
Word/Phrase Definitions/Explanations/Examples/Clarifications 

accommodations 

an alteration in planning or lesson delivery to help students 
perform AT grade level 

Clarification: This differs from a modification.  A modification 
is for students who cannot perform at grade level. (see 
modifications below) 

accuracy, reading the absence of mistakes while reading words/text 

addition/adding adding a sound to a word to create a new word, real or 
nonsense 

alphabetic principal 

letters and the combinations of certain letters make all the 
sounds in our speech 
the knowledge that there are systematic and predictable 
relationships between spoken sounds and written 
letters/graphemes 

Attention Grabbers 

motions, sounds, rhymes, or materials used to get the 
attention of a group of students in a calm manner 

Examples: a bell to ring, a stop sign to hold up, putting your 
hands on your head to get children to follow, clapping a 
rhythm that children repeat 

auditory discrimination 

the skill of being able to hear the difference between 
sounds  

Example: A student being able to hear the difference 
between /b/ and /m/ when teachers say them aloud.  “Do 
‘mouse’ and ‘balloon’ start with the same sound?”  

blending 

the process of taking two or more sounds and putting them 
together with fluidity, often to make a spoken word 
Example: A student needs to take the three individual 
sounds in “sun” and slide them together to make the word.  
The student might say “/s/ -- /u/ -- /n/” and then “/s/ -- /un/” 
and then “sun.” 

blends 

STEP 2 focus 
2-3 consonants that are next to one another
a consonant grouping in which each phoneme can still be 
heard 
Examples: bl, cr, tr, spr 

cognitive science the interdisciplinary study of mind and intelligence 
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when used in the context of teaching reading, cognitive 
science can refer to the way children's brains learn to read 
and comprehend language and ideas 

compound words 
words that are created by the combination of two or more 
complete words 

Examples: butter + fly = butterfly, pump + kin = pumpkin 

comprehension, reading the goal of reading, the understanding and gaining 
meaning from connected text 

consonant 

21 letters of the alphabet (although "y" can act as both a 
consonant and a vowel) 
consonants have sounds that are made when some part of 
the mouth where the air is constricted by the tongue, teeth, 
or lips 

continuous blending 

the process of blending the sounds together in which the 
sounds are not segmented 
Clarification: Tapping out words is a segmented way to 
sound out words, but continuous blending merges the 
sounds in a drawn-out fashion (slightly merged) to help 
students put the sounds together. 

CVC word 

STEP 1 focus 

consonant-vowel-consonant word, referring to a short 
vowel, simple word 

a basic word to be read, often containing the most basic 
phonetic sounds (no rule-breakers) 

Examples: cat, bed, bug, cut, six, fit, top, etc. 

deletion/deleting removing a sound from a word to create a new word or to 
leave sounds behind 

digraph 

2-3 consonant letters that create a new sound when they 
are next to one another  

Express Readers specific: ch, th, sh, tch (ng and nk are also 
considered odd digraphs because they do form a new 
sound, but more than one sound can be heard) 

diphthong 

a sound formed by the combination of two vowels in a 
single syllable, specifically when it starts as one vowel sound 
and goes to another 

Examples: point, cloud 

directionality, handwriting understanding where we start a letter in handwriting and 
which direction we go to create the lines 
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directionality, reading 

understanding that we read from left to right and top to 
bottom 
understanding that we read a book from front to back, 
reading the left page before the right and opening the 
book correctly 
understanding that we read words from the first letter to the 
last 

encoding 

the process of taking the sounds learned and identifying 
and forming their letter representation in order to write or 
spell a word 
using decoding skills in reverse, being able to take the 
sounds of a word and create the written word or grapheme 
sequence 
Example: A student knows the sounds in the word “bus” and 
would say /b/, write “b,” say /u/, write “u,” say /s/, and write 
“s.” 

fine motor skills 

hand and muscle ability to do very small movements, 
requiring the control of smaller muscles in the hands and a 
fine-tuned, hand-eye coordination  

the opposite of gross motor skills, or large movements and 
abilities such as jumping, running, or clapping 

