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Our Approach to Phonics
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Our Aims & Beliefs
Here at Hampton Vale we believe that reading is the foundation to all learning. It is because 
of this that we have put a lot of effort into ensuring that our phonics approach gives children 
the support and teaching that they need in order to learn to read and subsequently, access 
our enriching wider curriculum. 

When the children first begin their reading journey, we ensure that they receive high quality, 
systematic teaching of synthetic phonics. Whilst there is a big focus on the teaching of skills 
within KS1, we also strive to encourage a love of reading through the exposure of a wide 
range of stories. As the children develop and secure their phonics skills, we begin to really 
interweave comprehension and fluency within their learning as part of their reading journey. 

Whilst we do not follow one specific scheme, we have worked hard to build and adapt our 
approach to give the children the best chance of learning to read successfully. We found that 
the use of resources within the teaching of phonics enables us to engage and immerse the 
children within their phonics lessons.

What is Phonics?
Phonics is a method of teaching people to read and write by correlating sounds with symbols 
in an alphabetic writing system. 

Reading & Writing
Children are taught that individual letters, as well as groups of letters, have an associated 
sound when reading. By putting the individual sounds together within a word, they are able 
to read the whole word. Phonics is also the primary spelling strategy within early writing. 
Without children having a secure understanding of phoneme-grapheme correspondence, 
they will not be able to spell and write independently.



Important Terminology
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Terminology Definition Example

Digraph
Two letters that represent 
one sound.

oi, ee, ay

Trigraph
Three letters that represent 
one sound.

Igh, ear, air

Phoneme
The sound that a grapheme 
makes.

/ee/ for ee, ea, ey, ie

Grapheme
A letter or number of letters 
that represent one sound.

oi, ey, th

Zip
Used when segmenting 
words to represent digraphs 
and trigraphs.

Button
Use when segmenting words 
to represent single letters 
that make a sound.

Segment
The process of reading a 
word by splitting it into 
graphemes.

s / l / ow

Blend
The process of blending the 
individual graphemes to say 
a word.

Fairy words

High Frequency Words 
(HFW) and  Common 
Exception Words (CEW) that 
you can segment using 
phonics knowledge.

it, big, get, on

Tricky troll words
HFW and CEW that you 
cannot segment using 
phonics knowledge.

what, she, all, you



Phonics Progression
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Phase / Year Group Sounds Taught 

Phase 2 (Nursery/Reception)
s, a, t, p, i, n, m, d, g, o, c, k, e, r, h, b, f 
(ff), l (ll), ss, u

Phase 3 (Reception)
 j, v, w, x, y, z (zz), ck, qu, ch, th, sh, ng, 
ai, ee, oa, oo/oo, ar, or, ur, ow, oi, er, ear, 
air, ure, igh.

Phase 5 (Year 1)
ou, ir, ay, ea, aw, oy, au, ey/-y, ew, e-e, 
ow (slow), wh, ph, ie, oe, ue, a-e, i-e, 
o-e, u-e

Spelling Rules (Year 2)
Alternative digraphs linked to spelling 
rules.

Long Term Planning
At the beginning of each year, we map out precisely when lessons are being taught. 
This is  informed by feedback from previous years. By doing this, we can ensure all 
areas are covered and the approach is naturally progressive.

Progression of skills
Phonics skills, such as segmenting and blending, are intertwined into every single 
phonics lesson. From the beginning of Phase 2, children are taught to segment CVC 
words using the buttons to represent the individual phonemes which then progresses 
to zips to represent the digraphs and trigraphs. Similarly, children are taught how to 
blend the words together after segmenting. 

Phonics and Reading
When children are taught a new sound, they are exposed to a new story. Our aim is to 
weave our phonics approach throughout other lessons, including guided reading. 
Guided reading texts are phonetically decodable within Reception and  Year 1. They  
link with the sounds they are learning/ have previously learnt which gives children the 
opportunity to practise and apply their knowledge within the wider curriculum. 



Phonics Lesson Structure
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Retrieval
At the beginning of each phonics sessions, children will have the opportunity to retrieve 
sounds that have been previously taught. These sounds may be from previous phases 
or sounds chosen based on teacher assessments. This is a key point in the lesson 
structure as it gives teachers the chance to address any misconceptions and assess any 
gaps.
It is important at this stage to ensure that the children are able to distinguish between 
the phoneme and the caption action. Whilst the caption action is a useful tool to help 
the children retain the sounds, it can sometimes mean that they just see the caption 
action and are not able to identify the sound in isolation or within words.

Children will also have an applied retrieval activity, for example, words with targeted 
digraphs to segment and blend. Again, this can be based on previous phase sounds or 
gaps that the teacher has identified within the class. 
Good practice would be getting the children to follow the structure of zip, button, 
segment and blend.

Whilst some children will take time to complete these activities, others will know the 
answer instantly. In this instance, a challenge will be required, such as putting the real 
words into a simple sentence (written or verbal depending on teacher preference).



Phonics Lesson Structure
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Teach
Each new sound comes with a linked story and a caption action. As well as this, the 
children will be taught the new caption action that they will use in future lessons as 
part of their retrieval technique. This approach gives the children numerous avenues to 
retain their phonics learning. 

Within the teaching of a new sound, we should see the following:
● A clear, precise representation of the sound verbally;
● Enthusiastic reading of the linked story book;
● Teacher modelling of the caption action;
● Teacher modelling of letter formations when writing the digraph;
● Teacher modelling of segmenting and blending words using the digraph.

As the children progress through their phonics journey, they will come across 
alternative digraphs (Phase 3 & 5). It is important when introducing a new alternative 
digraph that you revisit the others so that children can understand the distinction. Key 
points to discuss are the letters within the digraph and also where you would typically 
find the digraph within a word.

