptions, so 
they can build the knowledge around those skills.

Pro-tip: Exceptions usually have an influence from another language! 
Etymonline.com is a great resource when you are unsure of why a word is 
spelled the way it is!

There are so many phonics patterns that we’ve learned through our journey, and 
we are still learning new patterns all the time. We won’t list all of those patterns 
here, but we will share with you a few of our favorites. The patterns we are sharing 
are those that work enough of the time that we find they are worth teaching!

The following pages will provide an explanation of the phonics or spelling pattern 
and have activity pages to help you practice or introduce these patterns to 
your kids.
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What Is the Floss Rule?
The floss rule is that if a word is one syllable with a short vowel, we should double 
the last letter if it ends with an F, L, S, or Z.

The word “floss” is used because it contains three out of those four letters and fol-
lows that pattern.

Do We Double the Letter When Adding ING … or Not?
The pattern for adding endings -­ING, -­EST, -­ED, and -­ER is typically taught as the 
1:1:1 rule. (There is that word rule again!) This states that if a word has one sylla-
ble, one vowel, and one consonant, you double the last consonant before adding 
these endings.

We have also heard this taught as the CVC Rule. If a word or syllable is a CVC 
word, then you double the last consonant. We do think this makes things more 
simple for our younger learners.

Our favorite way to teach this is by using a little rhyme that we learned from 
BrainTrust Tutors.

It goes:

1, 2, Double I Do

1, 2, 3, No Doubling for Me!

We have included a practice page you can use to practice this with your students.

Silent E Makes the Vowel Say Its Name … And Does a Bunch of 
Other Jobs Too!
When we learned this, it was one of those mind-­blowing moments! This explains 
so many words that we previously thought were spelled irregularly. These pat-
terns are easy to explain to students, as well. They love learning the why behind 
how our words are spelled.

We have included a cheat sheet for silent E patterns for you.
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How Do You Know If You Should Use a C or a K?
This pattern is that in a single-­syllable word, we use C if the following vowel is A, O, 
or U, and we use K if the following vowel is I or E.

Heidi’s favorite way to teach this is to draw a cat and a kite using these letters. I 
first learned this in my training with IMSE, and it is what really helped the pat-
tern stick for me. Then, when I thought back to the pattern, I could picture 
the drawing!

Remember this is for words where C makes its hard sound /k/.

e i
a a
o
u

Is It Park or Parck? How Do We Know When to Use CK?
If you teach kids in the primary grades, we are sure you have seen them 
spell words like this! How will kids know if it is duck or duk? Clock or clok? 
Parck or park?

Here is the pattern:

If you hear /k/ at the end of a single syllable word and that sound immediately 
follows a short vowel, it is spelled with a CK.

So, park is spelled with a K because it follows an R-­controlled vowel, not a short 
vowel sound.

You may think that an exception to this pattern is when you see CK in the middle 
of a word like TICKET. But this is because TICKET is a multisyllabic word, and that 
first syllable is still following that -­CK pattern directly after the short vowel.

What’s Up With the Letter X?
Usually, if we ask a group of people how many sounds there are in the word BOX, 
most answer 3!

Martin261505_c01.indd  183� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      07 Mar 2025  04:13:53 PM



184	 Bonus Phonics Tips

However, X always represents 2 sounds (or phonemes). Sometimes it’s the /k/ /s/ 
sound—­as in “box.” Other times it’s the /g/ /z/ sound—­as in “exit.”

No matter how you say it, X represents 2 sounds! This is why Louisa Moats calls it a 
"consonant oddity."

Quick Tips•	When teaching the letter X, it is best to use target pictures that represent these sounds rather than a picture of a xylophone (where X represents the 
/z/ sound).

•	When mapping words with X, it should take up two boxes or lines since it rep-resents two phonemes!
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G Is for Giraffe & C Is for Circle!
This is one of those patterns that demonstrates why we stopped teaching our 
students that letters MAKE sounds and started teaching them that letters SPELL 
or REPRESENT sounds!

G and C typically make their soft sounds (G=/j/ and C=/s/) when followed by E, I, or 
Y. Remember, one of the jobs of silent E is to make C and G do this!

