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Author’s Note



I am absolutely delighted to share this book with you.


It has been a dream of mine to create excitement and enthusiasm around learning through play, and phonics has been a huge passion of mine for as long as I can remember, so this, to me, is a match made in heaven. Before launching Little Happy Learners, I spent a decade working in education. I was a primary school teacher, early years specialist and phonics fanatic. I have dedicated my career to creating playful learning experiences and building a love of learning for all.


The inspiration for this book came from my love of phonics and my desire to make it more fun, enjoyable and accessible. Having experienced what it is like to have two of my own children take their first steps in mainstream education, I felt compelled to explore how parents and carers are introduced to the concept of phonics and felt deeply that there is not enough information readily available. I knew I needed to share my expertise with a wider audience. This journey has been both personal and professional, blending my passion for learning through play with my expertise in early education.


In 2019, I launched Little Happy Learners. Initially, it was a passion project to keep me busy while on maternity leave, but it very quickly became more. Today, Little Happy Learners is an online hub for parents, carers and educators around the world in which activities, ideas and educational tips are shared. I provide free learning resources and sell my own range of phonics flashcards. I am continuing to spread the message that learning should, above all else, be fun.


Throughout my career, I have been honoured to work with thousands of children, parents and educators, all of whom have fuelled my drive to make learning more playful! In 2024 I connected with more than 56 million people, all wanting to know more about phonics. How incredible!


When I am not writing or working on new, fun learning activities, I enjoy spending time with my three beautiful children; they are my inspiration and will always keep me grounded.


The tools and ideas in this book will help you to help your children learn to read, write and play I hope it provides you with all the information you need to get started on your own phonics playtime. For more insights and updates, you can connect with me on Instagram, @littlehappylearners, or visit my website at www.littlehappylearners.co.uk.


Thank you for embarking on this journey with me.


Sophie David, Little Happy Learners
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Get Ready to Read, Write and Play
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Read, Write, Play introduces the concept of the six phases of phonics. It begins with pre-reading skills for preschool-aged children and ends with the exploration of irregular plurals and suffixes. It is perfect for children aged two to seven. The six chapters share the crucial details of each phase and offer a range of activities designed to support the children in your care in a fun, simple and hands-on way.


The world of phonics can be overwhelming and daunting for any new parent, carer or educator. There is a lot of information out there, it’s hard to find the answer to specific questions and it’s even harder to find hands-on and engaging ways to play with phonics. Treat this as your go-to phonics guide.


Children learn best by doing, so in this book there are one hundred physical activities to enjoy with your children. Using simple household items, you can do every activity in five minutes or less. They are designed to fit around busy lifestyles and to be repeated time and time again.


Simple and creative strategies are presented as fun and engaging activities, which will enable you to overcome the tricky challenges children are faced with when reading and writing and help you to enjoy the process together.


Play and accessibility are at the heart of this book! I want everyone to be able to support their children on their phonics journey. It is so important to make learning fun. Enjoyable learning experiences boost children’s intrinsic motivation: when children take pleasure in their learning, they are more likely to participate and invest their efforts.


Fun learning activities often involve multiple senses and active participation, which can in turn improve memory retention. Children are more likely to remember information if it is presented in a memorable way.



Here are my four key principles to play



There are four key principles to follow when introducing play-based learning that will make sure your play is effective and bring you and your child the most happiness and success.


1 Plan


Planning an activity into your day is where this all begins. Write a list of small, achievable activities that you can add into your week and tick them off as you go. So many of the activities in this book require little to no preparation and can be embedded into your daily routine.


2 Time


Find a ten-minute window of time with your little one(s) and ensure that you have nothing else to do. The washing can wait, put down all devices and play together. Children love to see us playing too, so get involved and enjoy.


3 Prepare


Prepare physically or mentally for each activity. Whether it is gathering resources or just taking a deep breath, make sure you are in the right frame of mind so that it’s fun for all.


4 Reward


Who does not love to see their child learning something new? This is the reward for you. The reward for them: time spent with you, a fun activity and some new knowledge. What more could they ask for?



How to use the book



This book is broken up into the six phases of phonics. The phases have been colour-coded so you can find your way easily. Each chapter begins with a full explanation of the phase, ensuring that you have all the necessary information at your fingertips.


At the start of each chapter you will find a contents page, so you can effortlessly choose an activity that best suits your child’s needs at any given time.