Examples: cutting, handwriting/holding a pencil, coloring in 
the lines, stringing beads, gluing small items, etc. 

fluency, reading the accuracy, speed, and proper expression with which one 
reads 

graphemes the visual, written representation of the sounds we speak 

Gray Space 

 a time defined as a waiting time, an unused time, or a time 
that a teacher needs to fill to be flexible for schedule 
changes  
a time that can be filled with a small activity not requiring 
prep or materials 
does not need to be a time when the entire class is 
together, but a time when students are not engaged 
otherwise 

high-frequency words 

words often seen in text and commonly used in books/text 
read by children 

can be sticky words or see-me-say-me words, depending on 
the decodability of those words for each student's level of 
phonics knowledge 

the goal is to eventually recognize these words with 
automaticity 
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Examples: A sight word that is high frequency is the word 
“the,” because “the” is often used in books and writing 
commonly.  A high frequency word that is decodable is the 
word “and.” 

homograph 

two or more words that are spelled the same but have 
different meanings (and might not even be pronounced the 
same)  
Examples: 
• down/down: the direction opposite of up, OR the fine 

layer of feathers on a bird 
• bat/bat: a stick used to hit a ball in baseball OR a 

nocturnal mammal that can fly 

homophone 

two or more words that sound the same (same 
pronunciation) but different meanings or spelling 
Examples: 
• hear/here 
• new/knew 
• brake/break 

isolating sounds/isolation 

being able to extract one single sound when a word is 
spoken and heard  

understanding that a word is composed of multiple sounds 
or phonemes and being able to say one of those sounds 

Example: “When you hear the word ‘ball,’ what sound do 
you hear at the very beginning?” “When you hear the word 
‘fish,’ what sound do you hear in the middle?” 

letter recognition identifying the written depiction of a letter (grapheme) by its 
name 

letter to sound 
correspondence 

knowing which letter or letters make a specific sound or 
phoneme 
 listening to a sound and being able to point out or say the 
letter that makes that sound 
seeing a letter and being able to say the common sound it 
makes 
Example: A student looks at the letter “p” and says /p/. 

medial vowel sounds 

-       the sound of a, e, i, o, or u in the middle of a word. 

the short or long vowel sound, or even the sound of a 
combination of vowels that make a diphthong 
NOT the sound of a vowel when it is found elsewhere in a 
word (i.e. “o” in “open” is NOT a medial vowel because it is 
not in the middle) 
Example: the short /a/ sound in “bat” or the long /e/ sound 
in “sheep” 
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modifications 

an alteration to a lesson to support students who cannot 
perform at grade level and need a modified or 
differentiated lesson plan to support their potential and their 
learning level 

Clarification: This differs from an accommodation!  An 
accommodation is for students who CAN perform at grade 
level. (see Accommodation above) 

morpheme 
the smallest unit of meaning that cannot be further divided 
Examples: un + pre + dict + able 

morphology 

the study of the forms of words 

Example: By understanding that "pre" means "before" and 
that "view" means to look at or look over, we can gain 
insight into the word "preview."  "Preview" would be a 
"before" + "to look at" or to look at something before. 

multisyllabic words words with multiple syllables (these can be compound 
words as well) 

omitting/omission 

leaving out a sound (such as saying “net” when the word is 
“next”) 
leaving out a word or words during reading 
Example: As a student becomes more fluent, they might 
predict what words come next based on the story or jump 
over words in haste and leave out simple words, such as 
“the,” “on,” or “a.” 

