
Terminology 
 

Phoneme  

The smallest unit of sound that can be identified in words. We sometimes simply call this a ‘sound’, 

although it is helpful for children to use the term ‘phoneme’ from the beginning of our 

programme. (Note: We do not usually notice discrete sounds in words. We deliberately separate 

them out so that children can learn how our writing–reading system works. Children are first 

helped to identify the separate sounds in words through oral blending and segmenting, and this is 

reinforced as they begin to work through our systematic synthetic phonics programme.) 

 

Grapheme 

A letter or group of letters used to represent a particular phoneme when writing. With children, we 

sometimes call this ‘a sound written down’, although, as with ‘phoneme’, it is helpful for children to 

learn to use the correct term from the beginning. The way graphemes are used to represent 

phonemes in our written language is known as the ‘alphabetic code’. 

 

Digraph 

A grapheme using two letters to represent one phoneme. With children, we frequently reinforce it 

with the mantra ‘two letters, one sound’. At the appropriate stage, it is useful for children to learn 

to use the term and to understand what it means. 

 

Trigraph  

A grapheme using three letters to represent one phoneme. With children, we frequently reinforce 

it with the mantra ‘three letters, one sound’. At the appropriate stage, it is useful for children to 

learn to use the term and to understand what it means. 

 

Split vowel digraph  

A digraph representing a vowel sound where its two letters are split by an intervening consonant 

(for example, ‘a_e’ in ‘take’). Despite having a consonant in between them, the two letters 

involved (here ‘a’ and ‘e’) still count as one digraph, making one sound. The vowel sound is 

pronounced at the position of the first of the two letters of the digraph (that is, in the middle of 

‘take’). At early learning stages, a split digraph is often highlighted with a short line joining the two 

halves of the digraph above the intervening consonant, as shown below. 

  

 

 

 

 



Terminology 
 

Blend  

To combine individual phonemes into a whole word, working all the way through from left to right. 

Once the GPCs involved have been learned, blending is the key process involved in reading 

words effectively. It is a skill that needs extensive practice. Practice in oral blending is very helpful, 

both before and during the process of learning to read. It is important to understand that blending 

sounds into a word is not simply a matter of saying them more quickly, nor of mixing them together 

like paint. Phonemes need to be joined into one continuous stream of sound to make a spoken 

word. Extensive practice, following teacher modelling, is the key 

Segment  

To identify each of the individual phonemes in a word, working all the way through from left to 

right. This is an important first stage of writing (spelling) a word but needs to be practised orally first. 

Counting the phonemes is often helpful in reinforcing this process. 


