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What is synthetic phonics?
In synthetic phonics the graphemes and corresponding 
phonemes are taught just before the introduction of words that 
contain these letters. To read these words, children are taught 
to pronounce the individual phonemes (sounds) associated 
with the graphemes (letters) they see, and then to blend them 
together (synthesise) to form the word. (In this programme, we 
use slashes / / to denote phonemes and inverted commas ‘ ’ 
to denote graphemes.) The process is as follows:

• Children see a word, e.g. cat; it is not pronounced for them.
• They break it down into its individual letters (graphemes) 

and pronounce the corresponding sounds (phonemes) for 
each letter in turn: /c/ /a/ /t/

• Then they blend the separate phonemes together to form 
the word.

This process is known as blending.

Synthetic phonics teaches letter sounds very rapidly, explicitly 
showing children how to build up words with letters from the 
start, and always includes blending with printed words.

Synthetic phonics does not normally teach spelling, but Bug 
Club Phonics does teach spelling by reversing the reading 
process described above, i.e.

• Children hear a word, e.g. “cat” and say it.
• They say the fi rst phoneme: /c/
• They write the corresponding grapheme: ‘c’.
• They say the word again and say the next phoneme: /a/
• They write the corresponding grapheme: ‘a’, and so on.

This process is known as segmenting, and is followed by the 
children reading the word they have produced by sounding 
and blending.

In our approach, both blending for reading and segmenting 
for spelling are fully scaffolded. We model for the children 
how to sound and blend words for reading, but in each 
lesson children must attempt to sound and blend words for 
themselves to fi nd out how they are pronounced. We also 
model for the children how to segment for spelling and 
continue to scaffold the children through the process with each 
word they spell. This ensures that they identify each phoneme 
and choose the appropriate grapheme in turn, until the word 
is spelt.

Synthetic phonics differs from analytic phonics in that in analytic 
phonics children are shown word families. For example, they 
may be introduced to the letter sound ‘c’, and then be shown 
a list of words all starting with the same letter sound, e.g. 
‘cat, cake, cut, cup’. Sounding and blending starts when all 
the letters of the alphabet have been taught in the beginning, 
middle and fi nal positions of words, whereas in synthetic 
phonics this process starts after the fi rst few letter sounds have 
been taught.

Programme rationale

Pace and order of teaching
In Reception, Bug Club Phonics teaches a new grapheme and 
related phoneme in every Phoneme Session. This fast pace, 
backed up by daily revision of past teaching, has proved the 
most effective and successful method of phonic training. This 
means that the basic 40+ phonemes are acquired quickly, 
and early reading skills develop rapidly. Decodable readers 
are introduced after just 10 days’ teaching at the end of Unit 2. 
This enables children to apply the taught strategies and enjoy 
contextualised reading early on.

The order of grapheme introduction (see page 7) matches that 
recommended by the DfES in Letters and Sounds (2007) and 
ensures that children are able to start reading and spelling a 
wide range of words at the earliest possible stage.

Introduction of graphemes and phonemes
In Bug Club Phonics children are taught graphemes and 
phonemes at the same time. The research study showed that 
children progressed quickly if they learnt about phonemes in 
the context of letters and print right from the start of the phonics 
teaching.

Blending and segmenting
In Bug Club Phonics blending for reading and segmenting 
for spelling are given equal prominence, though blending is 
always taught fi rst in a Session. The practice of oral blending 
and segmentation is recommended in Phase 2 (see page 5 
for more information on these ‘Phases’). We suggest that these 
activities be done outside the lesson; for example, when there 
are a few minutes before the bell goes. Activities might include:

• suggesting words for children to practise sound-talk: e.g. 
tap, hat, mop

• using pictures from the online asset bank for sound-talk 
sentences, e.g.
– Point to the m-a-p.
– Can you h-o-p on one l-e-g?