Tip: Instead of verbally correcting a student and stopping 
their flow of reading, tap a finger under the letter or word 
omitted and wait for the student to self-correct. 

onsets 
the sound(s) before the middle vowel 
Clarification: not all words have onsets 
Examples: /f/ in “fit,” /ch/ in “chip,” /f/ /r/ in “frog,” etc. 

orthographic mapping 

involves the formation of letter-sound connections to bond 
the spellings, pronunciations, and meanings of specific 
words in memory 
the explanation for how children/people learn to read 
words by sight, to spell words from memory, and to gain 
vocabulary words from print. 

phoneme 

the smallest unit of sound that can be made 
often not a word, except in the case of “I” or “a” 

Clarification: If learning to read is like building blocks, this is 
the smallest block. 
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Examples: In the word “pot,” /p/ and /o/ and /t/ are all 
phonemes.  In the word “dish,” /d/ and /i/ and /sh/ are all 
phonemes. 

phonemic awareness 

understanding that words are made up of spoken sounds 

being able to hear a word spoken out loud and knowing 
that different sounds make that word 
being able to manipulate sounds in a word to make new 
words or new sounds, such as by deletion, substitution, and 
addition 

phonetic spelling 

writing words based on the sounds heard in a spoken word, 
not necessarily correct spelling but correctly prtraying the 
sounds in a spoken word using graphemes 

Examples: The word “knee” might be spelled “ne” or “duck” 
might be spelled “duk.” 

phonics 
the use of the code in reading 
sound-to-letter recognition and sound to symbol to 
recognize words 

phonograms 

a symbol that represents a sound/phoneme 

can be a character or symbol that stands for something 
larger such as a syllable or word 
Clarification: this word is basically synonymous with 
"grapheme" 

phonological awareness 

the understanding or awareness that symbols represent 
spoken sounds and words 
being aware of onsets, rimes, and phonemes (not the 
vocabulary word but the actual onset or rime or phoneme) 
not necessarily knowing the specific answer but 
understanding that the concept exists to speak words in 
language 

purposeful play 

naturally motivated play that helps students gather and 
process new information, practice/review old skills and learn 
new skills 
teachers facilitate this play by intentionally giving students 
stimulating tools, supplies, and resources 

readiness skills 

the skills needed to begin the actual process of reading 
complete words 
Examples of readiness skills:  
• recognizing capital and lowercase letters 
• reciting/singing the alphabet 
• being able to hear an isolated sound within a word  
• rhyming words that are spoken or heard 
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• understanding that words in a text are read and 
decoded 

• understanding that you read a book from the front to the 
back, read a page from top to bottom, and read words 
from left to right 

• knowing that each letter spells one or multiple sounds 

rime 

the part of a word that includes the vowel 
the ending of a word 
the piece of a word that can rhyme with other words 

Examples: -ig in “pig,” -at in “cat,” -op in “mop,” -unny in 
“funny,” etc. 

scaffold 

building upon previous knowledge 
practicing skills learned while adding new skills or information 

using previous skills/knowledge in a new activity, helping 
students translate their skills outside of the lesson in which 
they learned the skill. 

Example: Learning a sticky word in one book and then 
practicing it in a new setting or book, while learning a new 
sticky word 

segmenting 
dividing a word into pieces by sounds  
separating the phonemes in a word 

sight words 

high-frequency words or words that are seen often and 
need to be remembered or read with fluency 

Examples: The word “the” is composed of one form of the 
/th/ sound and a schwa “e” which is often not usually 
explained in phonics education or is explained as a side 
note at a much higher level; the word “was” has an “a” that 
sounds like /u/ which breaks the rule of CVC words  

Silent Poll 

a way for students to share their ideas, feelings, or 
experience without simply raising their hand or without the 
disruption of calling out 

Why? Many times, students are so excited to share that they 
need an outlet to contain excitement and still be involved. 

Examples: doing a motion, making a face, etc. to make a 
“yes” vote or respond to a question asked by teachers 

Slow Down Sounds a newly introduced sound or higher-level phonics given to a 
student within a decodable text 
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Example: The “ending –s” in the “I Am Ready” program and 
Step 1 are considered a Slow Down Sound because the 
focus is CVC words. An “ending –s” makes a word four 
letters and four sounds long.  This addition and new word 
length can be overwhelming for a student, and so “ending -
s” is introduced before being seen by a student. 

sneaky e  

when "e" is added to the end of the word, and it changes 
the vowel sound in the medial position to a long vowel 
sound 

Explanation: The "e" sneaks up on the end of a word and 
whispers to the medial vowel "say your name."  The "e" is not 
heard but makes a change to the vowel sound. 

