Multilingual and Multicultural Education Department

English Learner Reading Foundational Skills Support Guides

Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF): Alphabetic Principle and Basic Phonics
Measure/Skills Assessed: NWF-Alphabetic Principle and Basic Phonics
Fluency in blending letter sounds into consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) and vowel-consonant (VC) words. This measure serves as an overall indicator of basic phonics skills.
Knowledge of basic letter-sound correspondences and fluency in blending letters into words are foundational to successful decoding and fluent reading.

CCSS for ELA Alignment

ELD Standards Part III

RF.K.3; RF.1.3; RF.2.3
Know and apply grade-level phonics and word analysis skills in decoding words both in isolation and in text.
RF.K.3.a
Demonstrate basic knowledge of one-to-one letter-sound correspondences by producing the primary
sounds or many of the most frequent sounds for each consonant.
RF.K.3.b
Associate the long and short sounds with common spellings (graphemes) for the five major vowels.
RF.1.3.b
Decode regularly spelled one-syllable words.
RF.2.3.a
Distinguish long and short vowels when reading regularly spelled one-syllable words.

Using Foundational Literacy Skills
(RF.K.1-4)
Literacy in an Alphabetic Writing System
• Print concepts
• Phonological awareness
• Phonics & word recognition
• Fluency

General Instructional Recommendations

See chapter 6:
• Native language and literacy
should be assessed for
potential transference to
English and literacy.
• Similarities and differences
between the native language
and English should be
highlighted.

General English Learner Needs

Use Common Error Patterns listed on back to determine which specific alphabetic principle/basic phonics
skills to emphasize during direct and explicit instruction.

Students with no or little native language literacy likely have minimal experience
with print. They need explicit instruction in print concepts and alphabetic principle.

Use Item Level Advisor (ILA) activities provided to directly and explicitly teach alphabetic principle and
basic phonics skills to students. During instruction, consider cross language transfer: sounds and letter
combinations that are transferable and nontransferable from a student’s native language to English.

Students with some foundational literacy proficiency in a language not using
the Latin alphabet (e.g., Arabic, Chinese, Korean, Russian) need instruction in the
Latin alphabet, alphabetic principle, and word analysis for English, as compared or
contrasted with their native language writing system.

Adjust instruction based on student literacy level by being more explicit and allowing more practice time.
Highlight sounds and letter combinations present and not present in the child’s native language. Include
extra modeling and examples of words that include the sounds and letter combinations.
Use words for which the student understands the meaning so the focus can be on alphabetic principle and
basic phonics.
Reinforce alphabetic principle and basic phonics skills within the context of oral language and other
content area instruction.
Student should not be receiving instruction in reading nonsense words.

Students with some foundational literacy proficiency in a language using the
Latin alphabet (e.g., Spanish) need instruction in applying their knowledge to the
English writing system, and alphabetic principle and word analysis for English as
compared or contrasted with their native language alphabet.
Letter-sound correspondences in English may differ from those of the student's
native language. Students may be most accurate with those that are the same and
least accurate with those that don't exist or that are similar but not the same. Students
may struggle to apply newly learned skills that differ from native language
expectations.

Alphabetic Principle and Phonics Instruction Background
Students need direct and explicit small group instruction in alphabetic principle and basic phonics. This includes providing multiple models, guided practice, and independent practice of skills.
Alphabetic principle is composed of two parts: (1) recognition that letters represent sounds in words and (2) skill in blending sounds together to read words.
Regular words are words in which each letter represents its most common sound. Students should be taught to decode these words. Irregular words are words in which one or more letters do not
represent their most common sound. Students may need to be taught to recognize these words by sight.
Alphabetic principle and basic phonics instruction should progress through the phonics continuum (from easier to more difficult skills) from decoding CVC words to decoding words with multiple
syllables.
Letter sound correspondence should be taught in isolation and within the context of words. Students should then be provided an opportunity to read words that incorporate newly learned skills within
sentences.
Blending and producing continuous sounds (e.g., a, e, i, o, u, f, m, l, n, r, s, w, y, z) is easier than blending stop sounds (e.g., b, d, g, h, j, k, p, t, v).
During instruction, ensure sounds that are visually or auditorily similar are taught separately. Introduce more useful letters first so children have the ability to decode more words. Introduce lowercase
letters first because words in reading are composed of mostly lowercase letters. Introduce only one sound for a letter at a time to avoid confusion. Teach students to chunk word parts.

