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Synthetic Phonics programmes are designed to teach the “alphabet code” — but what is
this code? Does everyone mean the same thing by this term? For example, the English
“alphabet code” could mean the 26 letters of the alphabet and the “sounds these letters
make.” Or it could mean the 26 letter symbols that ‘stand for sounds in words.” You
know that neither one is true because you are at this meeting, and you know there are over
40+ sounds in our language. So the real question is how can the 26 letters of our alphabet

represent the 40+ sounds in our speech?

We could use the same letter or letter pattern for fwo or more different sounds, OR we
could combine two or more letters to stand for one of the left over sounds that doesn’t
have its own letter. And this is what happened. The final tally is over 400 different
spellings for the 40+ sounds in English, ten times more than we need. Fortunately over
the past 20-30 years well designed reading programmes have begun to solve some of

these issues. This does not mean they solve everything. So choose wisely.

The Basic Facts About Our Alphabet Code

1. What is a code? [Ask for definitions.] CODES are a set of symbols assigned to
‘natural’ units of something, like musical pitch, number or quantity, sounds in words. All
codes are reversible by definition. You can encode something (design a written symbol
to stand for a sound in a language), and you get the sound back by “decoding” the
symbol. Reading (decoding) and spelling (encoding) are two sides of the same coin.
You cannot have one without the other. You should never teach reading and

spelling as if they were two different things.

2. What is a writing system? A writing system is a code for spoken language. It

assigns a written symbol to a particular unit of sound. These symbols must mark every



speech sound for the system to work. There are only four types of sound units used for
the writing systems of the world. These sound units are never mixed in any writing
system. No civilization, past or present, ever used symbols for whole words in a writing

system. There are just too many words. The English language has over 1 million words.

Writing systems appeared over 5,000 years ago. The Chinese script marks each syllable
in the Chinese language (CV and CVC). CV digraphs only (CVCVCV) are used in
India, Japan, Korea, and across Southern Asia. Consonants only (CCCC) are used for
Hebrew and Egyptian. Individual consonants and vowels are used for all European
languages including Russian and Greek. This choice is not optional. It is a function of

natural speech patterns in a particular language.

3. How do you design an alphabetic writing system? Alphabets mark the individual
phonemes in a language. Most languages have around 30 to 50 phonemes. English is no
exception. If you create one symbol for each of these phonemes, you will have a perfect
alphabet code which can be taught to very young children in a matter of months.
Nearly perfect alphabet codes are found in Greece, Italy, Spain, Germany, Finland,
Sweden, Norway, and Korea. ‘Bad’ or confusing codes (multiple spellings for the same
phoneme(s)) are found in France, Denmark, Japan, and England. The English writing

system is considered to be one of the most complex writing systems in the world.

4. Why is the English alphabet code so hard to teach? Modern English is an
amalgamation of 5 different languages and their 5 different spelling systems, brought to
England by foreign invaders. They are the Anglo-Saxons, Danish Vikings, Norman
French, the Romans, and the importation of ‘Greek words’ for terms used in science,
medicine, and philosophy. The result is over 400 different spellings for the 40+ sounds

in English.

5. The English alphabet code is ‘probabilistic’ by default. When Samuel Johnson

compiled his famous dictionary, he sought out the most common spelling for each word



in the language — based on words in print. He did NOT adopt the most common spelling

for each sound in the language. If he had done this, we would not be at this conference.

English speaking children have to learn that this ‘particular spelling’ is used for this
‘particular sound’ in this ‘particular word,’ but not in all words with this sound!
This adds a layer of complexity far beyond what any reasonable writing system requires.
This means teachers must stick with the right logic and use a highly structured curriculum
to get consistent results. When they do this, nearly all children learn to read, write, and
spell with relatively ease. If they don’t do this (fail to teach the whole code, use mixed

methods, play irrelevant games, etc.) many children will fall by the wayside.

6. Teach fundamental skills and no frills. Children are very serious about their aims
and goals. If the teacher says she is going to teach the children to read and spell, they
must be engaged on tasks that actually teach reading and spelling. To insure that
maximum learning occurs in the minimum amount of time, lessons must be limited to the

most critical activities. These are as follows:

1. Learn to hear and isolate individual sounds in words (phoneme analysis)

2. Be able to link the individual sounds to make a word (phoneme synthesis)

3. Notice and remember the letter sequences that stand for sounds in words.

4. Practice writing letters (copying), and write words and phrases from memory
(fine motor skill/spelling).

5. These four skills should be taught together at every lesson.

Research has shown that by far the most important skills are copying letters, writing
letters from memory, spelling words from memory (dictation). Kinesthetic
movement ties the fine-motor, visual, and auditory processing systems together.
The brain ‘remembers’ best when the same information is processed by

sensory/motor systems simultaneously.



7. Teaching Spelling Alternatives at Every Level of the Code.. In a properly
designed (transparent) writing system, the story ends here. In a haphazard (opaque)
writing system, like the English Alphabet Code, there is another level to teach. This is
the level of “probabilities” - the most to least likely spelling of a particular sound in a
particular word. If this level is omitted, as it commonly is, most reading programmes for

the English language will fail a large number of children.

My Story.
In the 1980s, Pat Lindamood introduced me to her reading programme which teaches all
the sounds in the English language and their most common spelling, plus a few common
spelling alternatives. 1 wondered why so few spelling alternatives were taught when it is
obvious when reading text that there is more than one spelling for nearly all sounds in the
language. I couldn’t find anything that set out the code in full, so T worked it out myself.
Note that this was the first thing I did — not the last thing. To design a reading
programme properly, I realized that the student needs all the information about the

English alphabet code, not just bits of it.

In this process I discovered there are four levels or ‘characteristics’ of our alphabet code.
These levels determine the order in which the elements should be taught.

Sounds spelled only one way (single or double letters): /p/ = p or pp

Sounds spelled with digraphs: /ch/= ch /sh/=sh

Sounds with multiple spellings /ae/ = wait, fate, steak, say, prey, famous, reign.

Multiple decodings for one spelling: beach, death.  go, to, pot,

Note that the last two levels are not related. That is, there is no logical connection
between the multiple spellings for a sound, and the multiple ways these spellings can be

decoded. Example: ‘breed’ and ‘read’, --- ‘bread’ and ‘read.’

If this probability structure is set out in a transparent way (from easy to hard), children
can easily see how this works. To make this concrete, I designed a 70 page spelling

dictionary (3000 words) for common words up to two syllables long. Each page provides












