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Literacy Entry Level 3 – Spelling – silent letters
1 of 18 – Welcome
Welcome to this session on spelling – silent letters. In this session we are going to look at how silent letters are used in everyday spellings, and what some common examples of these silent letters are.

By the end of this session, you will:
· Understand what a silent letter is
· Know where silent letters are often found
· Understand why silent letters are used
2 of 18 – What are silent letters?
You might have noticed that certain words sound a little different depending on the accent of the person who is speaking. Words are pronounced differently all over the world, even though the word being used is often written in the same way from place to place.

However, when we are using silent letters in our spellings, these are letters that are never pronounced – no matter who is saying the word aloud.

The only time when we will be able to spot a silent letter is when we are writing the word down – or when we are reading it – but you will never be able to hear a silent letter in someone’s speech.
3 of 18 – Common examples of silent letters
You will find silent letters in a lot of everyday words and, if you speak these words rather than write them, you might not have even noticed their silent letters before.

The following letters can often be used silently: N, G, K, W, T, L, B, H and U.

In this session we will be focusing on the letters most commonly used in everyday spellings:
N – B – T – W – L
4 of 18 – Silent letters: N
The letter N can be used silently in a lot of different words. One of the silent N words that we use most often is Autumn – meaning the season of the year that follows summertime.

If you say this word aloud, or quietly in your head, you will spot that the N is not really pronounced, but it still makes up an important part of the spelling.

How N is working in autumn is also how it works in words like:
· Column (C O L U M N) (meaning a tall pillar)
· Solemn (S O L E M N) (meaning to be a serious person), and
· Hymn (H Y M N) (meaning a song with a religious meaning)

If you say any of these words out loud it will be easy to spot that of all the letters you can hear, N is not one of them!
5 of 18 – Silent letters: B
The letter B can be used silently across many different words and you will even find it in different positions. For example, some words use a silent B at the end, such as:
· Lamb (L A M B)
· Bomb (B O M B) and
· Crumb (C R U M B)

While other words will use a silent B in the main body of the word, for example:
· Subtle (S U B T L E)
· Debt (D E B T) and
· Plumber (P L U M B E R) 
6 of 18 – Silent letters: T
The letter T can be a little more tricky to spot as a silent letter, because a silent T sometimes depends on a person’s pronunciation of a word – meaning how they say the word out loud.

For example, words like:
Soften (S O F T E N)
Fasten (F A S T E N) and
Hasten (H A S T E N)

Do have a silent T but there are certain areas in the United Kingdom, for example, where the T will clearly be pronounced as a letter.

There are some silent T’s that are a little easier to spot, though!
7 of 18 – Silent letters: W
You might have spotted a silent W being used earlier in the word wrestle W R E S T L E. This is a good example of how silent W’s are often used as we will typically find them at the beginning of a word, being used alongside an ‘R’ sound, for example:
· Wrong (W R O N G)
· Wriggle (W R I G G L E) and
· Wrist (W R I S T)

However, there are other examples of a silent W being used in the main body of the word, such as:
· Sword (S W O R D) and
· Answer (A N S W E R)

Can you think of any other examples for a silent W?
8 of 18 – Silent letters: L
You will find a silent L hiding in a lot of everyday words, for example verbs (remember, these are doing words) like:
· Walk (W A L K)
· Talk (T A L K) and
· Balk (B A L K) (this means to be hesitant about something)

But we will also find silent L’s in words like:
· Calm (C A L M)
· Salmon (S A L M O N) and
· Half (H A L F)

There are not set rules for a silent L– which can make the task of finding them a little harder – but the more time you spend spotting them, the easier their spellings will be.
9 of 18 – Question 1
Read the sentences below and see if you can decide which ones are true and which ones are false.

A silent letter is a letter that you pronounce even though it is not written in a word.
True
False

The correct answer is: False.

A silent letter is a letter that is written in the word, but it is not pronounced when the word is spoken.
True
False

The correct answer is: True.

The letter T can be used as a silent letter, but will still be pronounced by certain accents.
True
False

The correct answer is: True.