A visual you can use to teach this is called Gentle Cindy. Like the cat/kite pattern 
we discussed, you draw a face using the letters E, I, and Y and then use G and C 
on the hair or the earrings. Here is what it might look like!

How Do You Know When to Use ER, IR, or UR?
Unfortunately, there is no pattern or rule for this. However, there are ways we can 
teach these spelling patterns to our kids to help them.

We like to teach each pattern separately at first and have kids practice mapping 
words with that pattern. Since -­ER is the most common of these spelling patterns, 
we usually start there. It also helps to share with my students that -­ER is typically 
used at the end of words.

Martin261505_c01.indd  185� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      07 Mar 2025  04:13:53 PM



186	 Bonus Phonics Tips

Remember that with strong foundational skills, mapping a word usually only 
requires a few repetitions before the word is stored. This is why we find it help-
ful to spend some time on each pattern and practice through phoneme–­
grapheme mapping.

Another thing that comes into play with these more difficult spelling patterns 
is our sight word vocabulary and our brains recognizing patterns. If a student is 
trying to spell the word “shirt,” and if they have had a lot of exposure to that word, 
and then try to spell it, this sound–­symbol connection they have worked on a lot 
for decoding that word could help them know that the /er/ sound is spelled with 
-­IR and not -­UR/-­ER. This is the effectiveness of explicit and systematic instruction 
when working on skills. We are strengthening that orthographic mapping pro-
cess in the kids’ reading brain, so they can use it to their advantage.

S Spells the Z Sound?
S spells the /z/ sound over 60% of the time! This means that words like IS, HIS, and 
HAS (which we previously taught to kids to memorize) are perfectly regular and 
decodable.

There is a pattern for when S represents the /z/ sound. Typically this happens 
when S follows a voiced sound.

A voiced sound is one that you use your voice box to make. For example, touch 
your neck and say the sound of the letter B. You should feel a vibration because 
/b/ is a voiced sound. Now touch your neck again and say the sound of the letter 
P. You will not feel a vibration for this sound because it is UNvoiced.

In the word BUGS, s represents /z/ because /g/ is a voiced sound.

In the word HATS, s represents /s/ because /t/ is an unvoiced sound.

ED Makes Three Sounds … BUT WHY?
For years we taught our first graders that -­ED makes three sounds … /id/ /d/ and 
/t/. (NOTE: /id/ may be /ed/ depending on dialect.) The kids often asked and won-
dered why -­ED made three sounds. We told them we didn’t know because, well, 
that was the truth!

We have since learned that there is a reason why -­ED makes each of its different 
sounds. It is up to you if you want to teach this to your students or child, but at 
least now you have an answer if they ask. It can be beneficial to teach for reading 
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and spelling, especially if we see kids decoding and pronouncing -­ED endings the 
wrong way, or if they are spelling -­ED with -­T, -­D, or -­ID because that is what they 
are hearing.

•	ED says /id/ or /ed/ when the word ends with a D or a T, and it adds another syllable to the word (e.g. paint—­painted).

•	ED says /d/ when the word ends with a voiced sound (e.g. play—­played).•	ED says /t/ when the word ends with an unvoiced sound (e.g. box—­boxed).
Why Does CH Make All Those Different Sounds?
We typically teach our kids that ch sounds like /ch/ as in cheese or church, right? 
But then, we come across words like chef, Christmas, and machine! So what’s up 
with that?! Well, it all goes back to etymology, or where the word originated from. 
CH sounds like /sh/ in words of French origin, and CH sounds like /k/ in words of 
Greek origin!

Y as a Vowel
Do you teach your kids that the vowels are A, E, I, O, U, and sometimes Y? Well …  
Y is actually a vowel more often than a consonant!

Y is a vowel if a word has no other vowels.

Y is a vowel if it comes at the end of a word.

Y is a vowel if it is in the middle of a syllable.

Y is also used in various vowel teams and diphthongs like -­AY and -­OY.

Y is a consonant when it is the first letter in a word.
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Bonus Pro-Tips
What About Students Struggling with Blending?
Have you ever been working with a student and they are looking at a word like 
MAP. They say the sounds /m/ /a/ /p/ but then when they try to blend the sounds, 
they say some random word like “football”? Our guess is that you know exactly 
what we are talking about! Why does this happen?

