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MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding

TEACHER ACTIVITY 1

1.   Introduction

Discuss in groups:

1. What were the three components of reading 
discussed in Unit A2?

2. Try to describe briefl y each of the three.

3. Share what you know about decoding. What does it 
consist of? 

4. Assess the decoding activities in your classroom, 

using the form in Appendix 2

In Module A, Unit A2, reading is discussed at length. As you will 

recall, there the three main components of reading are identifi ed 

and described, viz. decoding, comprehension and response.

ResponseResponseCOMPREHENSIONDecoding

Figure 1. The interrelated components of reading

In this module, we look more closely at the pedagogic aspects of 

decoding and comprehension, i.e. how to teach them. In Unit C1 

we focus on decoding, and in Unit C2 we look at various ways of 

improving learners’ comprehension.
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2.   Principles underlying 
the teaching of 
decoding in African 
languages and English

As you will recall from Unit A2, the decoding component of reading 

deals with four main subcomponents as shown in Figure 2 below, 

namely: 

i. Learners’ ability to recognise rhyming patterns, 
syllables, and individual sounds in the stream of 
spoken language (referred to by the umbrella term 
phonological  awareness), 

ii. Learners’ knowledge of the alphabetic code, how the 
code works in the learners’ HL and FAL (what sounds 
the letters stand for), and their ability to recognise 
or ‘de-code’ the symbols on the page into speech 
sounds, 

iii. To identify rapidly and accurately the sequence 
of symbols that form words (referred to as word 
recognition or word reading), and

iv. Learners’ ability to read sequences of words in a text 

fluently, i.e. quickly and accurately in such a way 

that they understand what they are decoding and 

can read the text with natural intonation, so that it 

sounds like normal, spoken language. These four 

components are illustrated in Figure 2 below.

Syllable noun 
part of a word 
that contains 
a single vowel 
sound and that is 
pronounced as a 
unit. E.g. 'book' 
has one syllable, 
and 'reading' has 
two syllables

Intonation 
noun the way 
someone's voice 
rises and falls as 
they're speaking
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Decoding

Alphabetic 
knowledge/

Phonics

Word 
recognition

Phonemic 
awareness

Oral reading 
fl uency

Figure 2: Subcomponents of decoding

All children benefi t from being taught the decoding aspects of 

reading. Research has shown that the best way to do this is 

explicitly, in a systematic and structured way (i.e. following 

a logical sequence), and giving learners lots of opportunities to 

practice their newly acquired decoding skills. This means practice 

on a daily basis, so that the new neural pathways in the brain 

that learn the decoding patterns can become automatic. It is only 

when decoding skills become automatized that text comprehension 

can properly occur.

Although decoding skills are necessary for comprehension (i.e. 

comprehension cannot happen without them), they are not 

suffi cient. In other words, decoding skills on their own are not 

enough to turn learners into readers. Being able to decode does 

not guarantee comprehension, which is why good reading teachers 

also pay attention to comprehension, and teach learners specifi c 

strategies that will help them comprehend better. We will deal with 

comprehension instruction in Unit C2.

Because phonological awareness, letter-sounds and word 

recognition are part of language, it is important for reading 

teachers to be knowledgeable about these aspects of the languages 

in which they teach.

Explicitly adverb 
clearly, exactly and 
openly

Neural pathways 
adj+noun 
pathways along 
which nerve 
impulses travel
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2.1   Some basic structural 
differences between African 
Home Language and English 

Knowing some of the basic differences between African languages 

and English help you become an expert reading teacher. Some of 

their similarities and differences are reflected in the chart below.

Chart 1: Structural and orthographic differences 
between African languages and English

African HL English FAL

Type of language Agglutinating:  Its 
words consist of roots 
(or stems), with 
prefixes, infixes and 
suffixes added on.  
Words can be long, 
and one sentence can 
consist of single word 
unit, especially in the 
Nguni languages, e.g. 
Kusekuseni.

Analytic. Its words 
mainly stand alone 

It is morning

Vowel phonemes between 5-7 About 23 (depending on 
the variety of English 
used)

Letters of the 
alphabet

26 26

10 most frequent 
consonants

b, v, m, n  d, m, p, b, t, n, s, l, k, r

Single consonant 
phonemes

21 

(b, c, d, f, g, h, j, k, l, 
m, n, p, q, (r), s, t, v, 
w, x, y, z)

21

(b, c, d, f, g, h, j, k, l, m, 
n, p, q, r, s, t, v, w, x, y, 
z)

Consonant digraphs

(2 letters that 
stand for a single 
sound)

36

bh, ch, dl, dw, dy, gc, 
gx, gq, hl, kh, kw, lw, 
mb, mf, mn, mv, nc, 
nd, ng, nk, nq, ns, nt, 
ny, nz, ph, qh, sh, sw, 
th, ts, tl, xh, zw

7

Example:  sh [ʃ]; ch/tch 
[ʧ];  th [Ɵ] as in thin; th 
[ð] as in the; wh;  -ng 
[ŋ] as in ring;  -dg- [ʤ]  
as in fudge

Prefix noun a 
letter or group of 
letters added to 
the beginning of 
a word to make a 
new word

Vowel noun a 
vowel is a sound 
that is made by 
allowing breath 
to flow out of the 
mouth, without 
closing any part 
of the mouth or 
throat

Consonant noun 
Consonants are 
all the non-vowel 
sounds, or their 
corresponding 
letters: A, E, I, O, 
U and sometimes 
Y are not 
consonants.

Digraph noun 
two letters that 
spell one sound; 
Trigraphs noun 
three letters 
that spell one 
sound (e.g. tch); 
Quadgraphs noun 
four letters that 
spell one sound 
(e.g. ntsh)
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Complex consonant 
sounds - trigraphs

9

ncw, ngc, ngq, ngx, 
ngw, ndl, ntl, nth, tsh  

1

-tch  (as in catch)

Complex consonant 
sounds – 
quadgraphs

3

ntsh, ntsw, thsh

Consonant 
clusters/blends 
(2-3 consonants, 
each keeping 
its sound when 
blended)

Example:  br, bl, fr, fl, gr, 
gl, st, sp;   -mp-, -rth-; 
-nd, -nt,  -st, -lf ; str, , …  

Irregular words Almost none. All words 
are easily decodable.

Many words are irregular 
and their pronunciation 
is not easily decodable. 
These must be learned 
as sight words – see 
Dolsch list

little, where, ate, want, 
have, could, again, walk

Word structure Syllabic. 

Predictable syllables 
comprising a vowel 
(V) or a consonant 
and vowel (CV)

Very few single 
syllable words in the 
Nguni languages (eish, 
hau)

Multisyllabic words 
very common

isikhova

umnqathe

Stress timed.  

Various syllables 
structures-  VC, CV, CVC, 
CCV, VCC

Many words of one 
syllable (door, caught, 
bat, night)

Multisyllabic words 
common, especially in 
CALP words

decision, hyperactive, 
microscopic, 
photosynthesis, 
trigonometry

Common word 
pattern

Syllable + syllable:  
CV + CV + ......

ba-le-ka

ku+co+ce+ki+le

Onset + rime 
(sometimes also called 
phonograms)

 _ at: bat, fat, hat, cat, 
mat, pat, rat, sat, vat

_and: band, hand, land, 
rand, sand, brand, 

_ate: Kate, date, fate, 
gate, hate, late, rate, 
plate 

Sight word 
adj+noun words, 
like come, does, 
or who, that don't 
follow the rules of 
spelling. Students 
are taught to 
memorize sight 
words as a whole, 
by sight, so that 
they can recognise 
them immediately 
(within three 
seconds) and read 
them without 
having to use 
decoding skills
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Syllables and stress African languages 
are syllable-timed 
languages. The stress 
falls equally on all the 
syllables in a word: 
ba-le-ka.

The speech rhythm 
is such that syllables 
occur at regular 
intervals across 
sentences.

English is a stress-
timed language. Some 
syllables have primary 
stress and the rest 
have secondary stress: 
colleague (the first 
syllable is stressed).

The speech rhythm 
is such that stressed 
syllables occur at 
regular intervals across 
sentences rather than 
the number of syllables: 
Sam works hard and 
Sam’s been working 
hard have the same 
stress even though the 
sentences are not the 
same length.

Teaching approach

Blending (putting 
sounds together)

Teach children to 
blend the sounds in 
syllables b+a = ba

Teach children to 
blend syllables 
together:

i-si-kho-va

i-gu-sha

i-pa-ra-fi-ni

Teach children to blend 
sounds together: 

m+a+t = mat

h+a+n+d = hand

r+i+ng = ring

b+r+i+ck = brick

Teaching approach

Segmentation 
(unpacking sounds 
in words)

Teach children to 
segment words into 
separate syllables and 
sounds

Teach children to 
segment words into 
separate syllables and 
sounds

frog = f+r+o+g

African languages are strongly syllabic languages, which means that 

many teachers prefer to adopt a syllabic approach to teaching early 

reading (e.g. through the teaching of syllable charts such as ba, be, 

bi, bo, bu; ma, me, mi, mo, mu, etc). This makes sense, given how 

pervasive the syllable is in African languages. However, it is important 

to bear in mind that African languages are also alphabetic languages 

in their written form, which means that letters stand for sounds 

Stress noun the 
relative emphasis 
that may be given 
to certain syllables 
in a word, or to 
certain words 
in a phrase or 
sentence

Rhythm noun the 
patterns created 
by stressed 
and unstressed 
syllables in 
language

Blend verb the 
ability to join 
speech sounds 
together to make 
words

Segmentation 
noun the ability to 
break words down 
into individual 
sounds. For 
example, the 
learner breaks the 
word run into its 
component sounds 
– r, u, and n.

