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Introduction 

As teachers, we want to help our students to become fluent readers. We want them to 

understand that reading is a meaningful process. We want them to understand that the symbols 

on a page are associated with certain sounds, that the sounds go together to form words and 

the words go together to communicate meaning. 

The best way to help students understand that printed texts have meaning is 1) to read stories 

to and with them in the language they know best; 2) to provide them with a variety of short, 

easy-to-read stories in their L1
1
 about people, places, and activities that are familiar to them; 

and 3) to encourage them to write their own stories—even before they can form all the symbols 

correctly—and then encourage them to “read” their stories to their classmates. 

 

The best way to help new readers learn to read accurately is to teach them the sounds that are 

associated with each symbol (or letter) of their alphabet so they can put the symbols together to 

form words and then put the words together to form sentences. 

“SOUNDS OF OUR LANGUAGE” BOOK FOR CHILDREN—QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

WHY DO WE NEED A “SOUNDS OF OUR LANGUAGE” BOOK? 

• It introduces students to the sounds that are associated with the symbols that are 

used to write their language;  

• It teaches students how to put the sounds together to read the words and sentences 

on a printed page. 

What are the parts of a lesson in a Sounds of our Language book? 

Each lesson in the Sounds of our Language book has the following parts: 

1. The new symbol that is to be learned in that lesson  

2. The key word which contains the new symbol  

3. The key word picture which represents the key word 

4. Syllable boxes (if the key word has 2 or more syllables) 

5. The “Break-the-Word and Make-the-Word” activity using the new key word 

6. The Big Box with syllables or symbols from the key word plus other syllables or symbols 

that the students have already learned  

7. The “Break-the-Sentence and Make-the-Sentence” activity 

8. Short text (1-2 sentences) for reading practice (usually starts about Lesson 10) 

9. Spelling and handwriting practice  

                                            
1
 “L1”: first language, mother tongue, home language 
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STEPS TO FOLLOW IN DEVELOPING A “SOUNDS OF OUR LANGUAGE” BOOK 
 

1. Do a symbol count
2
 

 

1.1  Write two short L1 stories  

In order to make a Sounds of Our Language book, you need to plan the order in which 

you will introduce the symbols. It is good to start with the most common symbols and 

gradually move to the less common symbols. 

 

One way to identify the most common symbols in your language is to do a "symbol 

count.” You can do a symbol count by writing two short stories in your language and 

then counting the number of times each symbol is used in the two stories.  

Story One 

Write a story of about 300 words about something that is very familiar to children in 

your community.  

Story Two 

Write a second story of about 300 words about two or three people doing 

something together and talking. Again, write the story about things that are very 

familiar to children in your community.  

1.2  Calculate the symbol count from the 2 stories 

After you have written the two stories, you are ready to count the symbols in each one. 

Make a template such as Chart 1 and Chart 2 below with one line for each symbol used 

in your language.  

Go through the first story, word by word (ignore words like “the” and “and” in English). 

Every time you come to a new symbol, write it in the "Symbol" column. Then, every 

time you see that symbol in the story, put a mark in the column marked "Number of 

times found in Story #1". Remember that “symbols” include letters, tone marks and 

other marks that are necessary to read the language correctly.  

Do the same kind of template for Story #2 and count all the important the symbols in 

that story.  

After you have finished going through both stories, add up the total number of marks 

for each symbol and write the totals in the "Sub-total" column. 

IMPORTANT NOTE: If two symbols go together to make one sound, list them as one 

symbol. Example in English: “t” is a sound by itself (“tent”) and “h” is a sound by itself 

(“hat”). However, “th” together represents one sound in the word “thing”. So in the 

sound/symbol count, you would list “t”, “h”, and “th” as 3 separate symbols and you 

will teach each one separately. 

                                            
2
 Symbols can be letters, tone marks or other marks that are needed to write the language. Children need to learn 

all of the symbols in order to become fluent readers in their language. 
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Chart 1. Symbols used in Story #1 

Symbol 
Number of times found in Story 1 Sub-

Total 

   

   

   

Etc.   

 

Chart 2. Symbols used in Story #2 

Symbol 
Number of times found in Story 2 Sub-

Total 

   

   

   

Etc.   

 

1.3  Record the total number of times each symbol was used in the 2 stories.  

Make a template like Chart 3, below. Write the totals for each symbol for Story #1 and Story #2 

in the table below. Then write the total for both stories. 

