
 

Appendix 9: Glossary 

Terms marked with an asterisk are the definitions given in the Glossary for the 

programmes of study for English in the national curriculum 

Term Guidance Example 
adjacent consonant See consonant cluster.  

alliteration The same initial sound 
occurring in adjacent or 
nearby words 

In ‘Hickory Dickory Dock’, 
the sound /d/ is alliterative; 
in ‘Ring a Ring o' Roses’, the 
sound /r/ is alliterative 

antonym* Two words are antonyms if 
their meanings are 
opposites 

hot – cold  
light – dark 
light – heavy 

assonance The same or similar vowel 
sound occurring in adjacent 
or nearby words without 
the end sound rhyming, 
often used to draw 
attention to the words. 

In the phrase ‘breath and 
bread’, the repeated vowel 
sound /e/ is assonant; the 
words ‘breath’ and ‘death’ 
are rhymes 

cadence The rise and fall in pitch of 
the voice, generated in 
literary works by the 
specific choice of rhythm 
and vocabulary 

 

common exception words Exception words are words 
with GPCs that are unusual 
or have not yet been taught 
in a programme. 

In the word ‘said’, the ‘s’ 
and ‘d’ correspond to the 
sounds /s/ and /d/ as usual, 
but the grapheme ‘ai’ 
corresponds to the sound 
/e/, which is unusual. 

consonant* A sound which is produced 
when the speaker closes off 
or obstructs the flow of air 
through the vocal tract, 
usually using lips, tongue or 
teeth. 

/p/ [flow of air stopped by 
the lips, then released] /t/ 
[flow of air stopped by the 
tongue touching the roof of 
the mouth, then released 

 Most of the letters of the 
alphabet represent 
consonants. Only the letters 
a, e, i, o, u and y can 
represent vowel sounds. 

/f/ [flow of air obstructed by 
the bottom lip touching the 
top teeth] /s/ [flow of air 
obstructed by the tip of the 



tongue touching the gum 
line 

consonant cluster Two or more consonant 
letters in sequence that 
represent separate 
phonemes 

The letters s t and r in 
stream and the letters m 
and p in lamp are consonant 
clusters. 

cursive script Also known as joined 
handwriting. From the Latin 
verb ‘currere’, meaning ‘to 
run’. 

 

decode To convert written words 
into spoken language. 

 

‘decodable’ books The term 'decodable books' 
is often used to describe 
books that have been 
structured in cumulative 
steps for children learning 
to read so that, as their 
knowledge of the alphabetic 
code increases, they can 
decode every word 

 

digraph* A type of grapheme where 
two letters represent one 
phoneme. Sometimes, 
these two letters are not 
next to one another; this is 
called a split digraph. 

The digraph ea in each is 
pronounced /i:/.  
The digraph sh in shed is 
pronounced /ʃ/.  
The split digraph i–e in line 
is pronounced /aɪ/. 

exception words See common exception 
words 

 

GPC* See grapheme-phoneme 
correspondences 

 

grapheme* A letter, or combination of 
letters, that corresponds to 
a single phoneme within a 
word. 

The grapheme t in the 
words ten, bet and ate 
corresponds to the 
phoneme /t/.  
The grapheme ph in the 
word dolphin corresponds 
to the phoneme /f/ 

Grapheme phoneme 
correspondences* (GPCs) 

The links between letters, or 
combinations of letters 
(graphemes) and the speech 
sounds (phonemes) that 
they represent.  
In the English writing 
system, graphemes may 
correspond to different 

The grapheme s 
corresponds to the 
phoneme /s/ in the word 
see, but… … 
it corresponds to the 
phoneme /z/ in the word 
easy. 



phonemes in different 
words 

inflection When we add -ed to walk, 
or change mouse to mice, 
this change of morphology 
produces an inflection 
(‘bending’) of the basic 
word which has special 
grammar (e.g. past tense or 
plural). In contrast, adding -
er to walk produces a 
completely different word, 
walker, which is part of the 
same word family. Inflection 
is sometimes thought of as 
merely a change of ending, 
but, in fact, some words 
change completely when 
inflected. 

dogs is an inflection of dog. 
went is an inflection of go. 
better is an inflection of 
good. 

mnemonic A device for supporting 
memory and recall. 

A snake shaped like the 
letter 'S' 

morpheme See morphology. A free 
morpheme is the smallest 
unit of meaning that can 
stand alone . Some 
inflections are examples of 
bound morphemes. 

See examples below. The 
word dogs consists of the 
free morpheme dog and the 
bound morpheme s, 
signalling the plural form 

morphology* A word’s morphology is its 
internal make-up in terms of 
root words and suffixes or 
prefixes, as well as other 
kinds of change such as the 
change of mouse to mice. 
Morphology may be used to 
produce different inflections 
of the same word (e.g. boy – 
boys), or entirely new words 
(e.g. boy – boyish) 
belonging to the same word 
family. A word that contains 
two or more root words is a 
compound (e.g. 
news+paper, ice+cream) 

dogs has the morphological 
make-up: 
dog + s.  
unhelpfulness has the 
morphological make-up: 
unhelpful + ness  
where unhelpful = un + 
helpful and helpful = help + 
ful 

phoneme* A phoneme is the smallest 
unit of sound that signals a 
distinct, contrasting 
meaning. For example: /t/ 

The word cat has three 
letters and three phonemes: 
/kæt/ The word catch has 
five letters and three 



contrasts with /k/ to signal 
the difference between tap 
and cap /t/ contrasts with 
/l/ to signal the difference 
between bought and ball. 
 