Syllabic 
language 
adj+noun a 
language which is 
largely made up 
of combinations of 
syllables

Alphabetic 
language 
adj+noun A 
language which is 
largely made up 
of a combination 
of letters and 
the sounds they 
represent.
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 2

(not syllables). Research has found that phonemic awareness 

is important across all alphabetic writing systems, whether the 

languages are syllabic (such as African languages, French, Italian, 

Greek, etc) or stress-timed (such as English).  When a syllabic 

approach is adopted, it is very important to make sure that learners 

can also identify letters within syllables (i.e. phonemic awareness), 

and that they can blend letters to make syllables and larger word 

units. Knowing letter-sound relations and being able to blend 

sounds is thus key to decoding alphabetic text, irrespective of 

whether a language is syllable timed or stress timed. 

Discuss the following in groups:

1. What have you learned about the differences 
between African languages and English:

2. Which has a more complex vowel system? Explain.

3. Which has a more complex consonant system? 
Explain.

4. Which has more words with irregular spelling, 
diffi cult to decode?

5. What does it mean to say that African languages are 
more syllabic than English?

6. What is the difference between the stress systems of 
English and of African languages? Give examples.

7. Which teaching approaches can you use for English 
and also for African languages?

2.2   Decoding activities across 
Foundation Phase

Chart 2 below gives you an indication of what kinds of decoding 

skills to teach and when. It is important to have children decoding 

Phonemic 
awareness 
adj+noun the 
ability to notice, 
think about, and 
work with the 
individual sounds 
in words



8
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding

accurately and automatically as soon as possible. Certainly, by 

Grade 2 the great majority of children should have developed basic 

decoding skills and be able to use these quickly and correctly. 

Towards the end of Grade 2 and in Grad 3 most of the phonics work 

should have been taught and more time can be spent developing 

ORF and applying comprehension and vocabulary strategies. 

However, bear in mind that there will always be some children who 

take longer to learn decoding skills and who may need more regular 

practice.  

Chart 2: Decoding activities across the grades

Grade R Grade 1 Grade 2 Grade 3 End of FP

Phonological 
awareness

10-15 min a 
day

10-15min 
a day in 
T1

[only for 
remedial 
group]

[only for 
remedial 
group]

Children read 
accurately and 
fluently,�with�
comprehension 
and enjoyment

Letters of 
the alphabet

Know single 
letters by 
the end of 
the year

Know 
single 
letters by 
end of 
Term 1

Letter-sound 
knowledge & 
Phonics

CAPS 
doesn’t 
require it but 
good Grade 
R teachers 
teach letters 
of the 
alphabet 
and basic 
handwriting 

Single 
sounds – 
end of T1
Digraphs 
– T2-4

Continue 
digraphs, 
trigraphs and 
quadgraphs
Consolidate 
by end of 
year

Consolidation 
in T1- all 
learners 
should know 
letter-sounds 
automatically 

Word 
recognition

High 
frequency 
words

Multisyllabic 
words

Multisyllabic 
words

Fluency Fluency  
in T3-4  

Fluency 
practice

Fluency 
practice
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 3

2.3   Guidelines for all decoding 
activities

In your groups:

1. Look carefully at the table and see what kinds of 
decoding activities you are expected to do with your 
grade group. Share with other teachers: Have you 
been doing this work up until now? How does your 
practice need to change?

2. Read through the guidelines below and discuss the 
following:

3. Discuss any of them which you don’t understand. 
Help one another to see what is meant.

4. Which of these guidelines do you already follow? 
Which are new to you?

5. Which of these guidelines seems to you to be the 
most helpful? Why?

6. Set up some goals for yourself based on these 
guidelines, i.e. choose one or two which you will 
make a point of following.

1. Always use this sequence and structure: 

i. Give clear explanations  

ii. model the activity (i.e. show how to do it)  

iii. provide practice opportunities

iv. give corrective feedback 

v. provide more opportunities for practice. 

2. Move from easier to more diffi cult activities, for example:

i. Words    syllables    phonemes 
Work backwards and forwards between larger units 

(such as words) to smaller units (syllables) to even 

smaller units (single phonemes).

Phonological 
awareness 
adj+noun the 
ability to recognize 
and work with 
sounds in spoken 
language. 
Phonemic 
awareness is a 
part of this

Phonics noun a 
method of teaching 
reading by 
correlating sounds 
with symbols in an 
alphabetic writing 
system.

Fluency (in 
reading) noun the 
ability to read with 
speed, accuracy, 
and proper 
expression

Corrective 
feedback 
adj+noun 
feedback which 
helps the learner 
improve his/her 
performance



10
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding

ii. Initials sounds    final sounds    middle(medial)
sounds.  

English has many words that start and end with 

consonants and children need to be able to recognise 

them. It is easier for children to hear sounds at the 

beginning of words, rather than at the end or in the 

middle. Let them first get used to identifying initial 

and end sounds of words – let it become a habit of 

mind.  Children who speak a Nguni language are not 

used to hearing consonants at the ends of words and 

may therefore omit them when learning English (e.g. 

they may read dogs as dog, or jumped as jump) 

so you need to draw their attention to these final 

sounds. In the Nguni languages most words end with 

vowels, while syllables can begin with a vowel or 

a consonant. Children need to pay attention to the 

sound at the beginning of a syllable: ikati,  vula.

iii. Blending then segmentation  
Children find it easier to put sounds together (to 

blend them) than to identify individual sounds within 

words (to segment). Once they show accuracy and 

confidence in blending, then increasingly let them 

isolate (segment) the sounds within words, e.g. what 

sounds are in ihlosi? i – hl – o – s – i. 

Here too keep the simplicity principle in mind: 

blending or segmenting words with 2-3 sounds is 

easier than 3-4 sounds.  

Blending and segmenting sounds are very important 

aspects of decoding skills. If children can blend and 

segment sounds, then they have two strategies for 

working out how to read new and unfamiliar words 

they come across in their texts.

3.  It is often more difficult for children to identify sounds in 

words that they don’t know. Always explain the meanings of 

Accuracy noun 
the ability to do 
something in an 
exact way without 
making a mistake
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words, even when you’re using fl ashcards for phonics. Teach 

vocabulary all the time. In Grade R and in the fi rst half of 

Grade 1 use picture cards to illustrate new words. Teach new 

words and concepts in the HL before the FAL.

4.  Provide practice opportunities for phonics work in smaller 

groups, e.g.  during Group Guided Reading and Paired Reading. 

5.  Include blending and segmentation activities every day in 

Grade 1. To illustrate segmentation, use a piece of elastic and 

stretch it out while saying a word slowly to show how we can 

‘pull apart’ words to identify the sounds ‘inside’, e.g.    

/baaa + leee + kaaa/;  

/ba/ = b + a

6.  Young children learn well from manipulating objects, so make 

good use of this for your phonics lessons. Use concrete markers 

such as buttons, stones, or wooden blocks to represent sounds 

(phonemes) or syllables. You can also use Elkonin blocks or 

cards, e.g.  

m a t

u f u d o

You can get your learners to practise making words from 

individual sounds, using letter cards. 

Keep all your resources safe in plastic bags or containers and 

mark them for easy identifi cation.  If you make letter cards, 

fi rst print the letters on an A4 page, carefully spaced, and 

laminate the page before you cut out the letter cards.  You can 

colour-code the letters cards, e.g. have vowels on blue letter 

cards and consonants on green letter cards.
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 4

3.   Phonological 
awareness

Read the section on phonological awareness and discuss in 
your groups:

1. What is phonological awareness?

2. What is phonemic awareness?

3. Why is there a picture of an ear next to the term 
‘phonological awareness’?

4. How does phonological awareness help children to 
read and write more easily?

5. When should you teach phonological awareness? 
When is it no longer necessary?

6. How can you help children identify syllables in a 

word?

WHAT?  Phonological awareness is an umbrella term 

that refers to an awareness of the sound system 

of a language, e.g. the ability to hear words within 

sentences, to identify syllables in words, to recognise 

rhyming words1, to hear the differences between 

different speech sounds, and to identify separate 

sounds within words. 

1 English and Afrikaans have many rhyming words (fat, hat, sat, mat; hair, fair, bear, mare, 
pear) but these seldom occur in agglutinating languages such as Zulu and Xhosa because of 
their complex morphology.  For children learning English as FAL it is important to help them 
recognize rhyming words in English.
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Phonemic awareness is a part of phonological 

awareness. It refers specifically to the ability to hear, 

identify and manipulate (move around) sounds 

within words.

Phonological and phonemic awareness is an auditory 

(hearing) skill, which is why we have a picture of the 

ear above. When you assess phonological or phonemic 

awareness, you do not show learners the letters or 

words; instead, you say the words and ask them to 

listen and identify the relevant sounds that they hear 

when you say the words.

WHY?  In our alphabetic writing system, language is 

represented in writing at the level of sounds. Letters 

stand for sounds. It is very important for children 

learning an alphabetic writing system to hear 

individual sounds within the flow of speech. Children 

who can do so learn to read and write more quickly 

and easily. 

By doing phonological awareness activities in class, 

teachers can help learners learn to read and write 

more easily. Writing (and spelling) in turn also helps 

develop phonological awareness.

WHEN?  Grade R = 10-15 minutes a day

Grade 1 =  about 10-15 min a day for the first term  

(with phonics)

When learners demonstrate decoding ability, PA is no 

longer needed. If some learners still struggle to read, 

assess them and intervene by doing PA activities with 

them in small groups. PA assessment will identify 

those learners with problems.
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For older struggling readers (e.g. in Grade 2 or 3), 

assess them and give them 10-15 min instruction 

about 3x week. Little but often is better than having 

one long session once a week.

Do interventions in small groups = 15 min a day 3-4 

times a week, for several weeks, until children master 

the skill.

•	 Phonological awareness is not an end in itself 

but a means to an end – the end is helping 

children to understand and use the alphabet to 

read and write. 

