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Code-Breakers 

Introduction 
 

Why teach phonics?  

Both research and practice suggest that children learn to read 

and write best when teachers adopt an approach using 

synthetic phonics. What does this mean? It means that we take 

as our starting point the fact that children all recognise and 

use spoken language. Building on what is familiar, they are 

taught to recognise and identify the individual sounds 

(phonemes) in words they say and hear. Then the children learn 

to write these phonemes using the appropriate letters 

(graphemes). At the same time, the children are taught to 

recognise the graphemes (sets of one or more letters) in 

written words and match these to the sounds (phonemes), 

blending these to read words.    
 

With Code-Breakers children are specifically taught these 

skills following a systematic structure. They ‘sound-out’, 

segmenting words into their constituent phonemes and blend 

left to right for reading or match each phoneme to a grapheme 

for writing. Synthetic phonics then becomes children’s primary 

approach to both decoding and encoding print.  

 

Irregular but frequent words 
 

A very small number of extremely common but phonically 

irregular words (e.g. the, was, you, once) are introduced early 

on with the expectation that the ‘tricky’ (i.e. irregular) part of 

these words will not be decoded.  Children learn to identify the 

parts of each word that are phonically regular as well as those 

parts which are not. As with their own name, children will be 

encouraged to recognise these words and remember them.  
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Clearly, as children progress and encounter more and more 

graphemes that they are able to decode, there is a decrease in 

the number of words with ‘tricky’ parts since these have either 

been encountered and memorised (e.g. once), or they are now 

potentially decodeable, although  not regular, (e.g. they). Thus 

the number of words requiring automatic reading diminishes 

over time.  These tricky words consist of: 

Book 1:   ‘the’, ‘I’, ‘a’, ‘are’, ‘was’, ‘they’ 

Book 2:  ‘of’, ‘come’, ‘to’, ‘for’, ‘you’  

Book 3:  ‘one’  ‘what’, ‘once’, ‘there’ 

Book 4:  ‘because’, ‘their’, ‘where’, ‘said’, ‘love’, ‘some’, ‘weight’, 

‘eight’ 

Children practise reading these words in sentences, captions 

and extended texts provided by Code-Breakers.  

 

Based on research and practice 
 

Teachers in the Hamilton-Oxford EAZ were part of the group 

that produced the first editions of Code-Breakers from 2000 

to 2005. In addition, we were lucky enough to draw upon a 

data-base which had analysed over 200 children’s books and a 

range of examples of environmental print. This enabled us to 

produce an order for the most common ways in which each 

sound should be written – technically known as an order of 

phoneme-to-grapheme correspondences (PGCs).  This research 

ensured that the order in which the graphemes are presented 

to children in Code-Breakers allows them to write, and hence to 

read, the largest number of words possible at each stage of 

their learning. Having teachers involved with the writing, and 

using research to inform the order of presentation, are both 

ways in which Code-Breakers is a unique synthetic phonics 

programme.  
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Why is it especially hard to learn to read and write in 

English? 
 

Because English has been derived from a mixture of other 

languages – Latin, Saxon, Norman French – there can be a wide 

variety of spellings used to represent the same sounds. By the 

same token, the pronunciation of the same letters or letter 

strings may vary greatly in different words. For example, the 

letter a can be used to represent the /a/ sound in ‘ant’, but also 

the /ar/ sound in ‘father’, the /ay/ sound in ‘Amy’, the /o/ 

sound in ‘was’ and the /uh/ sound in ‘about’. Similarly the sound 

/g/ can be represented by the letters g as in ‘got’, gg as in 

‘digging’, gh as in ‘ghost’, or gu as in ‘guess’. 

 

What are the teaching implications? 
 

As we can see from the examples above, if we begin our 

teaching with the alphabet and tell children that the letter a 

‘says’ /a/ we are clearly teaching them something they will have 

to ‘unlearn’ later. Also, some letters of the alphabet are rarely 

encountered and do not need to be addressed at an early stage 

in reading. 
 

Synthetic phonics takes as its starting point spoken English, 

with which children are already familiar. It shows them that 

writing is a ‘code’ for recording the sounds we speak. We teach 

children to segment spoken words, breaking them into their 

individual sounds, and to recognise the graphemes representing 

these phonemes, starting with the most common way of 

representing each one.  Thus they learn that the /a/ sound is 

almost always written with the letter a, and that the sound 

/ee/ is commonly represented by the letter e as in ‘me’ or ‘he’ 

or y as in mummy and daddy. Later they revisit a sound and 
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learn the less common ways of writing it, e.g. /ee/ as ee in 

sleep, ie in piece and ea in meat. This makes for a carefully 

structured programme of teaching where we are able to 

maximise the numbers of words children can read and write at 

each stage.   

 

How hard is it to teach synthetic phonics? 
 

Code-Breakers is extremely easy for teachers and teaching 

assistants to use, requiring very little in the way of advance 

preparation. It is provided in the form of daily 10-15-minute 

sessions, which enable teachers to deliver the synthetic 

phonics in a logical and enjoyable way.  