It is important that teacher subject knowledge is strong within the teach phase as the 
teaching of a new sound must be clear and precise in order to avoid misconceptions.
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Practice
Following the teach stage, the children will need to practise the skills they have just 
learnt. Children should get the chance to practise using the new sound within reading, 
writing and spelling. The practice stage will often be teacher led and used as an 
assessment opportunity to identify any misconceptions within the class. 

The reading practice should incorporate the reading skills taught throughout their 
phonics lessons; zip, button, segment, blend. Initially, teachers should model what is 
expected followed by a collaborative, whole class approach. 

The writing should be used to assess the children’s ability to apply their new 
knowledge within a word/sentence. To begin with, children may just write singular 
words using the new digraph/trigraph. However, as the children develop, they will 
require a little more challenge. This can be done by setting sentences for them to write 
which include tricky troll and fairy words. This will also be a chance for adults to 
address any misconceptions.



Phonics Lesson Structure
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Apply
After the collaborative practice of their new skills and sounds, children will be given a 
task where they will apply their knowledge independently. You could use a range of 
activities for this stage and at first is mainly reading based, however, throughout the 
teaching of a new sound they must be given the opportunity to apply their knowledge 
to reading, writing and spelling. 

Just like every other stage of a phonics lesson, this is another chance for teacher 
assessment. Where most children should be able to complete this task independently, 
there may be an adult-led group if the teacher feels it is necessary to ensure that all 
children are able to access the task. 
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Tricky Troll / Fairy Words
In order to distinguish between the two, it is important to remember that tricky troll 
words are not phonetically decodable whereas fairy words are. All words are part of the 
KS1 HFW and CEW expectations. 

As well as retrieving previously learnt words, a new tricky troll and fairy word will be 
introduced with every new sound. Similarly to the teaching of a new sound, this gives 
the children the opportunity to systematically develop their use of the words through 
practising and applying it to reading and writing. 

Key points when teaching new words:
● Practise reading the word both in isolation and within a sentence.
● Ensure the children can verbally spell the word using letter names (I say, we say, 

you say…)
● Practise writing the words using their spelling knowledge and ensuring that 

formations are pre-cursive.
● Try to incorporate new words within other lessons, such as, writing in order to 

make links and develop understanding of the word.
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The key point when discussing our approach to assessment within phonics is that the 
assessment is continuous. We do not believe termly or half-termly assessment is 
effective when it comes to ensuring that the children are developing their phonics 
knowledge consistently. By continuously assessing phonics, we aim to address 
misconceptions and close gaps before they are embedded. 

Assessment Technique
Within KS1 phonics we use a range of assessments. First of all, we assess the 
children’s ability to identify the different graphemes in isolation using flashcards.

We then assess their reading skills of segmenting and blending. For this, we ensure 
that children from Reception and Year 1 get assessed every half term based on practise 
phonics screening papers to identify children with gaps and support all. The children 
are also exposed to alien words, which do not make sense. These are used within 
assessments in order to prepare the children for their upcoming Phonics Screening 
Check in Year 1.

As well as this, we assess their progress with tricky troll and fairy words. The children 
are assessed initially with flashcards of the words. Any gaps are addressed within 
subsequent lessons and interventions. 

This assessment approach will continue into KS2 for the children that need it. Children 
that do not pass the Phonics Screening Check will automatically be given intervention in 
order to address their needs and these target children will be assessed by a previous 
Phonics Screening Check past paper in order to identify gaps and skills/ sounds that still 
need to be embedded. Once these target children have passed a paper, they will be 
closely monitored to ensure they are secure with their phonics knowledge. 

Interventions
The continuous phonics assessments will inform daily interventions within classrooms. 
These interventions will be built on the use of a range of resources and will depend on 
the targeted areas needed to cover.
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KS2
At the beginning of each academic year, using previous data and teacher judgement, 
staff must carry out a baseline assessment of the children identified to need targeted 
phonics support. This will follow the same structure as mentioned in the assessment 
section. It is then the responsibility of the staff within the class to ensure that the 
children receive the support they need. In order for interventions to make an impact, 
they should be delivered at least twice a week. 

Structure of KS2 interventions:
● Retrieval - a quick paced flashcard activity to retrieve previously taught sounds. 

These should include sounds that the children are secure with as well as recently 
revisited sounds that were targeted. 

● Teach - depending on the situation, this is where you should reteach sounds that 
children are not familiar with. It may be that you choose one sound to focus on or 
a few. 

● Practice - children should then be given a chance to practise, with support. Each 
class will have a bank of laminated phonetically decodable words that the 
children can use to practise their segmenting and blending skills. They should be 
encouraged to use the process of zip, button, segment, blend. 

● Apply - children are then given the chance to apply their skills through reading 
and writing. This may alternate between the interventions with a different focus 
each day. Staff should use this as a chance to assess whether the children have 
been able to apply the sounds and skills which will subsequently inform the next 
interventions.

Provisions for daily use
There are a number of phonics resources that can be used within the classroom on a 
daily basis in order to support learning within other subjects. These include:
❏ Phonics sound mats for the different phases
❏ Colour coded alternative digraph flashcards (useful display)



Phonics Screening Check Prep
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Year 1
Baseline phonics’ assessments will continue throughout Year 1 so that we can make 
sure no gaps or misconceptions are missed. 

The children will also begin to have Phonics Screening preparation lessons. Each lesson 
will include the following:
● A chance to retrieve digraphs/trigraphs in isolation;
● Practise and applying the “zip, button, segment and blend” approach when 

reading real and alien words;
● Applying their phonics’ skills independently within an activity.

Target children identified within the class will be sent packs that are specific to their 
needs, for example, if they have a range of digraphs that they are not secure on, these 
can be included specifically with words to apply


