
Top 10 Tips 
for 

Teaching Phonics in Language Learning

Sue Cave
Languages Consultant and Trainer

French Spanish

English

German

www.cavelanguages.co.uk



Objectives
Consider:
1. why teach phonics
2. which sounds to teach
3. systematic progression in curriculum design
4. how to teach the sounds
5. explicit teaching of phonics
6. embedding in teaching and learning
7. activities for beginners
8. developing confident students
9. providing classroom support
10. importance of IPA symbols

/ɛ/̃

/k/

/ɲ/

/ɑ:/

/θ/

/u:/



1. Teach phonics!
Why?

• Language consists of sounds and letters

• The representation of sounds through letters is a 
code.

• Phonics provides the key to break the code and gives 
independence to language learners.



Teach phonics!

How will your learners become independent and confident with 
knowledge of phonics?

• Will reduce the cognitive load of concentrating on pronunciation and 
      thus improve fluency and content
• Be able to pronounce unfamiliar words with confidence and a high degree 
      of accuracy without recourse to their teacher
• Develop intelligible pronunciation which will result in effective spoken 
      communication
• Enhance their ability to listen and understand by being able to connect
      what they hear to the written word
• Reuse and spell spoken language confidently in writing
• Read aloud with confidence and enable processing of it



2. Which sounds to teach?

• Sounds which do not exist in the English language

oi

th

in r

ll
after a vowel

Teaching modern foreign languages to learners whose first language is English

• All the 44 sounds of English

Teaching English to speakers of other languages

• Sounds which are found in English but have different letter strings in the 
    target language

French examples:

French examples:



Key sounds

www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics

Spanish – 20 of 24 French – 26 of 36

Find these documents here



Key sounds

www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics

English - 44German – 35 of 40

Find these documents here:



3. Systematic progression in curriculum design

www.cavelanguages.co.uk

Strands of language learning



Vocabulary
High frequency verbs

All word classes

Phonic content

High frequency words

Interest for KS2 children

Cultural links

Dictionary 

Grammar
High frequency verbs

All word classes

Key features/patterns

Phonics
Key phonemes

Majority of graphemes

www.cavelanguages.co.uk

The interplay of phonics, grammar and vocabulary 
Key Stage 2 



Year 3

Year 4



Year 5

Year 6

Recycling of phonemes and graphemes

www.cavelanguages.co.uk/schemes-of-work



Year 3

Year 4
www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics

Mapping French Phonics
Key Stage 2



Map phonemes and graphemes in your 
curriculum to ensure inclusion

Year 5

Year 6



Mapping documents for Spanish, German and English

Available on Cave Languages website – www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics

Spanish

German

English



Common words which contain the key phonemes

French
Numbers Colours Days

Months Animals

zéro
un
trois
quatre
cinq

marron
vert
bleu
gris
rouge
jaune

mardi
mercredi
dimanche

juin
juillet
septembre
octobre
décembre

une araignée
une panthère
un chien

Spanish
Colours

amarillo
blanco
azul
verde
negro
gris
rojo

Numbers

cero
uno
dos
siete
ocho
nueve

Family
niño
hermano



Common words which contain the key phonemes

German
Numbers

ColoursDays/Months

Animals

eins
vier
fünf
sechs
sieben
acht
neun
zehn
elf
zwölf

grün
gelb
dunkel

Dienstag
Mittwoch
Januar

Maus
Katze
Kaninchen
Pferd
Löwe
Kuh

English

Colours

father
girl
mother
boy
tourist
judge

Numbers

three
five
ten

Family

Schwester
Bruder
Mutter
Vater
Sohn

Animals

cat
zebra
dog
horse
wolf
deer
cow 
fish

People

pink
blue
beige
yellowpear

peach

Fruits

Find the lists here: www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics



Sounds are ephemeral

How do you help pupils to recall and produce 
sounds?

Make comparisons to English sounds?

Provide example words with sounds within 
them?