Phonics Continuum

BLENDS
&
DIGRAPHS

CVC
WORDS

Letter-Sound
Correspondences

COMPLEX
VOWELS
COMPLEX
CONSOSNANTS

Example

Initial

Initial letter sound in a consonant-vowel-consonant word.

fat, can, rat

Medial

Middle letter sound in a consonant-vowel-consonant word.

bet, got, fan

Final letter sound in a consonant-vowel-consonant word.

did, pet, top

Consonant
Blends

Final

Two or three consecutive consonants that make their most common sound. They may appear at the beginning or
end of a word.

flag, black, grass, scrap, kept

Consonant
Digraphs

Two consecutive consonants that make one sound together. They may appear at the beginning or end of a word.

chap, tenth, shed, flash, knee

Long Vowel

Regular long sounds for each vowel.

mate, sail, team, time, muse

Pattern contained in consonant-vowel-consonant words where the “e” makes the vowel long.

like, hope, came

Vowel sounds that are spelled with two letters where the first vowel is long and the second vowel is silent.

maid, beat, load

Vowel sounds that are spelled with two letters where the above pattern is not followed.

boot, toy, haul

R and L controlled vowels. Vowels that make a different sound when accompanied by an R or an L.

car, for, her, hold

Three consecutive consonants that make one sound together. They may appear at the beginning or end of a
word.

Hatch

Letters that do not make sounds in a particular word. Many words are homophones.

knead, write

Hard/Soft c & g

Soft sounds “c” and “g” occur when they are followed by e, i, or y. Hard sounds result when a, o, or u follow the
consonants.

Soft c: cell, city
Hard c: cat, cup

-Closed

Syllable that ends with a consonant. Multisyllabic words with closed syllables often follow the vowel-consonantconsonant-vowel pattern. They may also follow the vowel-consonant-vowel pattern.

swallow, hotdog, happen
river, cover, planet
sideswipe, namesake, limestone
(e.g., side/swipe, name/sake. lime/stone

Silent-e
Predictable
Vowel Teams
Unpredictable
Vowel Teams
Vowel –r and
Vowel –l
Trigraphs
Silent Letters

-Silent -eble
-Open
MULTISYLLABLE
WORDS

Description

Divide the syllables. Use the vowel consonant “e” rules to determine the sound of the vowel.

Soft g: gerbil, gym
Hard g: gap, goat

Syllable that ends with a vowel.

baby, paper, final

-Vowel Team

Consider the following vowels ae, ee, ie, ou, ue.

beehive, beetle, freezer, boulder, continue

-Consonant -le

Words that end with the consonant –le pattern.

handle

R and L controlled vowels. Vowels that make a different sound when accompanied by an R or an L.

harvest, garden, garbage

Groups of letters added to the end of a word that changes its form.

smallest, jumping

Groups of letters added before or after a word or base that alter its meaning and form a new word.

disagree, return, semicircle,
careful, enjoyment

Knowledge of syllabication rules aids in spelling. (e.g., Closed syllables, Vowel –Consonant-e (VCe) syllables,
Open syllables, Vowel team syllables, Vowel-r syllables, Consonant-le (C-le) syllables, simple and complex
syllables)

dap-ple, com-pete, pro-gram, aw-ful,
char-ter, drib-ble, dam-age

-Vowel –r and
vowel –l
-Inflectional
Endings
-Prefixes and
Suffixes
Syllable Division
Rules

+Additional LAUSD recommendations for English Learners
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Common
Error
Patterns

What Now?
Item Level
Instructional Recommendation
•

Isolated
Correspondences*

•
•
•
•

Difficulty
with
Final Letters*

•

What Now?®
Item Level Advisor

Teaching Considerations/
Activities/Lessons

This student will need to develop letter-naming and letter-sound
correspondence before being able to decode words.
This student may benefit from reinforcement activities that focus on lettersound correspondence.
Focus on sounds without letters until the student identifies initial, final,
and middle sounds in three sound words.
Use cards that contain the letter and the picture for a keyword.

• Select from Two Letters
• Difficult Letter ID
• Say the Letter Sound
• Initial Letter Thumbs Up
• Final Letter Word Strips

Phoneme segmentation (first, spoken language,
then add print): Say each sound as you move a
chip onto a line or sound box: bus /b/ /u/ /s/.

This student may benefit from reinforcement activities that focus on lettersound correspondence and decoding C-V-C words (consonantvowel-consonant).
Even if a student recognizes a letter in the first position of a word, he/she
may still have trouble with the letter when it is in the final position.

• Say the Letter Sound
• Final Letter Word Strips
• Final Letter Exchange
• Short Vowel Word Chain

Word Chains focusing on ending sounds only,
leaving the initial sound and vowel the same. Start
with short vowel sounds. (i.e. max, mat, mac, mad,
maf).

This student may benefit from reinforcement activities that focus on lettersound correspondence and decoding C-V-C words (consonantvowel-consonant).
Some of the short vowels may not have been taught yet.

• Say the Letter Sound
• Short Vowel Word Chain

Matching Activity: spelling one-syllable words
(CVC) using cards with pictures, letter pictures and
Elkonin boxes.