•	  You can do PA activities whenever you teach a new word (e.g. 

during shared reading, when discussing a poster or when doing 

phonics)

•	 Phonological awareness can transfer across languages – if 

learners understand it in the HL, they’ll find it easier in the FAL

•	 When teaching children to identify syllables in words, you can 

tell them to put their hand under their chin – they will feel their 

jaw drop with each syllable.

•	 Develop your learners’ oral language all the time. Make sure 

they understand the meanings of the words you use in your 

activities. It’s difficult for children to work with sounds in 

unfamiliar words, so make sure that they know the meanings of 

the words that you use. Use lots of picture cards in Grade R and 

Grade 1.

HELPFUL 
TIPS
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 5

3.1  Phonological awareness 
activities in the Nguni languages

THIS ACTIVITY SHOULD BE DONE BEFORE AND AFTER ALL 
CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES.

Work with a partner or a small group:

1. Before trying out these activities, discuss them so 
that you are sure how they work.

2. After carrying out the activities, share your 
experiences. What went well? What didn’t go so well? 
Are there ways in which you would like to do the 
activity differently next time?

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 1

A. Working with syllables in learners’ names

1. Let’s clap the syllables in Sipho’s name – Si-pho. 
How many? Two.

2. What sound does Sipho’s name begin with?

3. Does anyone else have a name beginning with ‘s’?

4. Let’s clap out the syllables in Siphiwe’s name – Si-
phi-we. How many? Three.
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A. Working with syllables in words: 
Identifi�cation�and�deletion

1. Listen to this word:  baleka.  Say the word after me:  
baleka.

2. Let’s clap out the syllables in baleka: ba-le-ka.  How 
many? Three.

3. Now say baleka without the ba- (without the fi rst 
syllable).  Leka.

4. Now say baleka without the -ka (without the last 
syllable).  Bale.  Well done!

5. Now it gets more diffi cult!  Say baleka without the 
-le- (without the middle syllable). Baka Well done!

6. Now let’s do the same with mamela, lalela, sebeza, 
etc…..

A. Working with sounds within words: 
Identifi�cation,�segmentation�and�blending

1. Start with words that repeat the same sounds 
(umama, utata, ubaba, ugogo, idada, icici, ixoxo). 
When you teach these words, teach the learners that 
the fi rst sound in the word is the prefi x (umama, 
utata, ubaba, ugogo, idada, icici, ixoxo).  Children 
must get used to listening for the second sound/
looking at the second letter.  If you write the words 
on the board or word wall, you could write the prefi x 
in a different colour.

2. Clap out the syllables in u-ma-ma. Get children to 
break the word into syllables and then blend them 
together again (say it slow, say it fast)

3. Clap out the sounds u-m-a-m-a. How many different 
sounds are there? (You can use boxes here – write 



MODULE C1
How to teach reading: Decoding 17

MODULE C1
How to teach reading: Decoding

the letters in boxes. They should know letters in 
Grade 1).

4.   Ask the learners to tell you the sounds in umama. 

5.   Practice breaking the word into different sounds and 
blending them together again (say it slow, say it 
fast).

6.   Note that these early activities should exclude words 
containing consonant blends and digraphs.

A. Phinda-phindo lwezandi 
(this could be integrated into Listening and Speaking Activities

 – 15 minutes 3 times a week in Grade 1)

1. Help children to hear and recognise the repeated 
sounds e.g. Amadada ayadada edameni.  Duda, 
Deliwe, Duda! 

A. Playing with sounds

1. Play with sounds e.g. bala, lala, vala; vula, cula. You 
could let the learners invent some words e.g. bula*, 
rula*, tula*, dula*.

2. You could have a root word like -ona  and learners 
could add sounds/letters at the beginning to build 
words like  w-ona, l-ona, zona, sona, mona, bona, 
gona, fona, mona, nona, using and interacting with 
the alphabet frieze or with letter cards.  Lots of root 
words can be used for such an activity, e.g. – ena,  
then single consonants, digraphs or blends can be 
added on, depending on the learners’ level.
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Provide corrective feedback: If a learner responds incorrectly or doesn’t 

get it, always model the correct answer.

After breaktime, you can line children up according to the fi rst sound in their 

names/surnames, or according to colours that they are wearing (blue – 

What sound does it start with? (This may be easier in English than the Nguni 

languages because most words in English start with consonants.)  

3.2  Phonological awareness activities in 
English

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 2

1.  Yummy, yummy - mat work with small group practice. 

This helps children identify syllables within words. It 

also develops segmentation abilities.

Materials: Picture cards: 
popcorn, cupcake, hotdog, 
pancake, grapefruit, pumpkin 

You can also add words with 
three syllables: watermelon, 
cucumber, tomato, banana, 

Teach and model: Show 
picture cards. Point to one 
and say: This is a cupcake. 
There are two word parts in 
cupcake – cup and cake. 
Listen carefully as I say it and 
clap each of the word parts in 
cupcake. Clap the word parts 
as you say them: cup (clap). 
cake (clap).  I clapped two 
times. How many times did I 
clap? (Clap again). Two times – 
cup.cake.

Now let’s play a clapping 
game with a treat. A treat is 
something nice we would like 
to get or do.  Let’s say this 
together:
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Learners chant together:

Yummy, yummy, rub your 
tummy

What’s a treat you’d like to 
eat?

One learner says:  I like 
_______ (e.g. pan.cake) 
(clapping twice)

Group chants: Lerato likes 
pan.cake!

Practice opportunity:

Learners rub their tummies

Select learner, who then gives a 
food name, and claps the word 
parts as s/he says the word.

Provide corrective feedback: 
If a learner responds incorrectly 
or doesn’t get it, model the 
correct answer, e.g.: Listen 
carefully. Say the word peanut. 
How many word parts are? pea.
nut. How many times did we 
clap?

2.  Starfi sh! Starfi sh!  This activity helps children pay 

attention to parts within words and to syllables. It also 

develops blending and segmentation abilities. 

Materials: Picture cards 
of words with two parts/
syllables:

starfi sh, football, doghouse, 
doorbell, doorknob, sailboat, 
steamship, blackbird, picnic, 
raincoat, petticoat, roadmap,  
rainbow, waterfall ....

starfi sh picnic  
doghouse

Teach and model: Show the 
picture card with the word below. 
Say: “This is a starfi sh. Let’s 
say the word together: starfi sh” 
Clap the two word parts as you 
say them: star.fi sh. “How many 
word parts do you hear when I 
clap the word starfi sh?   Point 
with your fi nger to the two word 
parts as you say them. “The fi rst 
part is star (underline with your 
fi nger). The second part is fi sh 
(underline with your fi nger).

Now watch and listen carefully. 
Starfi sh. If I take one part away, 
what is left? (With your fi nger 
cover the star part.) Yes, fi sh 
is left. Now I’m going to take 
the other part away. (With your 
fi nger now cover the fi sh part.)  
Yes, now only the star is left.

Teach the learners the chant 
below and practice with other 
words.     
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There’s a starfi sh hidden 
under my bed. Starfi sh, 
starfi sh (clap, clap)  

Someone took the star – 
what’s left instead? (x2) 

It’s just a fi sh, a fi sh 

 Or: 

Someone took the fi sh – 
What’s left instead? It’s just a 
star, a star! (x2)

You can come back to the word 
again later, and leave out the 
other part

3.  The Hungry Thing – this game helps children pay 

attention to the sounds at the beginning of words. 

It also develops vocabulary as well as PA. 

The Hungry Thing

Materials: picture cards of 
food, e.g. milk, grapes, pears, 
bananas, tomato, mealies, 
etc.

A card with a piece of string 
to hang around a child’s neck 
with Feed me written on one 
side and Thank you on the 
other side. 

Give each child in the group a 
picture card. Ask them to name 
the food on the card. Help them 
to identify the sound at the 
beginning of the name, e.g. milk. 
What sound do we make when we 
start to say this word? m ,m, m 
for milk.

Let one of the children be The 
Hungry Thing, facing the group. 
Hang the card around the neck of 
the child with Feed me  showing 
outwards.
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Story:

1.  Once upon a time there 
was a Hungry Thing that 
came into the town of 
_____ and pointed to a 
sign around its neck that 
said Feed me.

2.  The townspeople asked 
What would you like to 
eat?

3.  For some reason the 
Hungry Thing had 
problems saying words. 
So the Hungry Thing 
answered “Pilk”.

4.  “What is pilk?”  the 
townspeople asked.

5. And a learner _____ (say 
name of learner) said: “Pilk 
rhymes with ....

6. Milk!”

7.  Then the Hungry Thing 
wiped its mouth (learner 
wipes his/her mouth) and 
turns the sign around to 
Thank you  and then back 
to Feed me.

8.  And the townspeople 
asked: “Now what would 
you like to eat?”

9.  The Hungry Thing 
answered “Frapes”!

....

Action/prompt:

Prompt the learner to point to the 
sign around his/her neck.

Give any nonsense word that 
rhymes with a food word on one 
of the picture cards

Prompt the child with the 
appropriate food card

Prompt the learner to fl ip the sign 
around his/her neck and then 
back again.

Repeat the phrases until all the 
picture cards have been ‘eaten’. 
The story ends with Thank you 
from the Hungry Thing.

Provide corrective feedback: If 
a learner responds incorrectly or 
doesn’t get it, model the correct 
answer, e.g.: Listen carefully. 
What food name sounds like 
frapes? Instead of /f/ at the 
beginning, what does the word 
start with ...?  /g/? g..g..g...
rapes? frapes – grapes.

Rhyme words 
(e.g. cat, sat, 
mat; huis, muis; 
vula, bula) 
adj+noun words 
in which there is 
a repetition of the 
same sound in 
the fi nal stressed 
syllables
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4.  Bridge game. In this game the focus is on phonemes in 

isolation (in initial or fi nal sounds). Unlike the African languages, 

in English many words end on consonants, so it is important to 

do activities with learners that will help them attend to sounds at 

the ends of English words. It develops segmentation abilities. 

