
Literacy Entry Level 3 – Spelling – vowels and consonants
1 of 14 – Welcome
Welcome to this session on spelling – vowels and consonants. In this session we are going to look at what vowels and consonants are, and how they can be used together in English to make different sounds in words.

By the end of this session, you will:
· Know what a vowel is
· Know what a consonant is
· Understand how long and short vowels work
· Know the difference between hard and soft consonants
2 of 14 – What are vowels and consonants?
Vowels and consonants are the names that can be given to the letters in the English alphabet. In the whole alphabet there are actually only five vowels and they are:
A – E – I –  O – U

This means that everything that is not a vowel – i.e. it is not one of those letters listed above – is a consonant.

Knowing how vowels and consonants work together is an important part of spelling, as both types of letter can be used to make different sounds and words, and they can change the meaning of a word entirely as well.
3 of 14 – Long and short vowels
Vowels are pronounced differently – meaning they form different sounds – depending on the word that they are being used in.

Because words use vowels in different ways, this means that a vowel that is a short vowel sound in one word could be pronounced as a long vowel sound in another word.

When we talk about short vowels what we really mean is the length of the vowel sound in any given word as it is being said out loud (as short and long sounds are not something we have to think about too much in our written work).

So in words like: hello, dug, and bat, we can see that the first vowel sound in them is short and sharp rather than long and strung out.
4 of 14 – Finding short vowel sounds
Short vowels sounds can be found in lots of different words. However, a common place that you will always be able to find short vowel sounds is in words that have more than one syllable – meaning the word has more than one beat when you say it out loud – and the word also has a double consonant (two of the same consonant next to each other in the word).

There are many examples of this pairing in English, including words like:
· Letter (L E T T E R)
· Digger (D I G G E R)
· Winner (W I N N E R)
· Apple (A P P L E)
· Attic (A T T I C)

Can you think of any other examples that you use on a day to day basis to show short vowels and double consonants? It might be something worth keeping an eye out for!
5 of 14 – Long and short vowels continued
Long vowels work a little differently as they are vowels that are softer and much more drawn out, making for a slightly longer sound.

Examples of long vowel sounds are words like:
· Here (H E R E)
· Strive (S T R I V E)
· Alive (A L I V E)

If you say these words out loud – make sure you will not be disturbing anyone around you who is working – and then compare them to the short vowel sounds from earlier, there will be a noticeable difference in the length of each vowel sound as you are pronouncing them.

While short and long vowel sounds have their set places in certain words, there is actually a way of turning a short sound into a long sound by using something called ‘the magic E’, which we will look next.
6 of 14 – The magic E
The magic E – although it is not always called this – is the term used to explain turning a short vowel sound into a longer vowel sound by adding an E to the original word.

There are times when the word can be modified – meaning that it can be changed – by adding an E onto the end of the word to not only make a different word but also make a different vowel sound.

Some examples of this are:
· bath + E = bathe
· hop + E = hope
· cap + E = cape

Again, if you say these words out loud, starting with the original word and then comparing it to the new one, you will be able to spot how the vowel sounds have changed by adding a single letter.

English is a tricky language to master sometimes and, while there are a lot of rules that we can follow to help with our writing and spelling, there are also lots of times when these rules are broken by certain words.

The magic E is another example of a rule that has some exceptions, as there are some words that will finish with an E but they will still have a short vowel sound in them as well. Words like love and give are good examples of this short vowel sound plus the E ending.

However, it is worth noting that even though these words break the magic E rule, the words have not actually been made by adding an E. Instead, both of these words finished with an E all along, meaning they have not been changed at all.

So keep an eye out for the magic E and pay close attention to whether it has been added or whether it has always been there.
7 of 14 – Mixing your vowels
When we are putting our words together we can also mix our vowel sounds – meaning that we can combine two vowels to make a completely new sound in the middle of a word.

There are some common examples of vowels that are paired together to make new sounds:

E and A
The vowels can be combined to make a long E sound, which you might recognise from words like bead, read, and beam (although, there are those pesky exceptions again, because we also have words like bread which are pronounced differently).

O and A
These vowels can be combined to make a more pronounced O sound which you can spot in words like boat, coach, and toast. When you say these words out loud, pay close attention to how much emphasis is placed on the O in each word.

O and U
These vowels work together to make a more obvious OW sound in certain words, such as count, pound, and scrounge. If you say these words out loud it will be easy to spot where the W sound is being used even though that letter is not actually in the word.

