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Sound Spellings by Word Origin 

Teaching the Phonics of Each Language of Origin Alongside Morphology 
A reference for tutors, teachers, and word lovers 

Why Sort Spellings by Origin? 
English spelling looks irregular when all of its words are mixed together. Sorted by language 
of origin, it becomes much more regular. Each language that fed into English brought its 
own spelling habits. Greek brought ph for f and ch for k. French brought ch for sh and -que 
for k. Latin brought ti for sh. A pattern that seems strange in one word turns out to be 
normal for its whole family. 

That is why phonics and morphology work well together. When students learn a word root, 
they also learn the sound spelling that travels with it. A student who knows that Greek 
words use ph for f and y for ĭ can read and spell photograph, symphony, and physics as one 
group, and can make a good guess at their meanings. 

English spelling also keeps a word part looking the same even when its sound changes: sign 
and signal, nation and native, magic and magician. Once students see the shared root, the 
"odd" letters make sense. 

How to read this guide: Words are shown in 40L marked print. Gray letters are silent. Each 
origin section describes where the words came from and how they are built, then lists the 
main sound-spelling patterns with examples and teaching notes. 

A Note on â 
The symbol â stands for short e + r (ĕr), as in c̱âre, fâir, beâr, thêre. In short words it is 
marked â to match McGuffey's markings. In longer words the r usually starts the next 
syllable, so the vowel is marked as a short e sound followed by r, to match the CMU 
dictionary and everyday pronunciation: paͤre̯nt, Maͤrÿ, vĕrÿ. Both markings stand for the same 
sound. When teaching â, tell students it is really short e + r. Reference charts may list longer 
words such as aerial, bury, and paradigm under â so the whole spelling group stays 
together. 

A Simple Teaching Routine 
1.  Start with one pattern. Show the pattern on the origin square (for example, Greek p͡h 

for f). 
2.  Read a small set. Read five to eight marked words from that one origin. 
3.  Split the words into parts. Notice that the pattern lives in the root or affix (photo, 

graph, phone), so it shows up in every word built from that part. 
4.  Build new words. Combine known roots and affixes (tele + phone, photo + graph) and 

read the new words. The sound spelling carries over. 
5.  Look for relatives. Compare related words where the sound shifts but the spelling 

holds (sign / signal). See "When the Sound Changes but the Spelling Stays." 
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6.  Sort and review. Sort a mixed list by origin clues, then check tricky words at 
etymonline.com. Keep each set small and review often. A few words learned well beat a 
long list forgotten. 

Clues to a Word's Origin 
Origin Look for Examples 
Old English Short, everyday words; kn, wr, gh, igh; th; 

compound words; -ness, -ful, -ly 
knīght, t͠hŭmb, slēepÿ, 
hōmewãrd 

Greek ph for f; ch for k; y in the middle of a word; rh, ps, 
pn; -ology, -ism; roots like photo, tele, bio 

p ͡hōne, c ̱hor̐ŭs, myt̆͠h, 
psȳc ̱hŏloġ̯ÿ 

Latin Longer, academic words; prefixes like con-, in-, ex-
, sub-; -tion, -ture, -ous; roots like struct, port, 
rupt 

nāt̰ion̯, nāt̪ũre, a ̯ttrăc ̱t, 
ĕḋṳc ̱āt̰ion̯ 

French ch for sh; -que; -ette; -eer, -ee; -age with a zh 
sound; silent final t or s; ou for o͞o 

c ̰h̰ĕf, boṳtïq ̄ue, ĕnġin̯ee ͥr, 
bălle ̱t 

Spanish Final -o or -a; ll; ñ; j for h; -ito, -illa; food, 
ranching, animals, and Southwest landforms 

tåc ̱ō, me ̱sa ̯, c ̱ănyon̯, 
bũrrïtō 

  Old English (Germanic) Origin 

Old English is the base of our language. Most everyday words come from it: family words, 
body parts, farm and home words, numbers, and most short verbs. These words are usually 
one or two syllables long. English pronunciation changed a great deal after the Old English 
period while the spelling stayed put, so many "irregular" spellings are found here. The k in 
knight and the gh in night were once said aloud. 