Materials: Toy animals or 
pictures of different animals: 
lion, mouse, bird, ant, cat, 
goat, horse, cow, pig, sheep, 
elephant, gnu, buffalo, 
hippopotamus, frog ...

gnu frog donkey

Teach and model initial 
sound:  Hold up a toy animal or 
a picture of one and say:”This is 
a mouse. What is the name of 
this animal? yes, a mouse. Listen 
carefully when I say the name 
again. Mouse. (Emphasise the 
pronunciation of the word, make 
sure the children can hear the 
initial sound /mmm/.) “What’s the 
fi rst sound in mouse? /mmm/. 
Good. Repeat the procedure with 
several other toys/pictures.

Final sound: Repeat the 
procedure above, but now focus 
on sounds at the end of words. 
“This is ant. What is the name 
of this animal? Ant. Good. Now, 
listen carefully when I say the 
word. (Pronounce the /ttt/ with 
emphasis this time.) “What is the 
last sound when I say this word? 
Say the last sound with me /ttt/. 
Good.  

Play The Bridge game with the 
learners. 
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Create a pretend bridge out of 
chairs. 

Line the learners up on one side 
of the bridge.

Teacher stands at the other end 
of bridge and says: I am the 
lion who guards this bridge. To 
cross the bridge you need to 
answer two questions. What 
animal are you? What is the 
fi rst sound in your name?  Let’s 
begin!

Teacher: I am the lion who 
guards this bridge!

First child comes up:

Teacher:  “What animal are 
you? 

Child: “I am a giraffe”

Teacher: “What is the fi rst 
sound of your name?” 

Learner: /dz/ 

Teacher: “Excellent! You may 
pass!”

Give each child a toy animal or 
picture of an animal. Ask each 
child to name their animal.

Once all the animals have passed 
over the bridge, explain that 
this time the lion will ask for the 
names again, but this time the lion 
will ask for the last sound of the 
animal’s name.

Provide corrective feedback: If 
a learner responds incorrectly or 
doesn’t get it, model the correct 
answer, e.g.: Listen carefully. Say 
goat. ggggoat. What sound comes 
at the beginning of the word? /
ggg/. Try again /ggg goat/. Good!
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 6

4.   Letters and sounds

Read the section on Letters and Sounds. Discuss the 
following in your groups:

1. Do English and African languages use the same 
alphabetic system?

2. Do the letters of the alphabet always stand for the 
same sound, in English and in African languages? 
Give examples.

3. What is meant by opaque and transparent 
orthographies?

4. Why are some sounds represented by more than one 

letter? What are these called?

WHAT?  The alphabet forms the basis of our writing system. 

There are 26 letters in our alphabet. The letters 

of the alphabet ‘stand for’ or represent sounds in 

spoken language, e.g. the letter c in Zulu stands for, 

phonetically, the dental click sound [ǃ] as in icici, while 

the same letter c in English stands for the sound [k] as 

in cat. Sometimes the letter c in English can also stand 

for the sound [s] as in ocean. 

The way in which a language is represented in writing 

by means of letters of the alphabet is called the 

orthography. English is said to have an opaque 

orthography (i.e. it is not clear) because there is not 

always a one-to-one relationship between letters and 

sounds. For example, the sound /f/ can be written 

Orthography 
noun the way 
language is 
represented in 
writing. Some 
languages, e.g. 
Greek, Arabic, 
use a different 
orthography from 
the one English 
and African 
languages use
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as f, gh, or ph in English, as in fog, cough, phone. 

In contrast, African languages and Afrikaans have 

transparent orthographies because the letters 

stand in a one-to-one relationship with the sounds 

they represent. Thus the sound /f/ in Xhosa is always 

represented by the letter f.  

Because there are more sounds in a language than 

letters of the alphabet, some sounds are represented 

by more than one letter, e.g. the sound [ɬ] in Zulu is 

represented by two letters hl in Zulu, as in hleka, while 

the sound [ð] in English is represented by the letters 

th in English, as in the, then, this. When two letters 

are used to represent a single sound, they are called 

digraphs. There are over 30 digraphs in the Nguni 

language, while English only has seven (cf Chart 1). 

When three letters are used to represent a single 

sound, they are called trigraphs. There are about 

eight trigraphs in the Nguni languages (e.g. tsh, ngx, 

nhl) and only one in English (-tch as in watch).

In English we also commonly find consonant clusters 

(also called blends), where two consonants follow 

each other in sequence, e.g. b+r in brick,  s+l as in 

sleep,  s+t+r as in street. Do not confuse consonant 

clusters with digraphs – the former are two letters that 

stand for two separate sounds that occur in sequence; 

digraphs are two letters that represent a single 

sound. African languages have lots of digraphs in their 

orthography, but they do not have consonant clusters. 

A vowel always occurs between consonant sounds in 

African languages.    

WHY?  Because our alphabet writing system uses letters to 

represent the sounds of spoken language, it is very 

Consonant 
clusters adj+noun 
(blends) two or 
three consonants 
follow on another 
in a sequence 
(not the same as 
digraphs)
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important for children to know not only the letters of 

the alphabet, but more importantly, what sounds they 

stand for. 

Because there are so many consonant digraphs and 

trigraphs in the African languages, it is very important 

for learners to know their letter-sound combinations 

accurately and automatically.    Likewise, children 

learning to read in English must also know how the 

letters represent sounds in English.  Because of the 

many vowel sounds in English, many of which are 

represented by vowel digraphs (ea, ee, ou, ai, ei, …) 

and the different consonant clusters, children who 

don’t know their letter sounds will struggle to decode 

accurately and fluently. 

WHEN?  It is very important for learners to know the 26 

letters of the alphabet as soon as possible, for 

example, by the end of Term 1. Many learners learn 

this knowledge during Grade R. Learning the more 

complex way in which the letters represent different 

sounds as in digraphs and trigraphs (which are taught 

in phonics) takes longer and continues to Grade 2, but 

recognizing and knowing the sounds of the 26 letters 

is the first step.

Simply chanting the letters of the alphabet or singing 

the alphabet song does not mean that children 

are learning the letters because they could just be 

memorizing the words without knowing which word 

goes with which letter. Learning the letters of the 

alphabet (seeing them and recognizing them) is also 

closely aligned to learning how to write them. There 

are many different ways to help children learn their 

letters, using multisensory activities
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CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 3

Letters and sounds

Letter boxes: Make and collect picture cards that all start 

with a particular letter, e.g. 

 house  horse  hen  hand

Store these separately in Zip lock plastic bags or plastic ice 

cream tubs and label them clearly. Give them to learners 

in small groups to practice recognising the letter and the 

words they occur in. Give them a game to play, where 

a pair of learners are given two different letter boxes 

containing two different sounds, e.g. h and p. They must 

mix up the pictures and then sort them into the right letter 

boxes, each picture going into the h or the p letter box.  

Make whiteboards. Put an A4 coloured or white 

cardboard sheet in a plastic sleeve. Use them in small 

groups.  Give each child a marker pen and a small duster 

to practise writing letters.  They can write on the plastic 

cover and wipe the letters off afterwards.

Use sandtrays or play dough to let children practice 

writing letters.  Let them trace the letters in a sandtray, or 

roll out long thin strips of play dough to make the shape of 

the letter. 

Play dough recipe: 

1 cup plain fl our
1 cup water 
1 T oil 
½  cup salt
2 teaspoon 
cream of tartar
1 teaspoon 
colourant

Mix all the ingredients together and 
put in a pot on the stove. Remove 
when the mixture comes loose from 
the sides of the pot. Store in an 
airtight plastic container when cold. 
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 7

5.   Phonics in HL and FAL

Discuss in your groups:

1. What is phonics, and how can it be taught 
systematically?

2. Why is it important for children to learn sound-letter 
relationships?

3. What is meant by the sentence ‘Phonics is only a 
means to an end’?

WHAT?  Phonics refers to the systematic and explicit 

teaching of the relationship between letters and 

letter combinations (e.g. digraphs and blends) 

and the sounds they represent. It also includes 

helping children recognise regular spelling patterns 

in the language, e.g. recognising common prefi xes 

(u+mama), prefi xes and infi xes ( u+ya- as in uyasitja, 

uyabusa)  or suffi xes -ile (yophukile, sendityile)  in the 

Nguni languages, and in English onset-rime patterns 

such as –ight (fi ght, light, might, sight, tight, fl ight)  

and –ain (gain, pain, rain, train, drain, grain).

Systematic phonics refers to a logical sequence 

of phonics lessons, starting with the easier single 

consonant letter-sound relations and short vowels 

and moving on to the more complex digraphs and 

consonant blends. New skills are built on existing 

skills. 
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Explicit phonics refers to phonics lessons where 

the letter-sound relationship is clearly explained and 

modelled, and children are given opportunities to 

practise.

WHY?  Because our alphabetic writing system represents 

sounds by means of letters, it is important for 

children to learn what the sound-letter relationship 

is. Knowledge of phonics helps children learn how to 

convert written language into its spoken form (i.e. 

phonics helps children decode written language).  

There has been a lot of research that shows that 

children who are taught phonics explicitly are better 

readers, and they also decode unfamiliar words with 

greater ease than children who do not receive explicit 

phonics. It is absolutely vital to teach phonics to 

learners who struggle to read. 

WHEN?  Most phonics is taught in Grade 1 and also in Grade 2, 

although to a lesser extent. 

HOW?  CAPS sets out the sequence for the teaching of 

phonics. There are also several good phonics 

programmes available in English such as Jolly Phonics, 

THRASS and Letterland that schools/teachers can use. 

