
Welcome
Erasing the Misery of Reading & Spelling Multisyllabic Words

Goals For Today:

• Discuss the teachable skills that promote strong 
decoding and fluent reading

• Teach functional strategies to help students read and 
spell multisyllabic words 

• Learn a scope and sequence in which to teach 
powerful, multisyllabic word decoding and spelling

Phonemes 
and 
Graphemes

ich p

Phoneme:

Phoneme is the 
smallest unit of sound 
in a spoken word. 

Grapheme:

A letter (or a 
combination of 
letters) that spells a 
phoneme

3 phonemes

3 graphemes

COMMON 
DIGRAPHS 
IN ENGLISH6

ch ck sh

th wh ph

osh ck

3 phonemes

3 graphemes

Low Frequency in K-2
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Phoneme:

• The smallest unit of 
sound in a spoken word

• A sound, not a letter.

• Spoken words are 
made up of one or 
more phonemes.

Grapheme:

• A letter or combination 
of letters that spell a 
phoneme.

• Can be two, three, 
or four letters

Glossary 
Review

eighw t Words in the 
English Language

Syllable Types

1.6 million

Closed Vowel Team

sun screen
Syllable “types/flavors”

Six

Vowel Teams

Vowel Consonant E

Consonant –Le 

Closed

R-Controlled

Open

twist

couch

flame

maple

march

so

6 Syllable Types

belem lish

getfor

vene

staun ble

antboy

cencon trate

V

E

L

C

R

O

Closed Syllable

a syllable with one vowel 
letter, followed by one or 
more consonants. 

Vowel Sound

The vowel sound in a 
closed syllable is usually 
short.

w i sh

n a p

u p

n o tch
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pub lish

ep ic

Wis con sin

trans at lan tic

Closed Syllable

A syllable with one vowel 
letter, followed by one or 
more consonants.

Many academic 
words are just a series 
of closed syllables. 

Vowel Phonemes

44
PHONEMES

are vowel 
phonemes

18

Vowel Phonemes 

Short 
Vowels

5
Long 

Vowels

5

R-Controlled and Other Vowels

R-
Controlled 

Vowels

3
Other 

Vowels

4
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Phonemes to Graphemes

s t o p

Phonemes to Graphemes

s m a sh

2-Sound Consonant Blend

s p i n

Each letter in the blend has 
a separate sound.

Your mouth moves twice as 
you're producing those two 
sounds.

Can delete one without
affecting the other.

Prerequisite Knowledge

1. Recognize closed syllables.

2. Know the short vowel sounds.

3. Recognize digraphs, and blends. 

4. Every syllable has a vowel spelling. 

5. We can read nonsense words.

6. Have a functional strategy for breaking 
words into decodable chunks.

nic

Reading multi-syllable words with short vowels:

eth

id viv

page 49

BL0
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I Do

subtract

sub tractu asub tract splend id

We Do

splendid

splen dide i

Simple Functional Strategy

1. Put the word on the board.

– “If you know this word, please do not say it.”

2. Ask these questions:

– How many vowels do you see?

– Are they together or apart?

– How many syllables will there be? 

– How many SyllaBoards™ will you need?

3. Tell the student to break the word into syllables 
using SyllaBoards.

– Write a vowel spelling on each SyllaBoard

– Bring down your consonants

– Help adjust the syllables until they can be 
blended into a word.

4. Touch and say each syllable then blend to read 
the word.

Lose the rules approach 

c a n d i da i

candid
We Do

a a ifan tast icas tic

fantastic
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We Do

establish

e a ies tab lish

est ab lish

Minimalistic Approach

Teach skills that can be 
rapidly generalized

The words we read effortlessly. 
(orthographic lexicon)

When we show students 
how to look at and consider 
words, they develop the 
strategies and skills the need 
to rapidly build words into 
their sight word memories

Robust phonemic awareness 
plays a key part in this equation

• Can be started early 
(PreK and K)

• Essential to learning to 
read and spell in an 
alphabetic writing system. 

• Plays a big part in 
automaticity.

No memorizing—Teach Skills Build Sight Word Memories Phonemic Awareness is Key

Schwa – I Do 

sel dom

seldom
Schwa – I Do 

bonnet
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About Schwa /ә/
More about Schwa
• It’s a “lazy” or “reduced” vowel 

sound. It has less energy than a 
typical vowel sound

• Found primarily in multi-syllable 
words

• Most multi-syllable words contain 
at least one schwa

• The Schwa is the most common 
phoneme in English.