If in doubt, turn to page 18, where you will find a list of phonics terminology with a description. This should help with any confusion along the way.


[image: Photo of a man, a boy and a chicken outdoors with a tray of sand and bone-shaped cards]



There are one hundred activities throughout the book. Each activity covers an important aspect of phonics and uses a household item to make it hands-on and fun. Adapt the activities to suit what you have in and around your home, be creative and be resourceful. This book is designed to fit in and around your lifestyle.


Each of the activities are broken up under these headings:


Description – This is a quick explanation of what the activity entails.


What you need – Here you will learn everything that’s required to complete the activity. I often give ways in which the activity can be changed, adapted and simplified.


Preparation – This will give you an idea about how long each activity will take to set up, and tell you what you need to do to get ready.


Activity details – This is how you will complete the activity with your child, what it will look like and what kinds of questions you could ask.


Idea bank – Lots of the activities have a word or idea bank. I’ve done the thinking, so you don’t have to.


Keep your eyes peeled for some top tips along the way. Those snippets may just help your activity become a huge success!


This book can provide you with the tools to observe your child learn and grow. By revisiting the activities time and again, you will see how much your child has developed.


One of the many reasons I loved teaching Early Years was because of the huge amount of progress I witnessed in the children throughout the year. Our lives are so fast paced these days that we often forget to take in those moments of growth. I recommend getting a folder and placing all the activities you complete from this book in it. Then you can go back and see what you have both learned. It’ll be a keepsake worth keeping.










What Is Phonics?



Phonics is a method for teaching reading and writing. It demonstrates the relationship between the sounds of the spoken language and the letters or groups of letters or syllables of the written language.


The National Literacy Strategy brought phonics to the forefront of teaching reading and writing in 1998. Before this, ‘whole-word’ and ‘whole-language’ approaches dominated teaching practices.


Using phonics, we can teach people how to read and write by showing them the sounds that letters and groups of letters make. Here is a simple breakdown:


 


• Letters and sounds: Each letter in the alphabet represents a specific sound. For example, the letter ‘b’ makes a buh sound.


• Decoding: Involves breaking down the sounds in words and blending them together for reading.


• Blending: You learn to put these sounds together to make words. For instance, the sounds c, a and t come together to make the word ‘cat’. This is used for reading.


• Segmenting: You also learn to break words down into their individual sounds. For example, ‘dog’ can be broken down into d, o and g. This is used for spelling.


• Fluency: When children are secure in their learning, and when speed and accuracy increases.


• Phases: Phonics is broken up into six phases, with each phase concentrating on different skills. Children should be comfortable with what they have learned in one phase before moving on to the next. This helps to build fluency in reading and writing.


Phonics can be especially helpful for children who struggle with reading, as it provides clear rules and strategies for decoding words. However, not all children learn in the same way. Some might find phonics less engaging or may benefit more from other approaches that include whole-language learning, where they are exposed to reading through context, pictures and storytelling.


The practical, engaging activities in this book aim to support ALL children; they provide context and visual support and many of them follow a multi-sensory approach. Phonics can be for everyone!


The activities will work alongside your child’s nursery, school or home education. The book follows the same structure and pace as most other phonics schemes and will fit hand in hand with school-based lessons.


Think of this as the perfect supplement to your child’s education. You are providing them with the tools to play and enjoy phonics with you and independently.
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The Six Phases



The six phonics phases are part of a structured programme often used in the UK to teach children how to read and write.
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Phase 1


Sound awareness


(age two to four) – see page 22


Ability to hear and identify different sounds.


• Instrumental and environmental sounds.


• Rhyming.


• Alliteration.


• Beginning to segment and blend sounds orally.
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Phase 2


Introducing simple sounds and letters


(age four to five) – see page 60


Recognising and writing the letters and sounds for s, a, t, p, i, n, m, d, g, o, c, k, ck, e, u, r, h, b, f, ff, l, ll, ss.


• Teaching one sound/letter per session.


• Blending sounds to form simple words (for example sat, pin, tap).


• Segmenting words into individual sounds.


• Using phonics games and activities like flashcards, magnetic letters and writing in sand.
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Phase 3


More complex sounds and letters


(age four to five) – see page 104


Learning twenty-six new graphemes – j, v, w, x, y, z, zz, qu – and common digraphs and trigraphs – ch, sh, th, ng, ai, ee, igh, oa, oo, ar, or, ur, ow, oi, ear, air, ure, er.