Although there are many commonalities in teaching 

phonics across different languages, there are also 

language differences that teacher should be aware 

of. Because of the differences between agglutinating 

and analytic languages, the teaching of phonics in the 

African languages and English will also be a different.  

These differences are explained in this handout.
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•	 Some teachers mistakenly think that phonics 

is teaching reading. It is only one aspect of 

teaching reading; in fact, it is only one aspect 

of teaching decoding.  Remember that phonics 

is only a means to an end. The end is reading 

fl uently, with meaning and enjoyment. 

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 4

Remember the reading wheel! Teaching phonics should not 

take up more than about 15 minutes of reading instruction 

a day. The rest of literacy instruction should be spent on all 

the other activities in the reading wheel.

5.1  Teaching phonics in the African 
HL

1. Teach the sounds (izandi/imisindo).

2.  Because there are only fi ve vowel letter-sounds, teach them 

fi rst.

3.  Teach high frequency single consonant letter-sounds such as 

m, d, v, b, n, t. Let them blend the consonants and vowels 

into syllables, and then combine the syllables to form words. 

There are several words that can be formed from the different 

combinations of the above vowel and consonant sounds. 

4.  Because African languages are syllabic languages, many 

teachers use the syllable charts (ba, be, bi, bo, bu; ma, me, 

mi, mo, mu, etc) to help children learn to read. This is fi ne, as 

long as (i) the children can recognise and isolate the letters 

HELPFUL 
TIPS
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that make up the syllables, and (ii) the children can blend 

the syllables into longer words.  Phonemic awareness is a 

very important skill in learning to read alphabetic languages, 

irrespective of whether they are syllable or stress timed 

languages. This is because our written alphabetic language uses 

letters to represent single sounds, not syllables.   

5.  Present a set of key phonics words representing the sound that 

you will focus on (amagama asebalini ano—b/f/m...)

6.  Because morphology is so important in African languages, also 

draw the learners’ attention to prefixes (isimaphambili  - u; 

kuse-) and suffixes (isima-mva  -ni)

7.  Always give some sight words too (amagama abawabona njalo). 

This helps to automatise the decoding process. 

8.  Always practise identifying syllables and blending (hlanganisa) 

them together: Uquingqo lwamalungu amagama (syllables)

9.  When teaching single letter sounds, link this to letter formation 

(handwriting); this will reinforce the link between the sound and 

the letter and improve phonemic awareness.

10.   Give learners opportunities to work with letter and syllable 

cards so that they can build words themselves and read them 

aloud.

11.   At the end of the teaching sequence, assess learners by saying 

some sounds and/or reading words aloud, one by one, and 

asking them to write down the letters/words. This will enable 

you to check who is keeping abreast with your phonics lessons 

and who needs extra decoding work in Group Guided Reading 

and more practice.

12.   Develop your learners’ oral language all the time. Make sure 

they understand the meanings of the words you use in your 

activities. It’s difficult for children to work with sounds in 

unfamiliar words, so make sure that they know the meanings of 

the words that you use. Use lots of picture cards in Grade R and 

Grade 1.



32
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding
MODULE C1

How to teach reading: Decoding

5.2  Teaching phonics in English

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 5

There are many different ways to teach phonics in English. 

Below are four activities that you can do with your learners.  

1. Reading and writing CVC words

There are lots of short, three letter words in English of one 

syllable that are common in spoken English.  These are 

useful high frequency for children to learn to read and write 

from the start.

In teaching reading in English, use is made of onset-

rime patterns, as there are so many of these in English. 

Onset refers to the fi rst sound, and the rime refers to the 

remaining sounds, as in c+at; p+at, m+at; s+at.  Onset-

rime patterns rely on children’s ability to blend the onset 

and rime parts f the word.  

Sound-by-sound blending (Whole class or mat work in 

Group Guided Reading)

You can use the chalkboard to do this, or if you do mat 

work, use your own white board (made from a piece of 

cardboard put inside a plastic sleeve) and a marker. 

Today I’m going to show you how to blend words sound by 
sound. Do you remember what blend means? It means putting 
something together. Watch me blend the fi rst word and then 
we’ll do it together.

m Write the letter m on the board or on a 
white board and say What’s its sound?  /
mmmm/
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ma Write the letter a after the letter m on 
the board. Put your fi nger under a and 
say: Sound? /aaaa/

ma Point to the left of ma and say: Blend. 
Then put your fi nger under ma and 
blend the sounds: /mmmmaaaa/

mat Write the letter t after a and say: 
Sound? /t/

mat Point to the left of mat and say: Blend.  
Then put your fi nger under mat and 
blend the sounds: /mmmmaaaat/

mat Finally, point to the left of the word mat 
and say: Now watch as I read the whole 
word. Then sweep your fi nger under the 
word and say: mat. What is a mat? A 
mat covers the fl oor and we can wipe 
our feet on it. Show them your picture 
card of a mat and give them the Xhosa 
word. 

Repeat the same routine with words like 
bat, cat, fat, hat, sat, pat.

Always make sure that you also 
teach learners the meanings of the 
words. You can also include other CVC 
words when you have done more vowels 
and consonant letters, e.g. 

cap, gap, lap, map, nap, sap, tap;   

Ben, den, hen, men, pen, ten;   

bin, din, fi n, pin, sin, tin, win;  

cop, hop, mop, pop, top;    

bun, fun, gun, run, sun ....

Afterwards you can give them exercises 
where they practice writing the sounds 
that you are focussing on, and also let 
them write out the CVC words. 

Provide corrective feedback: If a 
learner responds incorrectly or doesn’t 
get it, always model the correct answer. 
Be patient with them. Errors are a 
normal part of learning! 
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2.  Short and long vowels: CVC and CVCe (the 

silent –e)

The vowels in English can often cause quite a headache 

for learners for whom English is the FAL!  However, it is 

useful to know that there are some predictable patterns 

underlying the way in which vowels are pronounced in the 

majority of English words.   

When we say the vowels according to their names we 

say as follows:

a : ay as in the word cake, game

e : ee as in the word see, he

i : ii  as in the word eye, time, I

o : ow as in the word own 

u : yu as in the word use

When we say the vowels according to their names then 

they are pronounced as long vowels.  However, they also 

have an opposite short form. This means that in English 

there are pairs of short and long vowels. You will see 

this pattern in the pairs of word below:

Vowel  Short   Long

a  /a/   hat  /ay/ hate, late, date

e  /e/ pet, bet /ee/ Pete, 

i  /i/ win, din /ii/ wine, dine, fi ne

o  /o/ dot, rot  /ow/ dote, mote, rote 

u  /u/ cut, mut /yu/ cute, mute

In English there are many pairs of CVC words (hat, mat; 

pin, din; not, rot) where the vowel in the middle is a short 

vowel. The pattern is: 
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1.  When the same kind of word changes into a CVCe 

words, ending with e, then the  vowel changes to a 

long vowel (like its name),  e.g. fat /fat/ becomes 

fate /fayt/ and 

2. the�fi�nal�e�is�silent. 

/a/ /ay/

cat Cate

can cane

fat fate

hat   hate

mat mate

mad  made

man  mane

rat rate

tap tape

cap cape

Sam same

   bake

 lake

 fake

 make

 rake

 sake

 wake 

/i/ /ii/

din dine

fi n fi ne

pin pine

win wine

 mine

/o/ /ow/

dot dote

not note

rot rote

tot tote

 mote

 vote

In about two-thirds of such words, the vowel in the 

middle changes from a short vowel in CVC to a long 

vowel in CVCe words.  This is a useful pattern to teach to 

children!
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Tap Write the word tap on the board and ask the 
learners to blend it. 

Ask them to say the vowel in the middle – in 
tap it is /tap/. That’s  right /a/. It is short 
when we say it, so we call it a short vowel.

Say: Now watch carefully to see what 
happens next!

tap tape Next, write the word tape in a column next 
to tap. Say: What do you think happens 
now? When we put an e at the end of the 
word, two things happen: 1) the e becomes 
silent, but 2) it also makes the vowel in the 
middle longer, so /a / becomes /ay/, like the 
name of the vowel!  Move your fi nger fi rst to 
tap and say the word carefully, then move 
it to tape and say the word carefully so that 
they can hear the difference between /a/  
and /ay/. The e sound at the end tells us 
that the fi rst vowel is now the sound as in 
its name /ay/. 

Mat OK, now let’s take another word.   Write 
down mat. Let’s blend the sounds in the 
word. What do we get? Yes, we get /mat/. 
The vowel sound is [  ]

mat mate Now write mate next to the word mat. Say: 
Tell me what two things happen to the 
vowel sounds now.  Yes, e becomes silent, 
and the e at the end of the word tells us 
that the fi rst short vowel now changes to a 
long vowel, like the sound of its name /ay/.

Provide corrective feedback: If a learner 
responds incorrectly or doesn’t get it, 
always model the correct answer.  Go over 
the ‘rule’ until they see the pattern. 

fi�n fi�ne

pin pine

not  note

Continue with other pairs of words 
containing other vowels, as in fi n-fi ne, 
not-note.  Praise them when they see the 
pattern and get it right. 
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3. Short (single syllable) words with digraphs 

As you will recall, digraphs are two or more letters that 

represent a single sound. Common digraphs in English are 

sh [ʃ], ch [ʧ], th [Ɵ] (as in thin, things, thorn, fi fth, sixth...) 

th [ð] (as in the, this, that, these, those], -ng [ŋ], ph [f].  

Only teach digraphs once the learners know all the sounds. 

Teach them the diagraphs using the same procedure as in 

1 above.  Practice words with digraphs at the beginning of 

the word or at the end.  

Introducing consonant digraphs, e.g.  sh

shoe, shell, ship, shirt, 
fi sh, dish, bush, brush

Start with a phonemic awareness 
activity. Show the learners some 
picture cards of words containing 
the sh sound. Ask them what the 
sound is at the beginning of the 
word (e.g. shirt, shoe, ship) and 
then ask them to listen for the 
sound at the end of the word (e.g. 
fi sh, bush, brush, dish).