Unlike in some other programmes, vowel sounds are introduced 

from the outset, enabling whole words to be written and read 

from the beginning. These words are always set in a meaningful 

context – usually involving writing or reading a note. Little 

scenarios featuring two puppet characters, Boris and Sid, are 

used to make this both real and engaging. The use of these 

puppets has proved very successful – children relate to their 

characters and enjoy the sessions. 
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Features of Code-Breakers Synthetic Phonics 
 

 The progression of phoneme-to-grapheme correspondences 

(PGCs) is based on the research mentioned above. For 

example, double consonants are introduced alongside the PGC 

/ee/ as y, so that when children learn that ‘y’ in happy 

represents the /ee/ sound, they are also learning that ‘pp’ 

can represent /p/ and ‘mm’ can represent /m/ and ‘dd’ can 

represent /d/ etc, to enable them to read and write happy, 

mummy, daddy, silly, floppy, etc.   

 It follows that several ways of representing a sound e.g. /c/ 

as k and as ck, are often introduced together.  

 New PGCs are highlighted at the top of the page as they are 

introduced, for example the teacher will see that they are 

about to introduce the sound /ay/ as ‘ai’.  

 A clear and informative summary of the week is presented in 

chart form, with resources clearly listed. 

 Sessions are ‘scripted’ in the form of instructions to the 

teacher.  

 Advice for teachers and pedagogical notes are included in 

brackets, e.g. (Do not lengthen the sound to ‘duh’). 

 Emphasis is placed on noting positions of particular 

graphemes in words, e.g. Stress that pp is often towards end 

of word before y, never at the beginning of a word. 

 The words encoded and decoded are based on a list of words 

which can be made at each stage (supplied).  

 Extended texts are provided, which children can decode 

completely and therefore read alone both at school and 

home.  There are also games and revision activities.  

 Phonetically irregular but very common words such as ‘the’ 

and ‘once’, are introduced systematically as ‘tricky’ words, 

the most useful ones first. There are very few of these but 
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as they are taught they reappear in our sentences and 

extended texts for children to decode so they have the 

opportunity to apply their new skills.  

 Word manipulation and spelling by analogy are used, helping 

children to move on from decoding or encoding every word. 

 ‘Spell it by Sound’ (Code-Breakers spelling book organised by 

sound) is cross-referenced in the weekly summaries.  

 

Extended texts and games 

These are provided for each half term. They can be used for 

extended practice or for revision. When used one-on-one, they 

also make an effective way of assessing children’s progress.  

The extended texts are provided in the form of small books, 

with simple black and white illustrations. Children like to have 

their own copies of these little books, to colour them and make 

them their own. Then they love to take them home and show 

that they are able to read the entire text to their parents! 

Games are very useful ways of rehearsing particular phoneme 

to grapheme correspondences and also, of course, of assessing 

these and finding out which ones are giving trouble to 

particular children.  

 

Treatment of ‘is’, ‘his’ and ‘has’ 

Where we first introduce the words ‘is’, ‘his’ and ‘has’, we have 

decoded s as /z/. This is a PGC we do not introduce overtly 

until Week 24, but we felt that it would helpful to use it here 

for these very common words. 
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Preparing children for Code-Breakers  
 

Before children can embark on Code-Breakers proper, they 

need to possess certain prerequisite skills, which are also 

useful to them in other areas of the curriculum. These are: 

 Listening skills – children need to be able to listen carefully 

to sounds which the teacher presents. These may be non-

spoken sounds, e.g. drum, bell, woodblock, clap, blow, pat, or 

spoken sounds such as shh, mmm, ow. 

 Sound discrimination and identification – children need to 

be able to discriminate between different sounds or identify 

a particular sound heard – again these sounds can be spoken 

or non-spoken. 

 Reproduction of sounds – children need to be able to copy 

accurately the non-spoken and spoken sounds they hear. 

With spoken sounds they need to learn to pay careful 

attention to mouth shape when reproducing them. 

 Sequencing skills – Children need to understand the concept 

of ordering events or sounds – that one event or sound comes 

before or after another. They also need to be familiar with 

sequencing terminology – first, last, middle, next, etc. 

 

Regional variations 
 

The PGCs taught in Code-Breakers are those of Received 

Pronunciation. In some parts of the country pronunciation will 

differ and you may wish to segment sounds differently, e.g. 

‘bath’ as /b/ /a/ /th/ rather than /b/ /ar/ /th/.  In fact, you 

may wish to omit /ar/ as a if it is not often found in your 

region. Other regional differences exist for some sounds such 

as /ng/ and graphemes such as wh and oo. Adapt these sessions 

according to your local circumstances. 
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Stages in reading and writing 
 

Once children have mastered these sequencing skills, they are 

ready to move on to identifying phonemes, reproducing them 

and encoding them as their commonest graphemes. They are 

given extensive practice in segmenting (breaking words up into 

phonemes) and in blending (running phonemes back together to 

form words). Both are essential skills in reading and writing 

texts.  Lessons provide the stages, outlined below. It is 

essential that these are followed.   
 

