
Teaching Phonics
to Beginners

There are many ways of teaching phonics, and any of those ways will be 
effective as long as the students have learned the most common combina-
tions of sounds and are able to sound out words on their own without help. 

Research has shown time and again the difference phonics make to stu-
dents learning to read regardless of whether it is their first or second 
language. Many native English speakers struggle to read in the United 
States because of the misconception that they will just pick it up by read-
ing. For many struggling readers, that unforunately is not true. There are 
students who learn to read that way, but they are the exception, not the 
rule. By teaching students systematic phonics you are giving them a tool to 
sound out any words that they do not know or do not remember.

Many teachers struggle to teach phonics because that is not how they 
learned to read. It took me many years as a teacher to get my head 
around the importance of phonics and how to teach them. Hopefully, my 
experience will benefit you if you are struggling as I did. 

1. There are many words that don’t follow phonics rules (come,
could, you, the, they, said). They are irregular. Students just have
to remember how these words are read. I usually have the students
sound out these words using phonics rules as normal and then tell
them that they are irregular.

2. I do not teach all of the possible phonics combinations, only the
most common and useful. There are some combinations for which
there are only one or two words. They are just not common enough
to justify the time it takes to teach them and often only cause con-
fusion. I just call them irregular (I say “Ding Dong Words” with my
beginners) and move on.

There are two important points to be made 
about teaching phonics:



Step 1: 

Short Vowel 
Words

Blends and 
Digraphs

Long Vowel 
Phonics

Goal: Students can recognize 40-60 letters a minute.
Students need to know their letters so well that they 
don’t have to think. You should be able to show a 
student any letter of the alphabet and they should 
be able to say the name and sound in about a sec-
ond. 

The 
Alphabet

Step 2: 

Step 4: 

Step 3: 

Goal: Students can read 20-30 words a minute.
When the students know their alphabet letters 
really well, short-vowel reading isn’t too difficult. 
Still, some students will struggle. They should be 
able to sound out the words one sound at a time 
and then put them together.

Goal: Students can read 20-30 words a minute.
When you add blends (cl, br, ck) and digraphs 
(ch, sh) with the short-vowel words, students slow 
down a lot. The extra sounds are often difficult to 
put together and will take a lot of practice.

Goal: Students can read 30 words a minute.
Long vowel phonics (ai, ee, oa) are difficult. You 
tell students that each vowel can have more than 
one sound and they need a lot of practice differen-
tiating the long and short vowel sounds, especially 
if they came form an Asian speaking country.

Four Steps to
Teaching Phonics

These are the basic steps to teaching phonics and goals for each step. 
When students have reached the goal for a particular step, they are ready 

to move up to the next step.



9Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Unit 5: Reading Literature

Ending (Conclusion)

Middle

Beginning

Write and/or draw about the structure and central message of the story.

Overall Structure and Message Graphic Organizer

Central 
Message

• We shouldn’t show off  to try and 
get others like us.

• Richard and his family go to the 
zoo.

• Richard is sad and his parents 
off er to help him solve his 
problem.

• Richard can’t buy a bear and he is 
disappointed.

• Richard works hard to earn 
money and save it in a secret box.

Now recount the story in your 
own words.

Not All Are Used

Unit 5: Reading Literature

Write and/or draw about the structure and central message of the story.

Overall Structure and Message Graphic Organizer

Unit 5: Reading Literature

Write and/or draw about the structure and central message of the story.

Overall Structure and Message Graphic Organizer

3Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Unit 3: PWIM

long
white
whiskers

Describe the picture or tell about an experience.

____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________
____________________________________________________

Label the picture with nouns, adjectives and verbs. 

Unit 3: PWIM

Label the picture with nouns, adjectives and verbs. 

Unit 3: PWIM

Label the picture with nouns, adjectives and verbs. 

13Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Unit 8: Writing Information

Research and write about what it was like for Christopher Columbus and 
his crew to live on a ship for many weeks at a time.

Detail 1 Detail 2 Detail 3

Life on a Ship

Main Topic

: Writing Information

Research and write about what it was like for Christopher Columbus and 
his crew to live on a ship for many weeks at a time.

: Writing Information

Research and write about what it was like for Christopher Columbus and 
his crew to live on a ship for many weeks at a time.

11Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Write what is diff erent and what is the same about the two texts.
Compare and Contrast the Two Texts

Unit 3: Comparing Texts

Text:
Inuit People

Text:
The Frozen Lake

• About Inuit 
People

• fi ction
• non-fi ction
• tells about sleds
• tells about 

hunting
• mentions warm 

clothes needed 
in winter

• discusses where 
Inuit people 
lived

• mentions how 
things used to 
be diff erent than 
now

• tells how a child 
fell through the 
ice

Write what is diff erent and what is the same about the two texts.
Compare and Contrast the Two Texts

Unit 3: Comparing Texts

Text:
Inuit People

Write what is diff erent and what is the same about the two texts.
Compare and Contrast the Two Texts

Unit 3: Comparing Texts

Text:
Inuit People
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Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Unit 2: Reading Literature

?