Sh Write the digraph on the board and 
say the sound.  Follow the same 
procedure as in 1 above, helping 
them to recognise the sound and 
then to blend it with other sounds 
into a word. 

sh____ shoe, shirt, ship, she, shell

____sh fi sh, dish, bush, brush, push

Provide corrective feedback: If 
a learner responds incorrectly or 
doesn’t get it, always model the 
correct answer.
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4.  Using onset and rime (phonograms) to teach 

CCVC and CVCC word patterns

When learners have learned quite a number of CVC words 

and are blending sounds with increasing confi dence, you 

can move on to sets of CCVC words and CVCC words, using 

the onset-rhyme (phonogram) pattern that is so common 

in English and hence useful for using in phonics lessons.  

Use the same procedure as in 1 above. 

Below are some common single syllable patterns in English. 

In the left column are common words with a consonant 

blend (also called a consonant cluster) cluster at the 

beginning of the word. In the tight column are common 

onset-rime words ending in common consonant blends.

CCVC��(e.g.�br_,�fl�_,�gr_,�
sl_, st_, tr

CVCC  (e.g. _nd, rk, _st, 
_rm*, _rn*

brag, bran, brat, brew, brim 

fl ag, fl ap, fl at, fl op,

grab, gram, gran, grid, grim, 
grin, grip, grit, grub

slab, slam, slap, sled, slim, 
slop, slot, slow, slug, slum

stab, stag, Stan, star, stem, 
step, stop  

tram, trap, trim, trip, trod, 
trot 

band, hand, rand, sand

bend, mend, send, 

bind, fi nd, kind, mind, rind, 
wind (as in wind a clock) 

bark, dark, park, 

best, nest, pest, rest, test, 
vest, west

fi st, mist; dust, gust, must, 
rust, 

*farm, harm; perm, term

*barn, darn, fern, born, horn, 
torn, worn 

(* Note that the –r sound in 
these CC forms are silent)

Onset and rime 
noun phrase The 
"onset" is the 
initial phonological 
unit of any word 
(e.g. c in cat) 
and the term 
"rime" refers 
to the string 
of letters that 
follow, usually a 
vowel and fi nal 
consonants (e.g. 
at in cat). Not 
all words have 
onsets.
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5.3. Sight words in HL and FAL

The above phonics activities are meant to teach children the way in 

which letters represent sounds and then to use this knowledge to 

be able to decode words on their own.  This helps them become 

independent readers. 

However, it also important for children to learn to recognise words 

very quickly (i.e. automatically) and accurately when they see 

them.  We call these sight words. They are equally important in HL 

as in FAL, but they work slightly different in the Nguni languages 

and in English, as explained below.

Xhosa/Zulu sight words

Because Xhosa and Zulu are agglutinating languages, they have 

very many long words, so children must be able to decode (i.e. 

sound out in their heads) these words quickly as they read them.  

This can take up quite a lot of space in working memory, so to 

help them in this processing activity it is important that some of 

the words in the sentences they read can be recognised quickly 

and easily (i.e. automatically) without being processed syllable-

by-syllable (e.g. bakhe, lakhe, wakhe; wena, yena; wathi, yatsho; 

bonke, wonke; phezulu, etc). Although these words are decodable, 

the aim is for learners to learn to recognise them very quickly 

so that they can save time for decoding the longer words in the 

sentences. 

It is helpful to teach prefixes, infixes and suffixes as sight words 

because these are used repeatedly and they sometimes include 

sounds and blends that may not yet have been taught (e.g. ngi-; 

-ya-). It also helps learners with writing; they can write sentences 

such as Ngiya esikoleni.

To encourage the quick recognition of sight words, write them on 

flash cards and give the learners lots of practice opportunities to 

read them quickly and accurately. You can devise different games 
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for them to play with these sight words, e.g. sitting in pairs and 

playing Snap! with sets of sight words. You could write the words 

on fish shapes and place them writing side down.  Learners can 

turn over the cards one at a time and if they can read the words 

they can keep them. At the end of the game they can see how 

many fish they have caught! You can also put sight words up on the 

Word Wall, and use them in spelling tests. 

At the end of this handout you are given a list of common Xhosa 

words that learners should be able to read automatically when they 

see them.  

ENGLISH sight words

As already stated, English has an opaque spelling system (opaque 

means ‘not transparent’). This is because many of its letters are 

used to represent different sounds. Thus the letter a is pronounced 

differently (i.e. is represented by different /a/ sounds) in words like 

tap, tape, father, strange, candle, psalm. This occurred with the 

historical development of English. This means that many English 

words are irregular words that cannot be decoded according to 

the phonics letter-sound relationships. They need to be learned 

separately as sight words. Although the irregular words are actually 

in the minority (the majority of words in English are actually 

decodable words), they seem like a lot because they tend to be 

common, high frequency words, e.g. was, said, do, to, are, the, 

have, were, world, people, other, which, thought, through, though, 

because, about, should, another, around ...

Unlike the sight words in Xhosa which are decodable, 
irregular words in English are not decodable and have to be 
deliberately learned. It is very important for children to learn to 

recognise and say these words quickly correctly because most of 

them are very common words. 

Research has shown that children don’t learn irregular words in 

English as quickly or easily as regular words.  They need to be 

taught them explicitly. 
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To encourage the quick recognition of English sight words:

•	 Write them on flash cards and explain how they are pronounced. 

•	  Put different sets of these words up on your word wall every 

week and encourage the children to learn them during the week.  

Give them a short, quick spelling and word recognition test 

every Friday to make sure they are keeping up with the words.

•	  Give the learners lots of practice opportunities (with corrective 

feedback) so that they can learn to read them quickly and 

accurately.  

•	  You can devise different games for them to play with these sight 

words, e.g. sitting in pairs and playing Snap! with sets of sight 

words.  

Check the 300 most frequent words given on pp 87-89  in CAPS 

and identify the irregular ones. Use these as a guide in teaching 

them as early as possible.  By the end of Grade 1 all the learners 

should know those 300 words anyway (they should know a 

minimum of 700 words and if possible at least 1000 words). 

Sound-spelling of English vowels

Sound/
spelling

Words containing this sound/spelling

A ant, sat, cat, apple, ash, animal, arrow, add

a  a-e  ai  ay baby, tape, cake, late, ate, plate, tail, fail, pail, pain, 
day, say, way, pay, may, tray, pray

air  are hair, fair, pair, chair, square, share, spare, scare, 
scarce, 

ar  a car, far, hard, card, arm, harm, farm, farmer, park, 
bark, mark, cart, part, market, banana

e  ea bed, fed, led, teddy, wet, met, bet, better, fell, tell, 
sell, spell, shell, head, bread, spread

e  ea   ee  ey  y me, we, he, she, beach, teach, reach, seat, meal, 
tree, feet, sweet, meet, feel, peel, wheel, key, pony, 
funny, happy
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ear  eer ear, fear, tear, wear, clear, deer

er  ar  or  ure a   
e  i  o  u   

teacher, collar, pillar, doctor, measure, zebra, garden, 
fossil, lion, circus

er  ur  or  ur fern, term, bird, shirt, skirt, first, third, worm, word, 
world, fur, pur, burn, turn, curl

i  e tin, pin, thin, win, window, spin, wind, bit, fit, spit, 
rocket, pocket, basket 

i  i-e  igh  y tiger, kite, bite, white, wide, ride, hide, slide, while, 
file, pile, smile, light, bright, fight, might, night, high, 
fly, why, by, shy, spy

o  a frog, dog, log, lock, sock, rock, got, pot, lot, rob, sob, 
sorry, swan, wand

o  oa  o-e  ow go, no, boat, coat, float, note, home, nose, hose, 
rose,  snow, show, follow

oi  oy coin, boil, oil, spoil, toy, boy

oo  u book, look, cook, took, shook, foot, bull, pull, full, 
put, push 

oo  ew  ue moon, soon, pool, fool, tool, screw, few, glue

Oor moor, poor

or  a  au  aw  
oor

Fork, pork, core, more, form, sport, short, ball, tall, 
wall, call, small, sauce, saucer, saw, claw, door, floor

ow  ou cow, how, now, town, towel, brown, house, mouse, 
loud, aloud

u  o bus, fuss, but, cut, shut, up, cup, love, glove, 

Sound-spelling of English consonants

Sound/
spelling

Words containing this sound/spelling

b   bb bird, box, book, baby, bag, ball, banana, basket, 
bath, brown, rabbit, bubble, cabbage, rubber, robber, 
ribbon

c  k  ck  ch  q cat, cap, cup, cake, coat, car, cart, kitten, kiss, kick, 
key, kettle, king, kite, sock, sack, duck, luck, clock, 
rock, sick, lick, school, queen, question, quick, quiz
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ch  tch chair, chalk, cheese, chicken, children, chin, chips, 
chocolate, chop, church, beach, bench, march, rich, 
catch, match, stitch, butcher, watch, fetch, hatch, 
kitchen, stretch, scratch, 

d  dd dog, duck, doll, day, dress, draw, date, add, ladder, 
address, cuddle, daddy, middle

f  ff  ph fish, five, fire, foot, food, face, fly, fall, fat, fruit, 
father, coffee, buffalo, different, toffee, giraffe, 
fluffy, scruffy, sniff, stiff, traffic, dolphin, telephone, 
photograph

g  gg gate, game, goat, give, leg, flag, egg, beggar, 
baggage, luggage, bigger, biggest, giggle