Chart 3. Total number of symbols used in both stories 

Symbol Story 1 Story 2 Total  

    

    

    

    

    

Etc, 

   

 

1.4  Put the symbols in order from most frequent to least frequent 

Make a template like Chart 4, below. Go through chart with the totals for each symbol (above) 

and find the symbol with the highest total count. Put that symbol in the box labeled #1 below. 

Then find the symbol with the second highest total and put it in box #2. Do this with all the 

symbols, putting them in order from the highest total to the lowest total. If 2 or 3 symbols have 

the same total, put them in order according to your own preference.) Use as many boxes as you 

need to represent all of the symbols in your language. 

IMPORTANT: Remember that if you have sounds in your language represented by 2 symbols 

together (EX: think or sing in English), count that as a single sound/symbol.  
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Chart 4. Ranking symbols from most frequently used to least frequently used 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 Etc. 

              

 

You have now completed the symbol count for your language. You can use this to help you plan 

the order you will follow for teaching the symbols of your language.  

2. Plan the order in which you will introduce the symbols 

Remember these rules as you identify key words to introduce the symbols:  

1. After the first one or two lessons, introduce only one new symbol in a lesson. That 

means that except for the new symbol that is in focus for that day, all the symbols in the 

lesson have already been taught (see example for English, below). 

2. Make sure that all key words are about things that can clearly be represented by a 

picture. When the students see the picture, they should immediately know the word 

that it represents. 

3. All key words and key pictures must be very familiar to the students. 

4. Key words must be short—no more than 2 syllables if possible (exception: words with 

syllables that are repeated, such as “-nana” in the English word “banana”). 

5. If possible, find key words that have the new symbol at the beginning of the word OR at 

the beginning of a syllable. 

The Symbol Count (Step 1, above) will help you to begin identifying key words but use these 5 

rules to guide you as you make decisions about the order for introducing the symbols and the 

key words that you use.  

Here is an example to show why the 5 rules are important:  

The most common sound in your language might be a, the second most common might 

be i, the third most common sound might be m and the fourth most common sound 

might be p. However, you may need to introduce the m and p before the i, so that you 

can make a familiar key word that can be introduced with a picture (Example: mat in 

English.)  

2.1  Make a Key Word Chart that shows the symbols that will be taught in each regular lesson 

and also what will be taught in each review lesson. 

Make a template for your Key Word Chart like Chart 5, below: 

• In the first column, write the lesson number.  

• In the second column write the symbol that will be taught in that lesson.  

• In the third column write the key word that you will use to teach the new symbol.  

• In the fourth column write the words for the Big Box for that lesson.  

• In the 5
th

 column, write the number of every lesson after this one when you use this 

symbol in the Big Box. This will help you to remember to review all of the symbols in the 

Big Box in future lessons. 
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Remember, after the first one or two lessons, you should to introduce only one new symbol in 

a lesson. If you must introduce 2 new symbols at a time, make the next lesson a Review Lesson 

to make sure the students know the 2 symbols well before you move to the next symbol.  

 
Chart 5. Key Word Chart 

Lesson 

# 

New 

symbol  

Key word / 

key picture 

Big Box words  

(words that can be made from this 

symbol and other symbols that the 

students have learned) 

Lesson numbers when you 

use this symbol in later 

lessons 

1     

2.     

Etc.     

3. Use symbol cards to identify the key words you will use to introduce new symbols. 

Here are the steps you can follow when you use symbol cards to identify key words: 

3.1 Cut pieces of paper into 5 cm squares—one square for every symbol in your language plus 

extras for the most common symbols. 

3.2 Write one symbol on each square. Examples for the early letters: 

 

 

3.3 If your language has tone, put the tone marks on squares. Do the same for other symbols, 

such as glottal stop. Examples:  

3.4 Go back to your Symbol Count (Step 1, above) to note the 4 or 5 most common symbols. 

Take those symbol cards and see if you can make a word that can be used as the first key 

word (remembering the key word rules, above). You can introduce 2-3 new symbols in the 

first few lessons but after that, you should try to introduce just one new symbol at a time. 

3.5 Once you have identified the first key word and the symbols that you will introduce in that 

lesson, put all the information in the Key Word Chart (Chart 5, above). 

3.6 Since you have to introduce 2 or 3 new symbols in the first lesson, make the second lesson 

a Review Lesson to make sure the students have time to learn all of the new symbols well 

(see Chart 6, below). 

3.7 Now see if you can find one new symbol that you can add to the ones that have already 

been introduced to make the next key word. If you cannot make a word with one new 

symbol, you can add two for this lesson, but then the next key word lesson should be a 

Review Lesson (see Chart 6, below). 