It is this contrast in meaning 
that tells us there are two 
distinct phonemes at work. 
There are around 44 
phonemes in English; the 
exact number depends on 
regional accents. A single 
phoneme may be 
represented in writing by 
one, two, three or four 
letters constituting a single 
grapheme. 
 

phonemes: /kæʧ/ The word 
caught has six letters and 
three phonemes: /kɔ:t/ 

phonemic awareness This refers to the ability to 
distinguish phonemes in 
spoken words. It should be 
distinguished from 
phonological awareness. 

 

phonological awareness The general ability to attend 
to the sounds of language as 
distinct from the meaning. 

 

prefix* A prefix is added at the 
beginning of a word in order 
to turn it into another word. 
Contrast suffix 

overtake, disappear 

preposition* A preposition links a 
following noun, pronoun or 
noun phrase to some other 
word in the sentence. 
Prepositions often describe 
locations or directions, but 
can describe other things, 
such as relations of time. 
Words like before or since 
can act either as 
prepositions or as 
conjunctions. 

Tom waved goodbye to 
Christy. She’ll be back from 
Australia in two weeks. I 
haven’t seen my dog since 
this morning. Contrast: I’m 
going, since no-one wants 
me here! [conjunction: links 
two clauses] 

pseudo-word A pseudo-word resembles a 
word in a language because 
it uses GPCs and spellings 
that are likely to occur in 

Examples of pseudo-words 
in English: emp, blant, meck, 
tubbin The following are not 
pseudowords in English 



that language. However, the 
word does not actually exist 
as a real word in that 
language. Also called 
‘nonsense words’. 

because the letters do not 
occur in these places in this 
order in English words: 
ckelt, wellsch 

rhyme A word rhymes with 
another word when the 
final stressed syllable shares 
the same sound. 

The words ‘red’ and ‘shed’ 
rhyme. The words ‘red’, 
‘said’ and ‘gingerbread’ also 
rhyme because they share 
the same end sound, 
although the spellings of 
those sounds differ. 

root word* Morphology breaks words 
down into root words, 
which can stand alone, and 
suffixes or prefixes which 
can’t. For example, help is 
the root word for other 
words in its word family 
such as helpful and helpless, 
and also for its inflections 
such as helping. Compound 
words (e.g. helpdesk) 
contain two or more root 
words. When looking in a 
dictionary, we sometimes 
have to look for the root 
word (or words) of the word 
we are interested in 

played [the root word is 
play] unfair [the root word 
is fair] football [the root 
words are foot and ball] 

schwa* The name of a vowel sound 
that is found only in 
unstressed positions in 
English. It is the most 
common vowel sound in 
English. 
It is written as /ə/ in the 
International Phonetic 
Alphabet. In the English 
writing system, it can be 
written in many different 
ways. 

[along] /bʌtə/ [butter] 
 
(with accents where the /r/ 
is not pronounced) 

second tier words Words that children are 
unlikely to hear in everyday 
conversation but are likely 
to come across in stories 

 

semantic Related to meaning  

split digraph* See digraph.  



stress* A syllable is stressed if it is 
pronounced more forcefully 
than the syllables next to it. 
The other syllables are 
unstressed 

about visit 

suffix* A suffix is an ‘ending’, used 
at the end of one word to 
turn it into another word. 
Unlike root words, suffixes 
cannot stand on their own 
as a complete word. 
Contrast prefix 

call – called teach – teacher 
[turns a verb into a noun] 
terror – terrorise [turns a 
noun into a verb] green – 
greenish [leaves word class 
unchanged] 

syllable A syllable sounds like a beat 
in a word. Syllables consist 
of at least one vowel, and 
possibly one or more 
consonants 

Cat has one syllable. Fairy 
has two syllables. 
Hippopotamus has five 
syllables 

synonym* Two words are synonyms if 
they have the same 
meaning, or similar 
meanings. Contrast 
antonym 

talk – speak old – elderly 

trigraph* A type of grapheme where 
three letters represent one 
phoneme. 

High, pure, patch, hedge 

unstressed* See stress.  

vowel* A vowel is a speech sound 
which is produced without 
any closure or obstruction 
of the vocal tract. Vowels 
can form syllables by 
themselves, or they may 
combine with consonants. 
In the English writing 
system, the letters a, e, i, o, 
u and y can represent 
vowels. 

 

Word* A word is a unit of grammar: 
it can be selected and 
moved around relatively 
independently but cannot 
easily be split. In 
punctuation, words are 
normally separated by word 
spaces. Sometimes, a 
sequence that appears 
grammatically to be two 

headteacher or head 
teacher [can be written with 
or without a space] I’m 
going out. 9.30 am 



words is collapsed into a 
single written word, 
indicated with a hyphen or 
apostrophe (e.g. well-built, 
he’s) 

word class* Every word belongs to a 
word class which 
summarises the ways in 
which it can be used in 
grammar. The major word 
classes for English are: 
noun, verb, adjective, 
adverb, preposition, 
determiner, pronoun, 
conjunction. Word classes 
are sometimes called ‘parts 
of speech’. 

 

word family* The words in a word family 
are normally related to each 
other by a combination of 
morphology, grammar and 
meaning. 

teach – teacher extend – 
extent – extensive grammar 
– grammatical – 
grammarian 

 

 