Use a kinaesthetic method linking an action and 
image to each sound

4. Selecting a method to teach phonics



Actions and Images

Ask your students to say what the 
sound reminds them of and agree on 
an action and find a corresponding 
image

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited

i

u

au

oi

www.physicalfrenchphonics.co.uk

oi - noir i - six

au - jaune u - tu

French

www.brilliantpublications.co.uk



Actions and Images

Ask your students to say what the 
sound reminds them of and agree on 
an action and find a corresponding 
image

Physical Spanish Phonics Images
© Jenny Bell, Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited

i

u

au

oi

www.brilliantpublications.co.uk

ll - amarillo

c - cinco

Spanish



Actions and Images

Videos demonstrating the actions for all 
the vowels, consonants and diphthongs 
are available on the YouTube channel 
‘Physical English Phonics’

i

u

au

oi

www.youtube.com/@PhysicalEnglishPhonics

a- father

aw - saw
Images

Physical English Phonics - YouTube

English

/ɔ:/

/ɑ:/



Describe the physical process of making the sound

u

b/v

Purse your lips as though you are going to whistle,
then try to say the sound for the letters ‘ee’ in 
English.

Purse your lips and gently blow out.

See descriptions of French sounds in BBC KS2 Bitesize - https://www.bbc.co.uk/bitesize/subjects/z39d7ty

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited

Physical Spanish Phonics Images
© Jenny Bell, Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited

French

Spanish



Describe the physicality of making the sound

/f/

English

www.youtube.com/@PhysicalEnglishPhonics



5. Explicit teaching of phonics

“Letters in another language might make a different sound”

Same letter – different sound

English

i in six

French

i in six

ou in ou in rougecough though

rough through

house
thoroughought



Sharing good practice - Cave Languages: advice, training courses and support for the delivery of languages in primary schools

“Letters in another language might make a different sound”

Same letter – different sound

https://www.cavelanguages.co.uk/sharing-good-practice


Same sound – different letters
Compare to other languages which your students might be learning

juillet

siete

yellow Januar

Compare to other languages which your students speak



viszontlátásra

Teach the whole word or start with the sounds within it?

Example in Hungarian Goodbye!

6. Embedding phonics in teaching and learning of vocabulary



viszontlátásra

sz á s ar



Introducing vocabulary to beginners

www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics



Example – Teaching 5 French colour adjectives

Step 1 – practise the sounds

Step 2 – blend the sounds

Step 3 – activities to recognize the sound of the whole word with its meaning

Step 4 – practise recognizing the letter strings for the sounds

Step 5 – predict the spelling and read aloud

Step 6 – activities to recognize the written word

Step 7 -   practise saying and writing the words in a sentence

r ou g
before 
e

rouge

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



Beginners
Embedding phonics in language learning

• Repeat this 7-step process for subsequent new vocabulary.

•  Each time new language is introduced there will be fewer sounds 
and corresponding letter strings to learn until all have been 
encountered. 

• Practice and retrieval will be an integral part of most lessons 

• This is a slow process at the start which should not be rushed. It 
will pay dividends in future language learning.

Beginner Intermediate Advanced



Intermediates

Start here



oue
before 1 

consonant 

u

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited

ill
after a vowel

une grenouille



Intermediates

• Time needs to be built into any new unit (or introduction of new 
vocabulary) for pupils to revisit any of the sounds which the 
teacher has noticed that they find challenging to recall or produce

• Visual and kinaesthetic prompts can be used to support recall of 
tricky letter strings 

• Students should become increasingly able to decode, read aloud 
and spell unfamiliar words with accuracy and independence. 