Introduction of letter names
The names of letters can be taught fi rst, via the Alphabet song 
and magnetic letters. Since the programme was fi rst launched, 
children have not had any diffi culties learning both letter 
names and sounds early on. One of the benefi ts of this is that 
any child who misses a Session will know the names of the 
letters they have missed. In many cases the letter names give a 
good guide to the letter sounds. However, the teaching of letter 
names is optional in this programme.

Teaching synthetic phonics using Bug Club Phonics



Unit XX

5

Unit XX

Multi-sensory learning
Bringing a multi-sensory element to the teaching of phonics is 
widely recognised to be hugely benefi cial to its effectiveness. 
Bug Club Phonics recommends the use of magnetic letters 
and boards to consolidate children’s blending and segmenting 
abilities. Mini-magnetic boards are to be used by pairs 
(or individuals) during and after the Whole-Class Teaching 
Sessions. The interactive whiteboard acts as an electronic 
magnetic letter board for teacher demonstration.

Additionally, teaching the formation of the letters at the same 
time as the sounds helps to consolidate the letters in memory. 
Once children are competent at writing the letters, they need 
not use the individual boards for spelling.

Handwriting
Bug Club Phonics does not necessarily seek to replace your 
normal handwriting programme, but it does recognise that 
letter formation helps kinaesthetic consolidation of grapheme 
acquisition and so spelling. The teaching of letter formation 
accompanies the introduction of every grapheme and the 
talking-through element of such teaching also supports the 
children’s cognitive processes.

Note: If you teach cursive handwriting, there are optional 
demonstrations of cursive script formation in the KS1 lesson 
units. For all KS1 lessons there is an additional tab labelled 
‘Writing cursive’.

Less common grapheme–phoneme 
correspondences
Based on experience of the hundreds of children who have 
been through the programme over the last ten or so years, Bug 
Club Phonics takes the view that children are best served by 
learning the basic 40+ grapheme–phoneme correspondences 
in the fi rst year at school. The less frequent pronunciations, 
particularly for vowels, are taught when the children are secure 
in the basic principles, normally in the second year of school.

Very minor variations in pronunciation are not taught 
separately, and this has been found to pose no relevant 
diffi culties for the children. We do, however, provide special 
notes within daily lesson plans, which outline areas where you 
may want to adopt your own regional pronunciation.

High frequency (common) words and irregular 
words
High frequency decodable common words are included for 
reading and spelling throughout Bug Club Phonics. These are 
listed in the chart under ‘Decodable words’ and are always 
taught by sounding and blending. There is also a list of ‘Not 
fully decodable (irregular) words’; the term used in Letters 
and Sounds is ‘tricky words’. These words are subsumed 
under the heading ‘Irregular’ in the Language Sessions (see 
below). Many of these words have spellings that have irregular 
pronunciations; these words are always deemed ‘tricky’, e.g. 
‘one’. However, some of the words in the list have regular 
pronunciations and become fully decodable later on as the 
phonics teaching progresses; for example, ‘like’ becomes 
completely decodable when split digraphs are taught.

Children are encouraged to use their phonic knowledge to 
help them decode these words as far as possible; you can 
point out and talk through the irregular aspects to help them 
read the words. You may want to introduce additional irregular 
words as deemed necessary by the content of your particular 
reading schemes. You may also want to practise the irregular 
words throughout the school day. However, these words, and 
the high frequency decodable words, are never taught as 
‘sight’ words using fl ash cards. The following chart shows the 
Bug Club Phonics progression in common words (decodable 
and not fully decodable) in Reception (Primary 1).