When is the 
story happening?

Who are the 
characters?

Where does the 
story take place?

What is the problem 
in the story?

Why does the 
problem happen?

How does the 
story end?

The 
End

Ask and answer questions about the story.

Title:

5W & 1H Graphic Organizer

a. a factory 
b. Mr. Evil, Bob Kringle 

and Chris Kringle
c. around Christmas time

a. Mr. Evil gets what he 
deserves

b. Mr. Evil is going to 
pollute the river on 
Christmas Eve

c. because Mr. Evil is 
mean and doesn‛t 
care about people

a. Mr. Evil gets what he 
deserves

b. Mr. Evil is going to 
pollute the river on 
Christmas Eve

c. because Mr. Evil is 
mean and doesn‛t 
care about people

a. Mr. Evil gets what he 
deserves

b. Mr. Evil is going to 
pollute the river on 
Christmas Eve

c. because Mr. Evil is 
mean and doesn‛t 
care about people

a. a factory 
b. Mr. Evil, Bob Kringle 

and Chris Kringle
c. around Christmas time

a. a factory 
b. Mr. Evil, Bob Kringle 

and Chris Kringle
c. around Christmas time

(setting) (characters)

(plot)

(setting)

(plot) (plot)

clothes needed clothes needed 

 is the 
story happening?

 does the 
problem happen?

Ask and answer questions about the story.
5W & 1H Graphic Organizer

Mr. Evil gets what he 

Mr. Evil is going to 
pollute the river on 

because Mr. Evil is 
mean and doesn‛t 
care about people

Mr. Evil, Bob Kringle 

around Christmas time

story happening?

problem happen?

Ask and answer questions about the story.
5W & 1H Graphic Organizer

Mr. Evil gets what he 

Mr. Evil is going to 
pollute the river on 

because Mr. Evil is 

care about people

Mr. Evil, Bob Kringle 

around Christmas time

5Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Low-Inter 4

Unit 5: Speaking

Sign or 
Stamp4 = bronze

6 = silver
8 = gold

Record Audio or Speak 
With the Teacher

Sentence Starter Word Bank

Adj + Noun + Verb + Prep Phrase + Time Word

Adjective

confi dent
disappointed

proud
secret
heavy

embarrassed

Noun Verb Time Words

character
man
men

woman
women
crowd
spy

squirrel
neighbor

snowboarder
baseball 
player

employee

solve
push
spend

bump into
pile
drop
save
crash

in...
on...

under...
behind...

in front of...
beside...
next to...

every day
every morning

every 
weekend
tomorrow
next week
yesterday
last night
last year

last summer

Prep Phrase

You can add your own words to the lists!

• We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and We shouldn’t show off  to try and 
get others like us.

• Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the Richard and his family go to the 
zoo.

• Richard is sad and his parents Richard is sad and his parents Richard is sad and his parents Richard is sad and his parents Richard is sad and his parents Richard is sad and his parents 
off er to help him solve his off er to help him solve his off er to help him solve his off er to help him solve his off er to help him solve his off er to help him solve his 
problem.

• Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is Richard can’t buy a bear and he is 
disappointed.disappointed.disappointed.disappointed.disappointed.disappointed.disappointed.

• Richard works hard to earn Richard works hard to earn Richard works hard to earn Richard works hard to earn Richard works hard to earn 
money and save it in a secret box.

Not All Are Used

Ending (Conclusion)

Name: ___________
Date: ____________

Sign or 
Stamp

Sentence Starter Word BankSentence Starter Word Bank

Adj + Noun + Verb + Prep Phrase + Time Word

Time Words

in...
on...

under...
behind...

in front of...
beside...
next to...

every day
every morning

every 
weekend
tomorrow
next week
yesterday
last night
last year

last summer

Prep Phrase

You can add your own words to the lists!

Ending (Conclusion)

 -- ESL Curriculum --   
Membership

- Sequenced ESL Curriculum - Pre-Selected Vocabulary with Images 
- Easy-to-Teach Grammar & Sentence Structures - Engaging Reading 

Passages - Scaff olded Graphic Organizers - Worksheets - Flash Cards - 
Printable Games - Done-for-You Lesson Plans with activity ideas and more 
that cover all profi ciency and grade levels for the classroom or online!

Engage your ELLs. Save Time. 
Close the Gap.

https://resource.kid-inspired.com/membership