For writing 

 Segment and count sounds and draw cradles (lines) to 

represent these visually, one cradle per sound (not per 

letter!). 

 Encode each sound onto cradles, discussing alternatives 

where appropriate. Remember that one sound may be 

represented by a grapheme containing more than one letter, 

e.g. sh o ck (3 sounds). 

 Blend the sounds together to read back the word. 
 

For reading 

 The teacher marks individual sounds using cradles or helps 

children to do this. Alternatively, grapheme cards can be 

counted. 

 Decode individual sounds, discussing possible alternatives. 

 Blend the sounds together to read the word. 

 

It is vital that children learn to segment and blend for 

themselves. Do not be tempted to do this for them! 
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Terminology and notation 

 Phoneme - This is the smallest unit of sound in a word.  It 

can be represented by one, two or more letters. Any one 

phoneme may have more than one way of being written, e.g. 

the phoneme /ee/ is represented by different letters in the 

words ‘meat’, ‘sleep’, ‘me’ and ‘piece’. The word ‘cat’ has three 

phonemes: /c/ /a/ /t/. The word /wish/ has three: /w/ /i/ 

/sh/.  A full list of the phonemes covered by Code-Breakers 

can be found in the Phonemes and Words Overview. 

 Grapheme - This is a letter or group of letters which 

represents a spoken phoneme. Any given grapheme may 

represent more than one phoneme. For example ea 

represents different phonemes in leap, steak, and bear. 

 PGC - This stands for phoneme-to-grapheme 

correspondence and means a particular way of writing down a 

sound, e.g. /e/ as ea in deaf. 

 Segmenting - Breaking spoken words into their constituent 

phonemes. 

 Encoding - Starting with a phoneme and relating it to a 

specific graphemic representation of that sound, i.e. writing 

a phoneme. 

 Blending - Running phonemes together to make a word. 

 Decoding - Starting with a grapheme and relating it to a 

specific phoneme, i.e. reading a grapheme. 

 Cradle - This term is used in Code-Breakers to refer to the 

line used on the board to give a visual representation of the 

individual phonemes in a word, above which the individual 

graphemes are then placed, e.g. sh i p. 

 Slash symbols / / - These signify an individual phoneme, 

e.g. /a/ as in ‘apple’.  

 Underlining - This is used to refer to a written grapheme, 

e.g. ss, as in ‘less’. 
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 Text in italics - Represents words to be spoken to the class.   

 Text in brackets – This contains advice for teachers and 

pedagogical notes, e.g. (Do not lengthen the sound to ‘tuh’). 

 Abbreviations - f/c = flipchart, w/bs = whiteboards, g/cs = 

grapheme cards, chn = children. 
 

Pace in Code-Breakers 
 

Research has indicated that many children learn best if the 

pace of a synthetic phonics programme is fast rather than slow. 

Introducing new phoneme-to-grapheme correspondences 

rapidly makes it easier to practise reading and writing and also 

helps embed the new representations in children’s memories.  

Thus, if we introduce the sound /ay/ written ‘ay’ on the first 

day, then written ‘a_e’ on the next day and the representation 

‘ai’ on the third day, children can then read and write a wide 

variety of words incorporating this sound.    
 

Code-Breakers enables teachers to cover the complete 

synthetics phonics programme in forty-three weeks, thus 

ensuring that if children start the programme in the Summer 

term of Reception, they complete it by the end of Year 1. Some 

children will progress at a slower rate or start a term later and 

finish at the end of the first term in Year 2.   

 

Some children will quickly take off using these materials; 

others will need greater reinforcement and a slower pace. 

Assess children’s progress constantly and provide extra 

practice in the form of extended texts and games for children 

who require them. Consider grouping your children for the 

Code-Breaker sessions. Suggestions for extra practice and 

sample sessions are given at the end of each sequence of 

weeks. 
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Code-Breaker materials 
 

Daily sessions: These consist of a weekly summary, followed by 

five ten- to fifteen-minute daily sessions for forty-three 

weeks. Resources are clearly indicated for each session. 

Puppets: Boris or Sid puppets are used in each session. 

Picture cards: A set of picture cards can be used as indicated 

in the sessions.  

Group Readers:  These extended texts  are used toward the 

end of each term for practice, revision or assessment at school 

and at home.  

 

Other classroom materials 
 

Flipchart (f/c) 

It is assumed that a flipchart or similar alternative will be 

available for use in the sessions.  

Grapheme cards (g/cs) 

These are very useful tools especially for word building and 

manipulation. We are able to supply sets of grapheme cards if 

required.   

Individual whiteboards and marker pens (w/bs) 

In many of the sessions, children use individual A4 whiteboards 

and pens. These greatly enhance the children’s learning since 

mistakes are so easy to correct and they are fun for children 

to use. However, felt-tipped pens and paper may be used as a 

substitute if necessary. Whiteboards are available from 

educational suppliers. 

Mirrors 

We recommend that you have three or four suitable hand-held 

mirrors available for sessions where new phonemes are 

introduced.  