Word chain progression: Increase the number of
letters. Add more complex sounds, including
consonant digraphs and consonant blends.
Refer back to PSF & FSF

•

•

Vowel
Difficulty*

Word Chains focus on short vowel sounds first. Use
one single vowel blended in different words. Then,
alternate middle sound with two vowels (i.e. mapmop) and three vowels (i.e. cut, cat, cot).
Expand from short to long vowels, including vowel
blends, and r-controlled.
Constructive analysis using minimal pairs: (i.e. bitbeet, ship-sheep). Pay attention to sounds that are
close in pronunciation.

•

Reads
Sound-by-Sound*

•

This student may benefit from reinforcement activities that focus on lettersound correspondence and decoding C-V-C words (consonantvowel-consonant).
Developmentally, students tend to read sound-by-sound until they have
reached an advanced enough level of letter-sound correspondence that
they can recognize letter-sound sequences automatically. At that point,
they typically begin saying whole words.

Common
Error
Patterns
Reads
Sound
by
Sound
then Recodes

Instructional Recommendation
•

•

•
•

Accurate
but
Slow

•

•

Trouble
with
Given Letter

•
•

•

• Say the Letter Sound
• Initial Letter Thumbs Up
• Final Letter Word Strips
• Short Vowel Word Chain
• Final Letter Exchange

Phoneme Blending: Say the sounds: /t/ /r/ /u/ /k/.
What is the word? Truck.
Three Sound Word Deck Activity: (two decks of
consonant letters with a deck of vowel letters in the
center) Teacher flips a single card from one of the
three decks, student reads the word.
Refer back to PSF & FSF (when student is not
ready).

What Now?®
Item Level
Advisor

Teaching Considerations/
Activities/Lessons

This is often a sign that a student is ready to phase out the intermediate
step of sounding out the word. It is also possible that the student did not
understand the assessment instructions — to read sound-by-sound or the
whole word.
Try emphasizing the word “or” the next time you administer the NWF
measure.

• Initial Letter Thumbs Up
• Final Letter Word Strips
• Short Vowel Word Chain
• Use the Clues: Regular
Word Activity

Touch and Say Activity: Using a movable alphabet,
teacher spells a word, student touches the letters,
think of sounds, and say the word.

This student may benefit from reinforcement activities that focus on
decoding C-V-C words (consonant-vowel-consonant).
Fluent decoding of words is an indication of automaticity — a student’s
ability to recognize and decode letter combinations without conscious
effort. You may have noticed hesitations, repetitions, and/or a generally
slow pace when assessing this student.
Try practicing with word sets and gradually decreasing the expected
response time from three seconds per word until the student can produce
each word accurately in about one second.

• Short Vowel Word Chain
• Initial Letter Exchange
• Final Letter Exchange
• Use the Clues: Regular
Word Activity

Word Family Sorting and Categorizing Activities.

This student may benefit from repeated practice with the particular
letters.
Consider two or three short practice opportunities each day.
Try to determine if the student has difficulty with both the upper and
lowercase forms of the letter. Then, create practice sets with the particular
letters the student needs to work on.
If the student has difficulty with visually similar letters (b and d) or letters
with auditory similarity (v and w), separate those items in the initial
practice sets.

• Difficult Letter ID
• Short Vowel Word Chain
• Initial Letter Exchange
• Final Letter Exchange

General Sequence for Teaching
Phonic Elements
• Single consonants and short vowels
• Consonant digraphs
• Long Vowels with silent e (CVCe pattern)
• Long vowels at the end of words or syllables
• y - as a vowel
• r - controlled vowels
• Silent consonants
• Vowel digraphs
• Variant vowel digraphs and diphthongs

Word Family Sorting and Categorizing Activities
(i.e. sort by initial vowel, sort by inflected endings –
s, -ies, -ing).

Sort by similar blends in initial position (i.e. this,
that, than).
Categorize words into families and name how they
are related: (i.e. ch-words, words ending in –ate).
Word Chain Activities

Refer back to LNF, PSF, & FSF

Explicit Phonics Lesson Sequence
1. Develop Phonemic Awareness
A variety of phonemic awareness activities help students make sense of the alphabetic principle and develop their phonics skills.
Letters are incorporated into this explicit instruction.
2. Introduce Sound/Spelling
Phonic elements are explicitly taught in isolation.
3. Blend Words
Blending includes explicit instruction and practice in sounding out and reading words. Routines include sound-by-sound, continuous,
spelling-focused, and whole word blending.
4. Build Automatic Word Recognition
Activities to develop automaticity focus on the rapid and effortless decoding and reading of words in isolation.
5. Apply to Decodable Text
Opportunities to practice reading and rereading decodable texts.
6. Word Work for Decoding and Encoding
An array of activities leads students to practice sound/spelling patterns by building, manipulating, and sorting words. Word-work
activities include word sorting, Elkonin boxes with letters, word building, and dictation.
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