Examples: cave, bike, home, shape, line, mute 

SOS Words 
sticky words and see-me-say-me words 
the sight word curriculum within the Express Readers' 
program 

Sound Recognition sounds that are recognized simply by being heard, not 
necessarily seen 

Sticky Words 

sight words within the Express Readers’ program that have 
irregular spelling OR that cannot be decoded at the level of 
the student's phonics knowledge 

any word that CANNOT be sounded out at a student’s 
phonics level but is used in a text for that specific student 

Example: The word “like” is not a Sticky Word when it is seen 
at Step 4, because students understand the “Sneaky e”; 
however, before that Step, the word is a Sticky Word.  The 
word “the” remains a Sticky Word throughout the entire 
Express Readers program because the schwa sound is not 
part of the foundational curriculum. 

substitution changing one sound for another in a word, spoken or 
written 

syllables, closed 

when each syllable in a word ends in a consonant 

 if there is only one vowel in the closed syllable, the vowel 
tends to be short, but this does not apply if there is a vowel 
team enclosed by the closed syllable 

Examples: plan-et, pic-nic 

syllables, open when a syllable does not end in a consonant, often making 
the vowel spell a long sound 
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Examples: re-peat, be-gin, co-co-nut 

tangible 

not abstract 

visually shown or used in a way that can be touched or 
manipulated 

used in a way that allows students to connect an idea to 
their own understanding or experience 
Example: A student using their understanding of numbers 
and counting to put the page numbers of a book in the 
correct order, such as the black and white books in the 
Express Readers Tool Kit 

Time Limits 

setting the boundary for students BEFORE even beginning an 
activity 

often used when an activity involves being a bit silly, 
requiring for more classroom management and pre-
conversation about rules and expectations. 

tracking (Word Walking) 
 following the words being read with one’s eyes or finger 

Example: Sliding finger below each word/sound as it is being 
read aloud 

unvoiced sounds Sounds that do not require the use of the vocal cords to 
produce their signature sounds such as /ch/ and /f/ 

vocabulary words that are learned and the meaning is retained 

Vocabulary Acquisition 

the process of learning new words, different forms of words, 
and the English vocabulary in general 

Example: “Bug” has multiple meanings.  It can be an insect, 
or it can mean to annoy. 

voiced sounds 
Sounds requiring the use of the vocal cords to produce their 
signature sounds such as /e/, /b/, and /d/. Place your hand 
on your throat to feel the sound. (All vowels are voiced) 

vowel 
a, e, i, o, u (and sometimes y) 

Sounds that are made when the mouth is wide open and air 
flows out unobstructed 

vowel teams 

one way to spell long vowels 
when vowels  come together, and the first one often says its 
name 
Clarification: these spellings are not the most common way 
long vowel sounds are spelled and there are many 
exceptions 
Examples: goat, speak, week, braid 
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Word Count 
counting the number of words on a page or in a sentence 

an activity that solidifies the understanding that words are 
separate entities and print shows spaces between words 

word recognition recognizing a word upon first sight without needed to 
decode 

Word Splash 

a brainstorming activity in which words or thoughts are 
verbally explained and written down or drawn 

coming up with many examples of a topic and writing 
them/drawing them and using those examples to create a 
final work 

Examples: Teachers might say, “What words start with the 
sound /b/?” and students could say “ball, break, bird, 
bounce” etc. Teachers would write those words up on the 
board (or a big piece of paper) so students can see the “b” 
at the beginning of the word.  

Example:  Students could draw pictures of words that start 
with “b,” and teachers could write the word below them, 
creating their own Word Splash. 

Word Walking 
tracking while reading 

following words being read, usually with a finger in early 
reading and later with one’s eyes 
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