Another pair of vowels that you will often find together are I and E – here comes one of those tricky English rules – generally speaking we try to follow the rule that I goes before E, unless it comes after a C, for example:
· Ceiling (C E I L I N G)
· Deceit (D E C E I T)
· Receive (R E C E I V E)

But, there are some words that break the rule.
8 of 14 – I before e except for these words
If there is no C in the word then it is an easy one to work out because the I must go first, and you will find good examples of this in words like: thief (T H I E F), fiend (F I E N D), and believe (B E L I E V E).

However, there are some words that break this rule and use the I first after a C, and even though it makes them a little harder to get to grips with, there is still no set rule for why this happens!

Some words to look out for that break the I before E except after C rule are:
· Their (T H E I R)
· Either (E I T H E R)
· Leisure (L E I S U R E)
· Weird (W E I R D)
· Neighbour (N E I G H B O U R)

Although there are one or two more than those listed here, so keep an eye out for them!
9 of 14 – Hard and soft consonants
If we turn our thoughts to consonants – remember that this is any letter in the English alphabet that is not classed as a vowel – then we will find some interesting language features here as well.

In English, consonants can be either hard or soft in terms of how they are pronounced – we will look at some specific examples of this in a moment.

When a consonant appears at the beginning of a word how you pronounce that opening sound will either be soft or hard, and you can often work out which one of these sounds it will be based on the vowel that follows the first letter.

The vowels I and E (not together this time, but separately) can be used to turn a hard consonant into a soft one and, alongside these vowels, the letter Y (which is a consonant) performs this same change from hard to soft as well.

Hard consonants: C and G
The letters C and G give us many good examples of hard sounds at the start of words:

For a hard C we can think about words like:
· Comb (C O M B)
· Cake (C A K E)
· Cup (C U P)

All of these words have a K sound at the beginning which is how we can tell that they are hard rather than soft.

For G we can look at words like:
· Goat (G O A T)
· Glass (G L A S S)
· Gobble (G O B B L E)

Soft consonants: C and G
While C and G give us good examples of hard consonants, they can also be used as a soft letter at the beginning of a word as well. For the letter C we can consider words like:
· Circle (C I R C L E)
· Cereal (C E R E A L)
· City (C I T Y)

All of which have an S sound at their beginning, rather than a hard K. Meanwhile, for the letter G we might use words like:
· Gym (G Y M)
· Gem (G E M)
· Giant (G I A N T)

Make sure that you have a look at the vowels that are following these soft letters too, to see whether our rule from earlier is working!
10 of 14 – Question 1
Read the statements below and see if you can decide which ones are true and which ones are false.

In total there are seven vowels in the English alphabet.
True
False

The correct answer is: False.

Anything that is not a vowel must therefore be a consonant.
True
False

The correct answer is: True.

Vowels can be combined to make different sounds in different words.
True
False

The correct answer is: True.

The magic E means adding an E into the middle of a word.
True
False

The correct answer is: False.
11 of 14 – Question 2
Fill in the blanks with TWO of the answers below.

You often find a short vowel sound in a word that has blank and blank?
A. Double consonants
B. One consonant
C. More than one syllable
D. A long vowel sound
E. Three syllables or more

The correct answer should read as follows:

You often find a short vowel sound in a word that has double consonants and more than one syllable.
12 of 14 – Question 3
Which of the following words start with a hard consonant? 

Choose all that apply:
A. Castle
B. Gentle
C. Gas
D. Gum
E. Celery

The correct answers are A, C and D, castle, gas and gum.
13 of 14 – Question 4
Use the following words, mix, sound, E, their, except, no set rule, E and A, exceptions and OW, to complete the sentences below:

Another way of using vowels in English is to blank them, which means combining two vowels to make a new blank. Common examples of this are pairing letters like blank, which give a word a long eee sound, and letters like O and U which make an blank sound. Two vowels that are often used together in this way are I and E, but this pair has its own rule to follow: I before blank after C. While this might help us to spell some words, it is important to remember that there are blank to the rule, such as words like blank and leisure, and there is blank for these words so it is something that you just have to try especially hard to learn and remember. 

The correct sentences should read as follows:
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Another way of using vowels in English is to mix them, which means combining two vowels to make a new sound. Common examples of this are pairing letters like e and a, which give a word a long eee sound, and letters like o and u which make an ow sound. Two vowels that are often used together in this way are i and e, but this pair has its own rule to follow: i before e, except after c. While this might help us to spell some words, it is important to remember that there are exceptions to the rule, such as words like their and leisure, and there is no set rule for these words so it is something that you just have to try especially hard to learn and remember.
14 of 14 – End
Well done! You have completed this session on spelling – vowels and consonants.

In this session you have looked at:
· What a vowel is
· What a consonant is
· How long and short vowels work
· The difference between hard and soft consonants

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