3.8 Use the symbol squares to help you introduce new key words and new symbols until all of 

them have been introduced in the Sounds of our Language book. Add a review after every 

5 new symbols (or more often, if necessary). If tone or glottal stop or other symbols like 

those are used in your language, you may need to put them close to the beginning of the 

book. 

 The most important thing to remember as you do plan the order for introducing the 

/ / \ \ ‘ 

a a a b b c d d 
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symbols is to make sure that the students can take “small steps” so they achieve success 

with each step. That is the best way to build fluent and confident readers! 

 Chart 6 below shows an example of a Key Word Chart with information for the first ten 

lessons in a Sounds of our Language book for English. Note that it is necessary to introduce 

3 letters in the first lesson so that we can make a key word that can be represented in a 

picture. Since that is a heavy load for the students, Lesson 2 is a Review Lesson.  

3.9 Note: When you are ready to add the “Break-a-Sentence and Make-a-Sentence” activity 

(Section 8, below), you will add the “Break- and Make-the-Sentence Word” to the Big Box 

for that lesson. The word, plus the sentence, will use only symbols that have already been 

taught.  

Chart 6. First 10 lessons in a Key Word Chart for English  

Lesson 

# 

New symbols  Key words/ 

key pictures 

Words for the “Big Box”  

(these are words with symbols from this lesson and 

previous lessons) 

1 B + n + a banana
3
 banana, ban, an, nab 

2 Review b + a + n banana banana, ban, an, nab 

3 M + e men men, man, mad, banana, ban, an, nab 

4 REVIEW m + e men men, plus all those above 

5 H  hen hem, ham, plus all those above 

7 P pan pet, pat, pen, plus all those above  

8 T tent tent, ten, mat, tan, bat, tab, met plus all those above 

9 U nut hut, put, pet, plus all those above 

10 REVIEW b, n, a, m, 

e, h, p, t, u 

All key words so far All those above 

 
4. Identify words for the “Break-a-Sentence and Make-a-Sentence” activity. 

Once the students have learned enough symbols to make short sentences, you can introduce 

the “Break-a-Sentence and Make-a-Sentence” activity. Here are the steps for identifying the 

words that you will use for this activity: 

4.1 Make a template like Chart 7, below. In the first column, you will write the “Sentence 

Breaking/Making Word”. In the second column you will write the sentence. In the 3
rd

 

column you will write all the symbols that you used in the sentence. Again, make sure that 

you use only symbols that the students have already learned. 

4.2 Identify a “Sentence Breaking/Making Word”. This is usually a verb but it can also be a 

location word or other word that cannot be represented by a picture. The most important 

thing about the Sentence Breaking/Making Word is that it uses only symbols that have 

already been taught.  

                                            
3
 In English, the word “banana” introduces the letters “b” and “a” and “n”. The letter “b” begins the word; the 

letter “n” begins the syllables, and the letter “a” is in each syllable. “Banana” is 3 syllables but the 2
nd

 and 3
rd

 

syllables are the same. Banana is a very common food and can easily be represented by a picture so it could be 

used for a key word. 
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4.3 Compose a very short sentence using the word you have selected, making sure that you use 

only symbols that have already been taught in the sentence. 

4.4 Put the Sentence Breaking/Making Words and sentences in your chart. 

4.5 IMPORTANT: Make sure all the symbols used in the Sentence Breaking/Making Word for 

each lesson are used in the Big Box for that lesson 

Chart 7. “Break-and-Make-a-Sentence” activity chart  

Lesson 

# 

Sentence-

Making 

Word 

Sentence 

Letters used in the word and 

sentence (using symbols that 

have already been learned)) 

1    

2    

    

Etc.    
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SAMPLE PAGE OF AN ALPHABET TEACHING BOOK (teaching the letter “e”) 
 

 

 
hen 

hen 

 
hen 

he 

   e 

   e 

he 

hen 

 

h a t 

m e h 

e n s 

      sat 
 

 

A hen sat on a mat. 

A hen sat 

  sat 

 

  sat 

A hen sat 

A hen sat on a mat. 

 

hen 

mat 

man 

hat 

A hen sat on a mat. 

 

Sentence 

making and 
breaking 

Words and 

sentence for 

spelling and 

handwriting 
practice 

Big Box: (for 
word building) 

Word breaking 
and making 

Key word  

 

Syllable box (“hen” 

has only one syllable) 

Key picture 

Sentence 
making words 