Two common sounds 
• Most common: /uh/

• Second most common: /ih/

schwuh schwih

zebra

avoid

along

salad

helmet

common

/uh//uh/ /ih/

seldom bonnet

ribbon

seven

Alaska

treason

conspire

husband

Schwa in Words

What letters spell schwa in these words?

o

We Do - Schwa 

consistent

o i e

Prevalence of the Schwa 

• Most multi-syllable words contain a schwa

• Many three syllable words contain two schwas

• Schwa: The most common phoneme in English

If English 
Phonemes 

were equally 
distributed

Each would account for

2.27%
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Prevalence of the Schwa 

Schwa

12%

All other phonemes

88%

Estimated 
Distribution 
of English 
Phonemes

• Most multi-syllable words contain a schwa

• Many three syllable words contain two schwas

• Schwa: The most common phoneme in English

All About Schwa /ә/

Schwa
• Definition: “lazy” or “reduced” 

vowel sound
• Has less energy than a typical 

vowel sound
• Found primarily in multi-syllable

words

Two common sounds 
• Most common: /uh/
• Second most common: /ih/

Students can be taught when and 
where to “flex” the vowel sounds 
to schwa

grippen

briggal

frippa

Accurate?

Automatic?

dismal

villa

seven

circa

panda

electricaldismissal

citizen

written

Places where Schwa Happens

-on

button

ribbon

wagon

consist

-et

helmet

basket

piglet

bonnet

-en

seven

engulf

eleven

embellishment

a- & -a

arena

Alaska

Aruba

about

-a-

catastrophic

ligament

hexagon

-i-

president

testimony

transcontinental

-al, el, il

dismal

travel

pencil

-le

purple

unstable

sizzle

s ort

sh par

l near

m

Three R-Controlled Phonemes
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• When a vowel is followed by 
the letter “r”, the “r” combines 
with the vowel to produce an 
“r-controlled” vowel phoneme.

• “r-controlled” refers to the 
category of vowel phoneme, 
the vowel spelling, and the 
syllable type. 

sharp

sh par

R-Controlled Vowels Underline the Graphemes

s h a r p c l e r k c h o r e

s m a r t t u r n s c a r f

e a r t h n o r t h f o u r t h

I Do – R-Controlled

burden

bur denburd en

We Do – R-Controlled

nocturnal

o ur a
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You Do – R-Controlled

hircismus

ir i u

Less Common Words

• Exposure to less common, more 
sophisticated vocabulary (rare words) 
at home relates directly to children's 
vocabulary acquisition. (30 Million 
Word Gap)

• There is an important relationship 
between strong decoding, fluent 
reading, and vocabulary development. 

• Research suggests that the most 
efficient method for learning rare words 
is by wide reading and exposure in text. 

• “Rare” words are those that go beyond 
the typical 8,500 most common words 
in the English language.

Better Decoding

Better Vocabulary Acquisition

Learning to Decode

Words Word 
Relationships

Listening

Reading (Comprehension) Speaking

Writing

Vocabulary knowledge impacts all facets of academic performance Next Generation 
Vocabulary Solutions

• Because of different 
backgrounds, vocabulary is an 
equity issue. 

Vocabulary 
Knowledge

50,000

80,000
TO

WORDS

• Students need to know 95%-98% 
of the words they encounter if 
they are going to comprehend 
what they are reading.

• It takes dozens of exposures, 
across multiple contexts, for 
students to deeply acquire 
understanding of vocabulary.

• Research shows that a student
needs to know 50,000 to 80,000 
vocabulary words by 12th grade.
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Imitating Good Readers

Don’t refer to 
a long list of 
syllabication  
rules

Are often good “orthographic 
mappers”. They are constantly 
pumping words into their sight 
word memory for automatic, 
effortless retrieval. 

Apply simple functional 
strategies to attack unfamiliar 
words

Use strategies, not rules

Don’t mark up 
their words

BL0

If you are good at both decoding and 
mapping, you are probably a good 
reader, or on the path to becoming one. 

Being good at the first doesn’t 
automatically make you good at the 
second. Many phonics programs 
focus so much time and energy on 
the first and think the second one will 
magically happen. 

Two different levels of word reading abilities:

Orthographic Mapping:
The ability to anchor words

Decoding:
The ability to “sound out” 
unfamiliar words

1

2

If you struggle with either, you are likely 
to struggle.

RESEARCH PROVES

RESEARCH PROVES

Many methodologies/approaches are ineffective

Teach students how to lift 
the words from the page, 
but they don’t teach the 
skills necessary to store 
them for automatic 
effortless retrieval. 

Do phonemic awareness, but don’t 
build it to phoneme proficiency. 

Do phonemic 
awareness, but 
don’t link 
phonemes to 
graphemes. 

Don’t teach phoneme-grapheme 
correctly (be caution of programs that 
scratch out letters, or mark-up words)

Don’t teach syllable types 
efficiently or at all

Wait to long to get to 
multisyllabic words and they 
don’t teach the schwa (occurs 
in 95% of multisyllabic words)

Lack a sufficient dose of 
practice (phonemic 
awareness and phoneme 
grapheme connections) 
to build automaticity.

reallygreatreading.com

info@reallygreatreading.com

866.401.7323
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Thank you! 
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