Well, we happen to think that blending three sound words is actually much 
harder than we think it is. So here is what we do:

1.	 Check phoneme isolation: If we say the word MAP, can the student isolate and 
identify the first sound? And we want to make sure they say the sound /m/, 
not the letter name. If they say the letter name, we say, “Yes, that is the correct 
letter name, but can you tell me the sound?” It is important that kids know 
the difference between letters and sounds.
We also want to check if the student can isolate and identify the ending 
sound and the middle sound.
If they cannot quickly do this, they may need more practice with phoneme 
isolation before they are ready to blend.

2.	 Try two sound words first: If a student can isolate sounds, when you move to 
blending, start with two sound words—­words like “go,” “am,” “no,” “at,” “in,” etc. 
This could be a good stepping stone to get ready to blend three sound words. 
You can use words like “see,” “eight,” “my,” etc. out loud with students to prac-
tice blending orally.

3.	 Use continuous sounds: When a child is ready for three sound words, try using 
words that start with a continuous sound. A continuous sound is one that you 
can hold for as long as you can hold your breath.
When you say /s/, you can hold that sound as long as you can. But when you 
say a sound like /k/, you cannot hold it because it is a stop sound. When kids 
are blending, using a word like CAT can be a little trickier because it starts with 
a stop sound. This can make it harder to hear the sounds blending together. 
Continuous sounds are easier to carry and blend into the next sound, which 
benefits the kids trying to blend the word.

Martin261505_c01.indd  200� Trim Size: 8 × 10 in.      07 Mar 2025  04:13:53 PM



	 Droppin’ Knowledge on Phonics	 201

4.	 Try successive blending: I used to always have kids try to blend with a focus 
on word families. For example, if the word was HAT, I would try to have them 
blend /h/ and /at/. This strategy can work for some kids but if they are having 
trouble with this, successive blending can help!
With successive blending, if I have a word like HAT, I would actually have the 
students start with the first sound /h/, then add in the next sound. So they are 
blending the /h/ and the /a/ first. Now they have /ha/ and then we add in the 
last sound /t/. We have found this to be helpful with our students who are hav-
ing trouble. NOTE: We want to use this as a strategy to help struggling kids 
with blending, but we want to stop this strategy once students are able to 
blend more efficiently.
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We also want you to know that phonics instruction does not end once the 
basics have been taught and kids are reading. With our kids who have mastered 
basic phonics skills and are reading, we can teach morphology, etymology, and 
advanced phonics skills.

It is also important to focus your explicit and systematic lesson on building and 
learning each skill in a variety of ways, to help students own that skill.

Here is a general outline of what to teach when you are introducing a new 
phonics skill.

Phonemic Awareness
We recommend including phonemic awareness activities at the beginning using 
the sound connected to that skill. As we discussed earlier with our reading brain, 
we are learning from speech to print. So, let’s get our kids’ phonological processor 
tuned into the sound connected to the skill they will be working on.

Articulation
After we introduce the new skill, connect it to the articulatory features to reinforce 
how we create that sound as we are connecting it to that new spelling pattern.

Application
Next, we need to practice, practice, practice. Work on whole group skills, 
phoneme–­grapheme mapping, practicing words with that skill in isolation, as 
well as with words in sentences with previously learned skills. You may need some 
small group practice with those students who we know are not yet understand-
ing, while allowing the others to practice that skill in centers.

Spelling/Dictation
Then, we want to transfer the practice of working with that skill from decoding 
(reading) to encoding (spelling), which can be a much more difficult task for stu-
dents. Students can spell words in isolation with that phonics skill, and then put 
them into the context of a sentence with previously learned skills.

Meaning/Vocabulary
Throughout this process we cannot forget about the Simple View of our Read-
ing Brain . . . the meaning processor. We should be talking about the meaning 
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of words that follow our identified phonics skill. This can be done at any (and at 
multiple) points of the lesson. We should be building vocabulary and background 
knowledge connected to that skill.