H hen, hat, hit, hop, hope, hand, horse, hill, house, 
holiday, happy, how, hello

j  g  ge  dge jam, jug, jump, jacket, jersey, giant, giraffe, cage, 
age, page, large, bridge, edge, ledge, 

l  ll lap, leg, little, lips, lick, luck, long, leaf, lesson, bell, 
sell, tell, tall, ball, call, fall, ill, pill, kill, hill, still, will, 
dull, doll, umbrella

m  mm  mb man, map, mat, mouse, monkey, mother, lemon, 
hammer, summer, lamb, comb

n  nn  kn no, net, new, number, nice, nest, nail, name, night, 
nine, ten, hen, dinner, beginning, knee, kneel, know

ng  n king, sing, ring, wing, finger, song, bang, long, 
wrong, ink, sink, pink, thank

p  pp pen, pan, pet, peach, pear, potato, page, paint, 
paper, picture, party, map, slap, top, stop, hippo, 
happy, puppy, happen, stopped, slapped

r  rr  wr rat, rain, run, red, ruler, rabbit, radio, read, try, 
cherry, berry, carrot, parrot, carry, arrow, borrow, 
correct, corridor, error, wrist, wrong, wrap, write, 
writer

s  ss  se  c  ce sun, sea,  soap, seven, sell, say, dress, mess, miss, 
address, fuss, class, classroom, horse, worse, city, 
cent, circle, ice, nice, police, face, race, place, force

S treasure, measure, pleasure, vision

sh  ti  ch she, shark, shop, shell, shelf, ship, sheep, wish, fish, 
dish, crash, station, patient, chef, 
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t  tt tap, tea, tall, ten, toe, take, talk, table, taste, teach, 
taxi, letter, butter, better, matter, attack, button, 
bottle, kettle, bottom, cotton, hotter, hottest

Th thumb, thin, thick, think, thank, thorn, thing, three, 
both, teeth, path, bath, cloth, youth

Th this, these, those, then, mother, father, brother, 
feather, weather, leather

v  ve voice, van, vest, visit, vest, very, video, voice, vowel, 
vomit, sleeve, glove, love, give, have

w  wh  u we, win, wet, wall, water, wind, wish, well, wet, 
window, wheel, whale, what, why, which, whether, 
while, white, whisper, whistle, quiet, queen, question, 
quick, quiz, 

Y yawn, yellow, young, yes, you, your, yesterday, yet, 
yolk, 

z  zz  ze  s  se zip, zoo, zebra, zero, lazy, crazy, fizz, buzz, sneeze,  
laser, cheese, please, praise
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 8

6.� � �Oral�reading�fl�uency�

Read the section on ORF and discuss the following in your 
groups:

1. What are the three components of Oral Reading 
Fluency?

2. Why is accuracy so important in reading?

3. Why is reading speed important for comprehension?

4. Why is it important for decoding to become 
automatic?

5. Explain what prosody is and why it is important.

6. By what stage should learners have developed Oral 
Reading Fluency?

7. How can ORF be developed?

WHAT?� �Oral�reading�fl�uency�(ORF)�refers to the ability 

to read a text at a steady pace and accurately, 

with appropriate intonation and feeling. This kind 

of reading sounds like spoken language. Fluency 

is measured in terms of how many words are read 

correctly in a minute (WCPM). Learners who cannot 

read fl uently read slowly, word for word, with lots 

of pauses and wrong reading of words. Their heads 

often nod up and down on each word.  ORF has 

three components: 1) accuracy 2) speed and 3) good 

prosody (intonation and feeling). 

Accuracy: It is very important for learners to 

recognise known words quickly and to decode words 

Oral reading 
fl�uency adj+noun 
read with 
automaticity and 
have appropriate 
speed, accuracy, 
and proper 
expression

Prosody noun the 
patterns of stress 
and intonation in a 
language
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correctly. Not being accurate can change the meaning 

of what is being read, e.g. if a child reads I was these 

trees instead of I saw three trains, he will find it 

difficult to make sense of what he is reading.

Speed: This refers to reading at a good pace, not 

slowly, word-for-word. Research has found that if 

children read too slowly and spend a lot of time trying 

to decode words, then there is not enough ‘space’ 

in working memory to pay attention to meaning. 

Recognising and decoding words must become 

automatic to free up memory for comprehension. 

Reading at speeds suitable to their age and grade 

enables learners to ‘get the message’ more easily. As 

they get older, learners read with increasing speed. 

These speeds have been well researched in English, 

and English ORF norms have been established for 

different grades. For example, by the end of Grade 3 

most children should be able to read at least 70-90 

WCPM. If they read slower than this, then they will 

really struggle to keep up in the Intermediate Phase. 

Less research has been done on fluency in the African 

languages. Your work with Zulu and Xhosa learners 

in the Foundation Phase can help to establish reading 

norms for Zulu. ORF norms will be slower in the 

African languages because they are agglutinating 

languages with much longer word units than in 

English. 

Prosody: This refers to reading with feeling and in 

a natural way, chunking up the text in suitable ways, 

pausing in appropriate places (eg. after a full stop 

or for effect), and adopting a character’s voice in 

direct speech. Prosody can tell us whether children 

understand what they read. If children simply bark 
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at text (decode without comprehension) and read 

in a monotonous tone then their prosody will not be 

natural.   

WHY?  Fluency is regarded as the bridge between decoding 

and comprehension.  It is a very necessary part of 

becoming a good reader. If learners do not cross 

this bridge, then they will find it very difficult to 

understand what they read and ‘reading to learn’ 

becomes an almost impossible task. If learners 

do not read with fluency by the time they go into 

Intermediate Phase, then they will find it very difficult 

to catch up.  

WHEN?  A very important responsibility of the Foundation 

phase is to develop fluent readers by the end of Grade 

3.   

Because most learners are still learning to decode in 

Grade 1, fluency work can usually be started properly 

in Grades 2 and 3.  It is especially important to do 

fluency work in Grade 3, to prepare learners for the 

transition into Intermediate Phase, when they have to 

start ‘reading to learn’ from their textbooks.  

Because fluency depends on ALL the decoding skills, 

it is very important that these foundation skills be 

developed from Grade 1 through to Grade 3.  

Good letter-sound/phonics knowledge

Automatic recognition of high frequency words

Automatic recognition of morphology (word parts)

Decoding ability (blending and segmentation)  FLUENCY

Vocab knowledge 

Awareness of punctuation
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If you still have struggling readers in Grades 2 and 3, go back to 

basics. Do 15 minutes of PA and phonics with them on a daily basis 

to make sure that they develop (i) good letter-sound knowledge 

and that (ii) they can do blending and segmenting. Fluency cannot 

develop without these foundational skills.

6.1  Instruction and activities

Many teachers spend time in class getting 

their learners to take turns reading aloud and 

correcting their pronunciation as they read. 

This is called Round Robin reading.  This is NOT 

fluency instruction.  In proper fluency instruction, the teacher 

helps focus the learners’ attention on accuracy, rate, prosody and 

comprehension, and the importance of making the text ‘come alive’ 

and sound natural.  

Modelling: Model fluent reading to your learners every day.  If 

they are not exposed to good reading   models, they won’t know 

how to become a good reader themselves.  This helps them learn 

how to use their voice to help make sense of written text.  You 

can do this in Shared reading, Read Alouds and Group Guided 

Reading.

Remind your learners that their goal is to become a fluent reader. 

Make your learners aware of the three components of fluency: 

accuracy, a steady reading rate and reading with feeling (e.g. 

by paying to punctuation, meaning, changing the voice).

Always provide corrective feedback in a kind, supportive way. Help 

your learners develop a sense of accomplishment in what they’re 

doing.  Their goal is to become fluent readers who read with 

meaning and enjoyment.

HELPFUL 
TIPS
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 9

Before you assess the reading rate of your learners, follow 
the instructions for this activity with a partner. 

1. Work in pairs, with one pretending to be a Grade 5 
learner and the other one the teacher.

2. Follow the instructions below.

3. Work out the ORF rate of the ‘Grade 5 learner’.

4. Now continue with the activities in CA7

6.2 Assessing reading rate/speed

CLASSROOM ACTIVITY 6

Select a passage from a grade appropriate book. Down 

the right hand side indicate how many words there are per 

line, as shown in the text on the next page. Now follow the 

procedure below:

•	 Ask the learner to read aloud at a natural pace. 

•	 Time the learner for one minute. 

•	 If the learner makes a mistake or mispronounces a word, 

draw a line under it. 

•	 After I minute, say Stop. Draw a circle around the word the 

child was reading when you said Stop.

•	 Count how many words the learner read in total.

•	 Count how errors the learner made.

•	 Subtract the number of errors from the total amount of 
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words read. The fi nal total will give you the child’s reading 

speed for WCPM in Zulu.

•	 Do this for each learner in your class at the beginning of 

Term 1 and then again in Term 3 or 4. By comparing each 

learners’ WCPM rate over time, you will be able to see how 

they have progressed during the year.

Izinyo

Ngenye imini uLwazi ubona izinyo. 

‘Ingaba lizinyo lesilwanyana?’ uyazibuza efunisela.

ULwazi uzixelela ukuba uza kufumanisa ngeli zinyo. 

Ubona umfanekiso wenyoka encwadini yolwazi 
lwezilwanyana. 

Upolola  amazinyo  enyoka. Asililo izinyo lenyoka. 

Amazinyo enyoka awafani neli zinyo.

ULwazi ubona umfanekiso wesinye isilwanyana, 
ingonyama. 

Upopola amazinyo engonyama. Asililo  izinyo 
lengonyama. 

Amazinyo engonyama awafani neli zinyo.

Ubona nomfanekiso webuzi elimnyama. 
Uyanyameka upopola amazinyo ebuzi. Asililo 
nezinyo lebuzi eli. 

Amazinyo ebuzi awafani neli zinyo. 