A common example of a silent letter is R when it is used with a ‘W’ sound.
True
False

The correct answer is: False.
10 of 18 – Question 2
In the word wren which letter is silent?
· W
· R
· E
· N

The correct answer is silent W, W R E N.
11 of 18 – Question 3
In the word limb which letter is silent?
· L
· I
· M
· B

The correct answer is silent B, L I M B.
12 of 18 – Why do we use silent letters?
Silent letters can be a tricky thing to understand when it comes to spelling, and using them correctly in your spellings too. They might seem like something we could just get rid of given that we do not pronounce them anyway. However, silent letters have a long history in the English language.

Some of the main reasons for keeping silent letters in our spellings are:
· Their history in written English
· Their history in spoken English, and
· The role they play in homophones
13 of 18 – Pronunciation and old English
One of the main reasons for having silent letters in certain words is because once upon a time these letters were actually pronounced by speakers, i.e. they have not always been silent.

A few hundred years ago words were pronounced differently and their silent letters were actually audible, meaning they could be clearly heard, when people were speaking. So it is only changes in modern pronunciation that have made certain letters silent.

For example:
If we were to time-jump back a few hundred years, the word ‘bite’ would have been pronounced with the e (and without the vowel sound), making it something like: beetuh. When the English language changed its vowel sounds (remember, vowels are A, E, I, O and U) it brought with it silent letters, which is how certain sounds and letters were both added and removed in English history.
14 of 18 – Homophones
A slightly more straightforward reason for using silent letters in words is so we can tell certain words apart from each other.

When a word has the same sound as another word (i.e. it is pronounced the same) we can call these words homophones because they have the same sound, even though they do not have the same meaning.

Thanks to silent letters, these homophones have different spellings to each other as well, which makes it a little easier to tell their meanings apart (from the letters they are made up from).

Examples of homophones that use silent letters are words like:
· Too (T O O) and two (T W O)
· Their (T H E I R) and they’re T H E Y ‘ R E) and
· Be (B E) and bee(B E E)

When it comes to homophones, silent letters can be particularly useful in helping us to decide which spelling we should be using.
For example:

Be (B E) and bee (B E E)
These words do not have a different sound to each other because ‘bee’ is using a silent E (rather than making a longer ‘ee’ sound), but from this spelling we know the difference between the bee (B E E) as an insect and the be (B E) as a verb (i.e. I’m going to be (B E) late home tonight).

Know (K N O W) and no (N O)
These words are another good example of how silent letters can help us to work out the meaning of something. We can spot the difference between no (N O) (as the opposite of yes) and know (K N O W) (to know a piece of information), even though they sound exactly the same. This is because the silent letters used in know (K N O W) help us to spot the difference!
15 of 18 – Question 4
Why do we use silent letters in the English language? Choose all that apply.
A. Because of Old English spellings
B. Because of older pronunciations
C. Because it makes English more interesting
D. Because it makes words easier to remember
E. Because of homophones
F. Because it makes words sound different

The correct answers are A, B and E, we use silent letters in the English language because of Old English spellings, because of older pronunciations and because of homophones.
16 of 18 – Question 5
In the word ache which letter is silent?
· A
· C
· H
· E

The correct answer is silent H, A C H E.
17 of 18 – Question 6
Use the following words, wrinkle, silent letters, vowels, Old English, comb, glisten, homophones and pronounced, to complete the sentences below:

In blank, words and their letters were blank differently to how we say certain words now. This is one of the reasons that we have blank, as there was a time when those letters were actually spoken as part of the word. However, there was a big change in how English speakers pronounced their blank and this ended up being one of the main causes for silent letters. Silent letters are now used in writing blank too, as they can be useful for telling two similar words apart. Silent letters can be found at the beginning of a word (blank), at the end of a word (blank), or even somewhere in the middle (blank)!

The correct sentences should read as follows:

In Old English, words and their letters were pronounced differently to how we say certain words now. This is one of the reasons that we have silent letters, as there was a time when those letters were actually spoken as part of the word. However, there was a big change in how English speakers pronounced their vowels and this ended up being one of the main causes for silent letters. Silent letters are now used in writing homophones too, as they can be useful for telling two similar words apart. Silent letters can be found at the beginning of a word (wrinkle W R I N K L E), at the end of a word (comb C O M B), or even somewhere in the middle (glisten G L I S T E N)!
18 of 18 – End
Well done! You have completed this session on spelling – silent letters.

In this session you have looked at:
· What a silent letter is
· Where silent letters are often found
· Why silent letters are used

If you have any questions about any of the topics covered, please make a note and speak to your tutor for more help.