• Select vocabulary to allow encounters with new graphemes

Beginner Intermediate Advanced



Remedial

• For intermediate or advanced learners who have not followed the 7-
step process, identify and practise the individual sounds, as needed, 
which are difficult to recall and produce 

• Rectifying mispronunciation acquired in prior learning can be 
challenging but rewarding



Using Physical French Phonics in Secondary School
Tracy Williams

Example of embedding phonics in a primary
French lesson

Sue Cave

Videos on YouTube

Cave Languages - YouTube Physical French Phonics - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/@cavelanguages833
https://www.youtube.com/@physicalfrenchphonics4584


7. Classroom activities for beginners with a phonic focus

Show me a colour card with the 
sound …… in it

Recognise sounds in new vocabulary

Which sound is it?
Perform the correct action.

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



ou

ou
ou

Put your hands on your head every time you hear the sound ‘ou’

Recognise sounds in songs, stories and rhymes

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



Recognise letters in new vocabulary

oi eu an qu ch Splat the grapheme

oi

eu

an

qu

ch

ou
Phonics bingo



Spell the new vocabulary

Which letter is missing?r ____ __ __
Long line for a sound made from two or more letters
Short line for a sound made from one letter
Grey line for silent letter. (French)

Spell the words

r ou e



8. Further practice and consolidation to build confidence 
and independence

Identify and practise sounds which are more challenging to recall and produce



Identify and practise sounds which are more challenging to recall and produce



Identify and practise sounds which are more challenging to recall and produce

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



Provide opportunities to read aloud unfamiliar words

Encourage students to read aloud unfamiliar texts, songs, stories and rhymes



Provide opportunities to read aloud unfamiliar words

Students will become more and more confident about decoding and pronouncing words from a 

bi-lingual dictionary for creative and independent speaking and writing

Beginners French Dictionary

[Collins First Time French Dictionary]

Intermediate German Dictionary

[Collins German dictionary – Pocket Edition]



9. Provide classroom support

www.cavelanguages.co.uk

Beginners – provide learning mats limited to

the graphemes which they have encountered

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



More advanced learners – provide all the possible graphemes for each sound



Wall friezes

Physical French Phonics Images
© Sue Cave, Jean Haig and Brilliant Publications Limited



Videos demonstrating the sound and action

YouTube – Physical English Phonics

Physical French Phonics



10. IPA symbols with actions and images for more advanced learners
By association of the image for the phoneme to the IPA symbol, words can be decoded with confidence 

and accuracy from a bi-lingual dictionary

Beginner Intermediate Advanced



Decode with a high degree of accuracy



The decoding of IPA symbols is an essential skill in English
 due to the complexity and number of graphemes for each phoneme

father

a th er



/fɑ:ðə/

/f/ /ɑ:/ /ð/ /ə/

/fɑ:ðə/

father

Oxford Advanced

Learner’s Dictionary



Top 10 Tips
1. Teach phonics!

2. Identify the key sounds to teach and the accompanying graphemes

3. Map systematically the phonemes and graphemes in your curriculum to ensure inclusion

4. Select a method for teaching phonics – consider a kinaesthetic and visual method

5. Teach phonics explicitly and start by teaching individual sounds in new vocabulary

6. Embed phonics teaching from beginners’ lessons through to advanced learners

7. Include classroom activities with a phonic focus for further practice and retrieval

8. Give students opportunities to demonstrate confidence in their phonic knowledge

9. Provide classroom support in the form of knowledge organisers, friezes and videos

10. Include the teaching of IPA symbols for more advanced learners and particularly in English



Sue Cave

E: sue@cavelanguages.co.uk

X: @SueCave4

www.cavelanguages.co.uk

Phonics resources for French, Spanish, German and English

www.cavelanguages.co.uk/phonics

More about Physical French Phonics/Physical Spanish Phonics

Physical French Phonics – Book and USB stick - Brilliant Publications

Physical English Phonics videos – YouTube

Physical English Phonics - YouTube

Physical French Phonics videos – YouTube

Physical French Phonics - YouTube

mailto:sue@cavelanguages.co.uk
http://www.cavelanguages.co.uk/
https://brilliantpublications.co.uk/product/physical-french-phonics-book-and-disc-wpc/
https://www.youtube.com/@PhysicalEnglishPhonics
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UC2RqR6y6qry22z1VrBK60gg
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