• Practising blending and segmenting.


• Recognising, reading and writing more complex words.


• Developing fluency with blending sounds to read words.


• Practising reading and writing captions and sentences.
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Phase 4



Consolidation (age five to six) – see page 148


Practising reading and writing words with adjacent consonants – st, nd, mp, tr.


• No new sounds introduced.


• Improved ability to read and spell words with multiple sounds.


• Learning more complex consonant clusters.


• Emphasis on reading and writing longer words and sentences.
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Phase 5


Alternative Sounds and Spellings


(age five to six) – see page 188


Learning new graphemes for known sounds – ay, ou, ie, ea, oy, ir, ue, aw, wh, ph, ew, oe, au.


• Learning alternative spellings for words.


• Learning alternative pronunciations for graphemes – a (hat/ acorn), e (bed/he), i (sit/find), o (hot/go), u (but/put), ow (cow/snow), ie (pie/chief), ea (seat/bread).


• Practising reading and spelling with these new patterns.


• Reading more complex texts and writing independently.
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Phase 6


Fluency and Accuracy


(age six to seven) – see page 228


Focusing on spelling rules and patterns and the use of common word endings.


• Practising reading with increased speed, fluency and comprehension.


• Learning spelling rules and patterns; adding suffixes like -ing, -ed, -er, -est, -y.


• Focusing on common spelling rules and word endings.


• Encouraging independent reading and writing.


This is a very brief introduction to what is covered in each of the phases. Each chapter of the book covers one phase and each of the activities cover one element of the phase requirements. Everything you need to know is contained within this book!










Key Phonics Terms



Using terminology correctly with your child will help them to excel in reading and writing and develop a secure understanding of phonics. Many of the key phonics terms may be unfamiliar to you but the brief descriptions below will help you to introduce them to your child effectively. Children love learning new vocabulary!


Basic Phonics Terms


Blending – putting sounds together to say a word (used for reading).


Segmenting – splitting up and saying each individual sound in a word – also known as sound-talk, for example c-a-t (used for spelling).


Phoneme – the smallest unit of sound.


Grapheme – the written form of a sound, for example a letter.


Grapheme phoneme correspondence – matching the sound to the letter that represents it.


Types of Sounds


Initial sound – the first sound in a word.


Vowel – a speech sound produced without blocking the breath channel; vowels in English are a, e, i, o, u and sometimes y.


Consonant – all letters of the alphabet that are not vowels


Adjacent consonants/Consonant blend – a word with two adjacent consonants, for example hand.


Digraph – two letters that make one sound, for example ship and beach.


Trigraph – three letters that make one sound, for example light. Split digraph – two letters split by another letter, where the two letters together make one sound: a-e in ‘make’ and i-e in ‘bike’ (sometimes known as ‘magic e’).


Alternative graphemes – different ways to write the same sound, for example ai, a-e, ay, ei, eigh and ey all make the ai sound.



Word Parts



Syllable – a unit of pronunciation with one vowel sound. Each syllable has at least one vowel. Cat has one syllable; rabbit has two syllables.


Onset – the initial consonant sound of a syllable, for example cat.


Rime – the part of a syllable that contains the vowel and all that follows it, for example cat.


Prefix – a group of letters added to the beginning of a word to change its meaning, for example unhappy.


Suffix – a group of letters added to the end of a word to change its meaning or grammatical function, for example looking.


Word Types


Noun – a word to identify objects, people and places, for example door, Adam, Australia.


Adjective – a word that describes a noun, for example brown.


Verb – an action word/doing word, for example dance.


Adverb – a word that describes a verb, for example noisily.


Monosyllabic words – words that contain only one syllable, for example dog, fish, purse


Polysyllabic words – words that have more than one syllable, for example armchair, dinosaur, butterfly.


Alliteration – words that have the same initial sound.


Rhyme – words that have the same end sound.


CVC word – a three-letter word that is made up of a consonant, then a vowel and then a consonant, for example cat.


Sight Words – words that cannot be sounded out and are used frequently. These words do not often follow the rules. It is a great idea to try to find a new rule or rhyme to remember together.










Supply List



Anyone can complete each of the activities in this book without buying a thing. You can use what you have in and around your home to set up wonderful engaging learning opportunities. You just need to know how.


All of the activities are accessible, require little to no preparation and use one of the ten items listed below.