Phase Unit Decodable words Not fully decodable 
words (Irregular words)

2 1 at, as

2 an, it, in, is, dad

3 can, on, not, got to

4 mum, up, get the, no, go

5 had, back, his, big, 
him, if, of, off, but

I, into

3 6 will me, be

7 – he, my, by

8 that, this, then, 
them, with

they, she

9 look, see, too we, are

10 for, now, down you, her

11 – all, was

4 12 went, from, 
children, just, help

said, have, like, so, do, 
some, come, were, 
there, little, one, when, 
out, what

Language Sessions
Language Sessions occur at the end of each Unit. These 
Sessions combine the teaching of irregular words with using 
words in the context of captions and sentences. The acquisition 
of skills for reading single words is only part of the reading 
process. To read with fl uency and comprehension, children 
need to apply and develop the skills taught during the synthetic 
phonics teaching element of the programme. The Language 
Sessions serve to consolidate the teaching of reading and 
spelling in the Phoneme Sessions, and promote early 
comprehension skills.

Comprehension is not an end product. It is a process which 
occurs during active interaction between the reader and the 
text. In the Bug Club Phonics Language Sessions, a progressive 
programme of text-related directed activities has been 
assembled to enable children to progress from single-word 
reading to reading intelligently to grasp meaning from the text.

While there are no new grapheme–phoneme 
correspondences in Phase 4, it is important that children learn 
to read and spell words containing adjacent consonants and 
read more decodable words and words that are not fully 
decodable (irregular words). For this reason there are three 
(rather than one) Language Sessions in Unit 12 (Phase 4).
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Guided independent work
Although Bug Club Phonics is delivered through teacher-
modelling and rehearsal with the whole class, there are also 
resources for guided independent work. These can be tailored 
to meet the needs of an individual or groups and to give you 
a chance to work with children who may need more help to 
consolidate their learning. The resources consist of one photocopy 
master (PCM) for each Session, plus up to fi ve pupil games per 
Unit that can start to be used after the end of each Unit.

Introduction of graded readers
Bug Club Phonics is supported by decodable readers which 
match the order of phoneme introduction. When the children 
have completed the fi rst two Units of Bug Club Phonics, they 
will have acquired a suffi cient number of grapheme–phoneme 
correspondences to start reading their own books. This should 
be a motivating and enjoyable experience for them.

There are books to match each Unit of the teaching 
programme and these help children to practise and 
consolidate their learning at each stage.

Before, during and after the introduction of the Bug Club Phonics 
readers, children should be exposed constantly to a rich and 
varied diet of book experiences to ensure their enthusiasm 
for reading is nurtured, their comprehension skills are being 
developed, and their speaking and listening skills are extended.

Speaking and listening skills
Our strategy of teacher-modelling and rehearsal for teaching 
reading and spelling provides opportunities for pupils to be 
both spectators and participants. As spectators, they listen to 
words and structures; as participants, they try them out. While 
sharing pupil magnetic boards, working in pairs or small 
groups, pupils respond to each other, learning to adjust the 
language to suit the situation and the response of partners. 
Using graded readers, the teacher can encourage pupils to 
express opinions and explore, develop and sustain ideas 
through talk and discussion.

Teaching sequence
Bug Club Phonics is structured with Phoneme Sessions and 
Language Sessions (see page 7 for the breakdown of the 
‘Teaching Elements’ in both these Session types). The following 
diagram illustrates the alignment of the Bug Club Phonics 
lesson structure to the recommended teaching sequence.

Recommended Bug Club Phonics

Teaching Sequence Lesson Structure

Introduce Learning intentions and outcomes for the day are discussed at the start of the lesson.
 

Revisit and Review Every Phoneme Session begins with Revision to review previous learning (with the exception of Unit 1). 
 In Reception (P1) the Revision is not just of the previous day’s target grapheme–phoneme 
 correspondence, but also of blending for reading and segmenting for spelling of the relevant words. 
 In Key Stage 1 (P2&3) the Revision is sometimes a review of previous learning which links with the 
 planned teaching for that day.

Teach Every Phoneme and Language Session is composed of Teaching Elements (e.g. Sounds, Reading, 
 Spelling etc.) which are easily navigated to structure the new phonic teaching.
 The teaching of grapheme−phoneme correspondences and high-frequency (common) words is 
 covered.

Practise Practise opportunities are available in the following areas:

  • ‘Follow-up’ parts of the lessons
  • Unit-linked pupil games
  • Unit-linked photocopy masters
 • ‘Free-teaching’ within the software’s Magnetic Board.

