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A Glossary of Phonics Terms

Source: Heilman, A.W. (1998). Phonics in proper perspective (8th ed.). Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Merrill/Prentice Hall.

In recent years, noticeable confusion has accompanied discussions of reading because the meaning
of some of the terms used has been vague or misleading. To eliminate further confusion, we will
briefly define a few basic terms.

Alphabetic principle. Graphic symbols (graphemes) have been devised for representing a large
number of spoken languages. Alphabetic writing is based on the alphabetic principle: the letter
symbols (letters of the alphabet or graphemes) represent speech sounds (phonemes) which can be
combined into words and sentences, etc.. In English, graphemes may represent several different
phonemes (e.g., car, carpet, care, career, caress, caret).

Cracking the code. This term is generally used to describe the process of learning to associate
printed letters with the speech sounds they represent. In a discussion of beginning reading, cracking
the code refers to learning letter-sound relationships via the ability to apply phonics. When a child
has learned to associate all of the specific printed letters with specific speech sounds, the code has
been mastered, or cracked. The child now can arrive at or approximate the pronunciation of most
printed word symbols.

Digraph. A digraph is a combination of two letters that represent one speech sound (consonant
examples: church, show, thank; vowel examples: beet, coat, mail).

Diphthong. A diphthong is a vowel blend: two adjacent vowels, each of which is sounded (ou in
house, oi in oil, oy in boy, ow in how).

Grapheme. A grapheme is a written or printed letter symbol used to represent a speech sound or
phoneme.

Grapheme-phoneme relationship. This term refers to the relationship between printed letters and
the sounds they represent; it also covers the deviations found in such a relationship. Thus, while
English writing is based on an alphabetic code, there is not a one-to-one relationship between
graphemes (printed symbols) and the phonemes (speech sounds) they represent. Some printed
symbols represent several different sounds (car, caress, care), and one speech sound may be
represented by many different letters or combinations of letters. To a great extent, this problem
stems from the spelling patterns of words that have become established in English writing.

Morphemes. These are the smallest meaningful units of language. The word cat is a morpheme
whose pronunciation consists of three phonemes. If one wishes to speak of more than one cat, the
letter s forming the plural cats becomes a morpheme, since it changes the meaning (as does the
possessive 's in the cat's dinner) There are two classes of morphemes, free and bound. Free
morphemes function independently in any utterance (house, lock, man, want). Bound morphemes
consist of prefixes, suffixes, and inflectional endings and must combine with other morphemes
(houses, unlock, man's, wanted).
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Onset. An initial consonant or consonant cluster is an onset. In the word name, n is the onset; in the
word blame, bl is the onset.

Phoneme. A phoneme is the smallest unit of sound in a language that distinguishes one word from
another. Pronouncing the word cat involves blending three phonemes: /k/ /ae/ /t/.

Phonemic awareness. This term refers to the knowledge or understanding that speech consists of a
series of sounds and that individual words can be divided into phonemes.

Phonetic method. This is a vague term that once was used to indicate instruction that included
phonics, emphasized phonics, or overemphasized phonics. Eventually it acquired the polar
connotation of "prophonics" and "anti-sight-word method."

Phonetics. This term refers to the segment of linguistic science that deals with: (a) speech sounds;
(b) how these sounds are made vocally; (c) sound changes that develop in languages; and (d) the
relation of speech sounds to the total language process. All phonics instruction is derived from
phonetics, but phonics as it relates to reading utilizes only a relatively small portion of the body of
knowledge identified as phonetics.

Phonic analysis. This is the process of applying knowledge of letter-sound relationships, that is,
blending the sounds represented by letters so as to arrive at the pronunciation of printed words.

Phonics instruction. Phonics instruction is a facet of reading instruction that (a) leads the child to
understand that printed letters in printed words represent the speech sounds heard when words are
pronounced; and (b) involves the actual teaching of which sound is associated with a particular
letter or combination of letters.

Rime. A rime is the vowel or vowel and consonant(s) that follow the onset. In the word name, -ame
is the rime.

Schwa. The schwa sound is a diminished stress, or a softening of the vowel sound. Schwa is
represented by the symbol a (bedlam = bed lom; beckon = bek'an). Any of the vowels may
represent the schwa sound.

Sight vocabulary. A sight vocabulary includes any words a reader recognizes instantly, without
having to resort to any word-recognition strategies.

Sight-word method. The term sight-word method is an abstraction rather than a description of
reading instruction. Some beginning reading materials developed in the first half of the century,
however, advocated teaching a limited number of sight words before phonic analysis was
introduced. The term sight-word method became common even though it actually described only
this initial teaching procedure. Gradually the term was used to imply the existence of an
instructional approach that allegedly proscribed phonics and advocated teaching every new word by
sight only.

Word analysis. This is an inclusive term that refers to all methods of word recognition. Phonics is
one such method.