Here are the top items that feature in all one hundred activities. It is not essential that you have exactly these items to hand; feel free to find simple swaps or alternatives from within your home.






	Item


	Alternatives







	Paper cups


	Any cups







	White board and dry erase marker


	Paper and pencil







	Sensory tray or basket


	Baking tray, bowls or pots







	Playdough


	Homemade playdough (see recipe on page 272)







	Pompoms


	Cotton wool balls







	Building blocks


	Duplo, Lego, wooden blocks, magnetic tiles or Mega Bloks







	Craft sticks


	Lollipop sticks, pegs, wooden stirrers or cotton buds







	Cardboard tubes


	Toilet rolls, kitchen rolls, rolled-up paper, rolled-up cardboard, guttering, pipes







	Post-it notes


	Paper squares







	Magnetic letters


	Cut-out letters, letter tokens, wooden discs, Scrabble tiles








These top ten items are extremely versatile. In my home, we have each of these resources in a ‘phonics box’ that we can grab at any time. This means that you too could have a hundred activities stashed away in a box, ready and waiting for you!


Some activities require picture prompts. If you do not own a printer, have a go at drawing some simple illustrations yourself. You do not need to be an artist to engage your children. Everyone is an artist in the eyes of their children.
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This chapter shares some wonderful ways that you can explore Phase 1 of the phonics journey. Phase 1 is often the forgotten phase, a whole chunk of learning that is left out entirely. However, it is of the utmost importance. This initial stage of your phonics journey holds the key to a successful and confident approach to reading and writing.


Before children learn to read and write, they need to develop their phonological and phonemic awareness: the ability to listen and identify sounds and understand how they come together to form words.


Phase 1 phonics facilitates and provides the gateway to early reading and writing. It is usually covered around the ages of two to four and it helps to prepare children to understand and use the alphabetic code, develop an understanding of sounds and provide a designated time for ‘learning’.
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Scan QR code for an optional resource shortcut!






Phase 1 looks at seven main aspects



Each of these seven aspects target specific abilities that collectively prepare children for their learning journey.
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Environmental Sounds


This aspect looks at the sounds that we hear in our environment and develops children’s listening skills by helping them to distinguish between different sounds.
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Instrumental Sounds


Here we look at the sounds made by instruments and aim to develop children’s ability to match sounds to their sources while exploring pitch and pace.
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Body Percussion


This further develops children’s awareness of sounds, looking at the way we can create different noises with our bodies. This looks to build understanding about rhythm and the ability to mimic and produce different sounds.
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Rhythm & Rhyme


Familiarises children with rhythmic structures of spoken language, which supports their ability to recognise patterns and predict words which are both fundamental for developing phonemic awareness.
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Alliteration


This aspect focuses on the initial sounds in words, which is a key skill in learning phonics and spelling. It helps with sound identification, which is the start of sounding and blending.
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Voice Sounds


This encourages children to experiment with their voices, how they can make different sounds and how sounds are produced. It is important to look at our mouth movements and positions to enable us to learn sound discrimination accurately. See page 278 for accurate mouth positions and descriptions for each sound of the alphabet.
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Oral Blending and Segmenting


This aspect is crucial in learning how to blend sounds together to form words. It is completed verbally and is essential in the reading process.


Before you can begin to teach your child to recognise letters and the sounds that they make, they need to develop listening and attention skills, vocabulary and language skills, and social and communication skills. All of which are at the core of the next sixteen activities.
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Important information


• Children aged two have an average attention span of four to six minutes.


• Children aged three around six to eight minutes.


• Children aged four around eight to twelve minutes.


It is important to remember this when engaging in an activity with your child. Look to enjoy the activities multiple times, using short windows of time. You will get so much more from the experience.
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Contents



• Nature Sounds


• Sound Walk


• Sound Baskets


• Music Tubes


• Matching Cups


• Pompom Soup


• House Hunt


• Playdough Letters


• Pre-writing Scribbling


• Clap and Stomp


• Sound Sandwich


• Follow the Leader


• Rhyming Word Snap


• Word Family Blocks


• Blend Around the House


• Sound and Match
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Important information


Please remember that Phase 1 is mostly about spoken sound – looking at how we produce sounds with our mouths and what they sound like. It is not about the written form!


If you do want to look at letters please ensure they are all in lower case.
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TOP TIPS


Always sit facing your child. This will help you when modelling and your child when mimicking.


Always ensure that the room you are playing in has no background noise (no TV or music).
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