
 

The difficulty of reading in English 

English is a difficult language to read and write. Although there are only 26 letters, we have 44 different 

sounds in our language (and approximately 150 ways of spelling those 44 sounds). 20 are vowel sounds 

and for some vowel sounds, there are at least 10 different spelling patterns, eg. The sound ‘ay’ in play: 

‘ay’ as in way, ‘eigh’ as in weigh, ‘ai’ as in train, ‘a-e’ as in date, ‘ey’ as in grey, ‘ea’ as in steak, ‘ei’ as in 

vein, ‘a’ as in table, ‘aigh’ as in straight, ‘e-e’ as in fete. 

As if this wasn’t difficult enough for young children, some letter combinations have more than one sound 

e.g. ‘ea’ can be used in steak, sea, head. 

If we compare this to phonetic languages such as Italian which has 24 letters and one sound for each letter 

we can understand why English is a more complex language to read and write. 

 

Why phonics? 

There have been several attempts to find the best way to teach young children to read. More recent 

research has suggested that the best way is by teaching children through phonics (sounds). This way we 

are providing them with the knowledge of how to work out sounds in the word. The Department for 

Education initially brought out a systematic phonics programme called ‘Letters and Sounds’ but this year 

requested schools change to one of the newer verified schemes that have refined this approach. Barham is 

using ‘Essential Letters and Sounds’. Unlike the original Letters and Sounds programme, all staff in the 

school are trained in the scheme and lesson plans are provided for teachers. Children learn approximately 

4 new sounds a week along with tricky words that are harder to read and write. The programme is fast-

paced and each child is assessed at the end of every term.  

The phonics sessions take place every day. We use the decodable books from the scheme (Oxford 

University Press) and supplement them with other decodable readers. The children will have these books 

to take home for a week so that they can practise more than once to become more fluent. The children will 

also choose another book to supplement the decodable reader. 

How can you help your child at home? 

 Spend at least 10 minutes listening to your child read every day 

 Read to your child 

 Practise the sounds learnt the previous week (these are on the class overviews) 

If your child is reluctant to read, please do not worry. Many children go through this phase. Don’t make 

reading become a battle but continue to read to your child instead. Let your child’s teacher know if your 

child continues to say they do not want to read at home. 

Support 

If you need advice or support, please do not hesitate to speak to your child’s teacher. Mrs Higgins is also 

available – just pop by and see her at the gate in the morning. 