Sipho Mabusa Term 1  Total words read  =  31

    Number of errors =   3

     Total words read 
correctly (TWRC)  =  28

Words

5

10

17

23
29

34

40

46
51

57
63

68
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The activities suggested below can be done in both 

HL and FAL classes.

1. Activity 1: Timed repeated oral reading

The purpose of this activity is to get learners to read a text 

for a minute, marking where they read up to in a minute.  

They then need to read the passage at least 2-3 times 

over, each time for a minute. You will fi nd that each time 

they re-read the passage they will be able to read it more 

smoothly and quickly. 

Tip: Don’t read the passage more than fi ve times – it 

becomes counter-productive to read it too many times.  

Research has found that 3-4 readings in a session provide 

good reading practice. 

Materials: Select a passage, 
appropriate for the learners’ 
reading level.

(For Grade 2, start with a 
text about 60 words long; 
for Grade 3, start with a text 
about 100 words long. You 
can gradually make the texts 
longer as the learners get 
better.)

Teaching and modelling: 
Read the title of the text and 
discuss it with the learners. 
Make sure they understand 
what the text is about.

Now tell them that they are 
going to exercise their reading 
brains by practising their 
reading fl uency, and that with 
each practice their reading 
brains will get better. Remind 
them about the importance of 
accuracy, rate and prosody. 
They must read every word 
and not skip words.  They 
must read in such a way that 
they understand what they are 
reading. 
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1.  Ask them to read aloud 
when you say Go! Time 
them and after 1 minute 
say Stop!  

Ask them to make a light mark 
with a pencil on the word they 
were reading when you said 
Stop.

They must all be aware of 
where they were in the text 
when the minute was up. 

Give corrective feedback.  
Because accuracy is important, 
it is important to correct their 
mistakes.  If words were 
mispronounced, say them 
aloud and let the learners 
repeat them after you. Check if 
there are any words they don’t 
understand and explain their 
meanings.

2.  Now time them again for 1 
minute a second time.

(Each time you get them 
to re-read the text you can 
focus on a different aspect, 
e.g. Ok, now let’s focus on 
accuracy. Or:

This time let’s focus on our 
reading rate.  Can we try to 
read it a bit faster – but still 
read the words naturally.  
Or:

Nice work. But now let’s 
read with as much feeling 
as possible. Remember the 
pauses and full stops! )

When you say Stop, ask them 
to mark the word lightly with a 
pencil. 

Discuss their reading with them 
- did they read more accurately 
and faster the second time, 
did they get further in the text 
this time?  Did they read with 
understanding, with feeling? 
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1.  Now time them again for 
1 minute a third time.  
Motivate them, encourage 
them to do their best and 
really exercise their reading 
brains. 

You can write up their 
results on the chalkboard 
so that they can see the 
progress that they’re 
making, e.g. 

1= 84 wcpm, 2 = 81 wcpm, 
3 = 79 wcpm.

When you say Stop, ask them 
to mark the word lightly with 
a pencil. Discuss their reading 
with them - did they read more 
accurately and faster the third 
time? 

Encourage them and praise 
them for their progress.  
Remind them that effort and 
practice will make them better 
readers. 

2. Activity 2: Paired reading.

Put learners in pairs for a term. The learners’ goal in 

paired reading is to help one another to become 

fl uent readers. Let them set goals for themselves for the 

term, in terms of their reading rate.  Before you start the 

paired reading, discuss the rules for partner behaviour 

with them and write up these rules so that they are clearly 

visible. An example of such rules is given below.  

Paired reading: rules for partner behaviour  

1. Talk only to your partner.

2. Talk only about what you are reading.

3. Be respectful of others - talk in a low voice.

4. Cooperate with your partner and be supportive.

5. Try your best. 
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Materials: Give each pair a 
book to read. Make sure that 
the books are suited to their 
reading level. (Don’t give the 
longer and more diffi cult texts 
to struggling readers – let 
them start with the easier 
texts.)  

Each pair of learners must take 
turns to read the text, with the 
partner following carefully and 
giving support and help where 
needed. 

Once they have each read 
the text to one another, let 
them discuss their reading 
and decide what needs to be 
improved when they read it 
again. Re-reading the text 
at least three times is very 
important. 

When they re-read the text, 
they can focus on different 
things each time, for example: 

Let’s run through it again. Can 
we read it more smoothly this 
time? 

Let’s try and read it without a 
mistake this time.

What don’t we understand in 
this text? Can we read it with 
more feeling?

3. Repeated reading in a small group

While you are doing GGR, give another group a text to 

read and get them to do 3 x repeat readings of the text 

as above, with one of the learners managing the time and 

marking how far they got.  The group’s goal is to help 

one another to become fl uent readers. Let the group 

set goals for themselves for the term in terms of their 

reading rate (e.g. by the end of the term we want to be 

able to read at least 80 wcpm in English).  Discuss the 

rules for group behaviour with them and write up these 

rules so that they are clearly visible (as above).
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Materials: Give the group a 
book to read. Make sure that 
the book is suited to their 
reading level.

Give the group an egg timer 
and let them select a ‘time 
manager’ in the group. 

Ask them to do 3 x repeat 
readings of the text, reading 
aloud, with one of the learners 
managing the egg timer and 
marking how far they got each 
time. 

After each reading, they should 
refl ect on their reading and ask 
themselves questions such as: 
How did we do? With which 
words did we struggle? Let’s 
practice reading them. What 
don’t I understand?  Let’s read 
this more feeling now.

As you can see form the above, timed repeated reading 

should be consciously done, in a goal focussed way. It can 

be done in different ways, as in whole class choral reading, 

small group reading, paired reading and silent independent 

reading. 

4. Reading theatre

The aim here is to have a group of 4-5 readers read from 

a prepared text in a professional and fl uent way, and to 

‘perform’ their reading in front of the class – or at assembly 

in front of the whole school! The activity must be fun, so 

that they associate reading with meaningful enjoyment! 
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Materials: Select a text 
that has a good story line 
and different characters so 
that different learners can 
participate and each read a 
character in their own voice. 
Make sure that the text is 
suited to their reading level, 
or slightly above it. (They 
will practice this text several 
times before performing it.)

Read the text through with the 
learners and allocate different 
roles for them, according to the 
characters in the text. One of 
them can be the narrator who 
reads the non-speaking parts. 

Discuss with them how they are 
going to use their voices when 
they read. Practice the text 
with them in repeated readings, 
making sure that they read it 
with accuracy, an appropriate 
rate and with feeling and good 
intonation. They must prepare 
it well enough to be able to 
perform in front of an audience, 
without any errors!

Throughout Grade R-3, learners should have daily 

opportunities to hear texts read aloud in a fl uent and 

expressive manner.  

You can start fl uency practice in Grade 1, when learners 

participate in GGR of short little texts.  Remember - single 

sentences are not enough. Learners need to be exposed to 

extended texts every day.  They can also practice reading 

for homework.

In Grade 2 learners can make a lot of progress in 

becoming more fl uent readers. Provide daily opportunities 

for practice, with corrective feedback.  GGR, paired 

reading, independent reading in the Reading Corner, 

reading homework, 

Grades 3-5 are very important for developing fl uency. 

Learners shift to longer and more diffi cult texts, with longer 

words. They need to continue building their vocabulary 
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in order to be able to read with feeling, and they need to 

continue building automaticity. Daily independent reading 

and reading homework are both important.

Classroom�fl�uency�snapshot

It is important for you as an expert reading teacher to 

know the ORF rates of your learners. It is best to assess 

them each individually at the beginning of the fi rst term, so 

that you can get a baseline assessment of their ORF rate 

and keep track of their progress throughout the year. For 

example, you can draw up a chart of your learners’ fl uency 

rates at the beginning of a term and then see how they are 

making progress across two terms, as shown in the fl uency 

snapshot chart below. 

Reading in Term 1 WCPM 
in Zulu

Reading in Term 3

60

57

54

51

48

45

42

39 Sipho (39)

Sipho (36) 36 Lerato (36) Mpho (37)

33

Mpho (30)  Lerato  
(31)

30

27 David (27)

24

David (21) 21

18 Grace (19) Thandi (20)

Thandi (16) 15 Lebo (15)

Grace (13) 12

Dino (10) 9 Dino (11)  Jack (10)

Lebo (6)  Jack (8) 6 Tinyiko (8)

Tinyiko (3) 3

Automaticity (in 
reading) noun is 
the fast, effortless 
word recognition 
that comes with 
a great deal of 
reading practice.
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 10

In English, readers who read slower than 40wcpm are 

regarded as having reading diffi culty. They need extra 

attention and help, and lots of practice opportunities.

By the end of Grade 3 most English FAL learners should be 

reading around 70wcpm. Good readers will even read up 

to 90wcpm. NB:�These�fi�gures�relate�to�reading�rate�in�

English, not Zulu/Xhosa.

READ AND DISCUSS A CASE STUDY

Read the case study in Appendix 1 which describes how Ms 

Mini teaches her learners how to decode.  In your groups 

discuss the following questions:

1. How do you feel about Ms Mini’s approach to 
teaching decoding in Grade 1?  Do you think it would 
work in your school?  Is there anything you would do 
differently?  What are the reasons for this?

2. Ms Mini has timetabled the teaching of phonics in 
FAL, but this is not included in the case study?  What 
do you think Ms Mini should do in FAL phonics?

3. What do you think should happen in Grade 2 and 

Grade 3?  How would the teaching of decoding be 

different in these grades?
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TEACHER ACTIVITY 11

EVALUATE YOURSELF 

Use the questions in Appendix 3 to evaluate how well you 

are teaching decoding:

1. Answer YES or NO to the question as truthfully as 
possible.

2. Think about whether or not this decoding activity 
is important in the Grade you teach.  If the answer 
is NO, go on to the next question.  If the answer is 
YES, think about whether there is anything you need 
to do to improve your teaching of this activity.  Write 

a clear plan of action in the fourth column.
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