Apply Language Sessions provide opportunities to apply developing phonic skills to the reading, spelling 
 and writing of captions and sentences. This application also covers Irregular (not fully decodable) 
 common words. In addition the linked decodable readers allow regular application of children’s 
 phonic skills, from as early as Unit 2 of Bug Club Phonics.

Assess Learning Assessment guidance and materials provided within this guide and in the software enable ongoing 
 formative assessment during the daily lessons and summative assessment at regular periods through 
 the programme. The assessment resources can be used to prepare children for the Phonics Screening 
 Check in Year 1. 
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Programme structure

Unit structure
The following table shows what is covered in each of Units 1–12 
of Bug Club Phonics and relates the content to the ‘Phases’ 
of progression recommended by the DfE document Letters 
and Sounds. (See also the section ‘Bug Club Phonics and 
the Phases of Progression’ on page 8.) The Unit structure of 
Bug Club Phonics also matches exactly the phoneme order 
recommended by the DfES in Letters and Sounds (2007).

• Each of the 12 Units represents a group of letters.
• Each phoneme within a group is introduced in one 

Phoneme Session, and each Unit concludes with a 
Language Session, which includes teaching of associated 
irregular words.

Phase Unit Focus Not fully decodable 
words (Irregular words)

2 1 s a t p

2 i n m d

3 g o c k to

4 ck e u r the, no, go

5 h b f, ff l, ll ss I, into

3 6 j v w x me, be

7 y z, zz qu he, my, by

8 ch sh th ng they, she

9 ai ee igh oa

oo (long) oo (short)

we, are

10 ar or ur ow oi you, her

11 ear air ure er all, was

4 12 Adjacent 
consonants 
(cvcc, ccvc, ccvcc, 
cccvc, cccvcc) 

said, have, like, so, do, 
some, come, were, 
there, little, one, when, 
out, what

(See page 33 for a table showing what is covered in each of 
Units 13–30 of Bug Club Phonics.)

Session structure
The following table illustrates the breakdown of Teaching 
Elements in Phoneme and Language Sessions.

• Every Phoneme and Language Session is composed of the 
same Teaching Elements (with the exception of Unit 1).

• Each Phoneme Session starts with Revision to review 
previous learning (with the exception of Unit 1).

• Each Lesson within the Phoneme Session starts by 
introducing the new phoneme for the day, using a fun 
video clip. Children examine Asset bank words in order to 
highlight the new grapheme in beginning, middle or end 
positions. It is not intended that children read these words 
out loud.

Phoneme Session

Teaching Element Description

Alphabet song Sing the Alphabet song

Revision

Letters and 
Sounds

Quick-fi re practice of previously taught 
grapheme−phoneme correspondences

Reading Children practise reading words 
composed of previously taught 
grapheme−phoneme correspondences

Writing and 
Spelling

Children practise spelling and letter 
formation using previously taught 
graphemes and words

Lesson

Introduction Discuss learning intentions and 
outcomes for the day

Sounds Children are introduced to new 
grapheme with corresponding 
phoneme. They highlight the letter’s 
position in words from the Asset bank

Reading Children blend phonemes for reading 
words

Spelling Children segment words for spelling

Writing Children form letters to cement 
grapheme−phoneme correspondence

Follow-up Children are introduced to guided 
independent work, consolidating any 
teaching from Lesson

Plenary Discuss learning outcomes

Alphabet song Sing the Alphabet song

Language Session

Teaching Element Description

Alphabet song Sing the Alphabet song

Introduction Discuss learning intentions and 
outcomes for the day

Not fully decodable words/Irregular words

Reading Children read irregular word(s)

Spelling Children spell irregular word(s)

Writing Children write captions and sentences

Follow-up Basic comprehension and introduction of 
guided independent work

Plenary Discuss learning outcomes

Alphabet song Sing the Alphabet song
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