Connected Text
Finally, we should wrap up our lesson by having our students read decodable 
books connected to that skill, so they can put that practice into action.

(If you are looking for quality decodable books, we have written our books to be 
100% decodable following our scope and sequence. They have been vetted by the 
Reading League. You can learn more at www.decodableadventureseries.com.)

This format will help solidify the orthographic mapping process of that sound–­
symbol connection around phonics. We are hitting on a lot of major areas con-
nected to our reading brain with this systematic and explicit approach, which will 
lead to higher success and our kids locking these skills down!

If you are looking for lesson plans that follow these steps, we offer done-for-you 
plans for all phonics skills in our scope & sequence. You can access them inside 
LitFlix—a subscription for teachers and parents providing resources and train-
ing in the Science of Reading. Head to www.scienceofreading101club.com to 
learn more!
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Bonus Phonics Game!
This one is from Heidi and she calls it the Phonics Name Game.

This was an all-­time favorite game for my students! I would play this with my first 
graders during the extra 10–­15 minutes we had before lunch. I am not kidding 
when I tell you that I could not get them to go to lunch! I would have to remind 
them that they only had a short time to eat and we would play this again tomor-
row. When they came back from lunch, they were often still talking about it! So 
now, you are probably wondering, what is this magical game?

I start with my name as you see in the picture. Then, we dissect it! We talk about 
the number of syllables first and then get into the different phonics patterns in 
our names. I want to note right away that there is no right or wrong way to break 
apart a name. In fact, it will look different depending on the grade you teach!

Let’s talk about how I did my name with my class.
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I started with the abbreviation Mrs. I had not yet explicitly taught abbreviations 
so we talked about them briefly and my students were still able to come up with 
some examples.

Then I noted that my last name starts with an M and we said the sound that 
represents the letter M. I asked my students to come up with more words that 
started with the /m/ sound. I give my students a chance to talk with a neighbor 
first and then share out. As they share, I am writing down all the words they are 
giving me. You will notice I underlined various spelling patterns from the words 
we wrote down. Some we had learned and talked about and some I was just 
pointing out to students.

Next in my name is a vowel-­R pattern, which we had just learned. So I had my 
students think of more words with that phonics pattern.

I could have chunked the last part together and had students come up with 
words that rhyme with TIN but we decided to do short I words and words that 
end with /n/ instead.

You will notice when you play this game, there are many ways to break up a 
name. Another fun thing about this game is getting to talk about culture! Most 
names do not follow phonics patterns (and that’s okay)! For example, if I were to 
use my first name, I can talk about the fact that Heidi comes from the German 
language so that is why the -­EI spells the long /ī/ sound. It is also why my name 
ends with an -­I since we know that no English words end with an -­I. When I come 
across spellings like this, I talk about them but then we focus on the SOUND 
and finding words with that SOUND, not the spelling. The words your students 
come up with will give you more opportunities to talk about spelling and phon-
ics patterns naturally! These discussions are also a great way to build background 
knowledge and help expand other students’ oral language vocabulary that may 
have never heard certain words.

After we completed my name, I would get out anchor chart paper and we would 
make a phonics poster for each student in my class, throughout the year. Once 
the poster was complete, I would give students the option to take it home right 
away or hang it up for a week. (Most of them wanted to hang it up!)

I recommend thinking about how you will break up a name before doing it with 
the class but don’t get stuck on the spellings! Remember, you will talk about the 
spelling briefly but focus on the sound.
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Here are some recommendations by grade level:

Kindergarten: You may go letter by letter and just do beginning and ending 
sounds for each letter in a student’s name.

First Grade: You may do some letters while also noticing some phonics 
­patterns. Exposure to advanced phonics patterns is okay too!

Second Grade and Beyond: You may want to incorporate prefixes, suffixes, 
advanced phonics, morphology, and etymology patterns as they are available.

Again, remember to have fun and learn along with your students! If you are not 
sure why a sound is spelled the way it is, it’s okay. The phonics name game is 
a great opportunity to learn more about our students and study phonics and 
­spelling in an authentic way. Head to https://droppinknowledge.com/droppin- 
knowledge-on-phonics/ to see this in action.
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