How the words are built: Old English rarely uses bound roots. Whole words join into 
compounds (house + wife, black + smith), and native prefixes (un-, over-, mis-, fore-) and 
suffixes (-ness, -ful, -less, -ly, -y) attach to whole words. See the morphology part of 
speech document. 
Pattern Examples Notes 
Consonant spellings 
c ̪h̪ c ̪h̪ĭn, fĕtc ̪h̪ tch after a short vowel 

qu̫ (kw) qu̫ēen  
g͡h for f lăug͡h, e ͥnoŭg͡h gh was once a throaty sound, later f 

th thĭs, thăt voiced th 

t͠h t͠hĭc ̱k, t͠hĭn unvoiced th 

w͠h w͠hȳ, w͠hĕn  

Many 2-letter vowel teams 
ā rāin, sāy  
ē mēet, lēaf, fiēld  
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Pattern Examples Notes 
ī tīe, heīght, steīn, buȳ  
ō bōat, tōe, slōw  
ū few̄, hūe  
ă lăug͡h  
ĕ mĕant, hĕifẽr  
a ̐ ta ̐ut, sa ̐w, broa̐d  
oo͞ foo͞d, blew̤, brṳis̱e, trṳe  
oo͝ loo͝k, c ̱ọuld  
oi̲ ̲ boẏ̲,̲ toẏ̲ ̲  
ou͠ ou͠t, tow͠n  

Silent letters (most were once pronounced) 
gh ghōst  
gn gnăt, gna ̐w  
kn knōw, knīght, knēe k was said in Old English 

mb lĭmb, lămb, t͠hŭmb  
wr wrīte, wrăp, wrĭst  
stle brĭstle, t͠hĭstle, wrĕstle t is silent between s and le 

Endings and suffixes 
-ōw yĕllōw  
-ÿ bābÿ  
-ÿ (suffix) rāinÿ, slēepÿ, săndÿ The suffix -y means "full of" or "like." It 

makes adjectives and says ē. 

Doubling after a short vowel 
pp, ll, tt… bĕll, hĭll; hŏp → hŏppĭŋg, 

hŏpped ̄
A doubled consonant keeps the vowel short. 
Both letters are marked black. 

one consonant hōpe → hōpĭŋg Compare with hopping: one consonant after 
a long vowel. This is a suffix spelling rule. 

Plurals 
vowel change foo͝t / fēet, too͞t͠h / tēet͠h, 

goo͞se / gēese, mou͠se / mīçe 
Old English changes the vowel instead of 
adding -s 

-en c ̪h̪īld / c ̪h̪ĭldre ̯n, ŏx / ŏxe ̯n an old plural ending 

no change s̰h̰ēep / s̰h̰ēep, dee ͥr / dee ͥr  
 
Teaching note: The silent letters in knight, write, and gnat can be a hook. They were real 
sounds in Old English, and the spelling is a record of that. Students tend to remember a 
"fossil" more easily than an exception. 
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  Greek Origin 

Greek words came into English mostly through Latin. Later, scientists and scholars borrowed 
them directly. They are common in science, medicine, math, and the names of new 
inventions. There are fewer Greek words than Latin ones, but their spelling patterns are very 
consistent and easy to spot. 

How the words are built: Greek builds words by joining combining forms, often with a 
connecting o: photo + graph, tele + phone, micro + scope, bio + logy. The connecting o is 
often a schwa (photo̯graph). Each combining form keeps its Greek spelling everywhere it 
goes, so learning phone means you can spell telephone, phonics, and symphony. Common 
Greek suffixes: -ology, -ic, -ism, -ist, -ize. 
Pattern Examples Notes 

Consonant spellings 
c ̱h for k c ̱hāŏs, ĕc ̱hō, c ̱hor̐ŭs, 

c ̱ha ͤra ͥc ̱tẽr, sc ̱hoo͞l 
 

ph͡ for f ph͡ōne, ph͡ōtog̯răph͡, tĕle ̯p ͡hōne Greek letter phi 

t͠h t͠hrŏmbōsis̯, myt̆͠h, 
t͠hẽrmŏme ̯tẽr 

Greek letter theta 

Vowel teams 
a ̐u a ̐utog̯răph͡ auto = self 

eū eūrēka ̯  
oē a ̯moēba ̯, ph͡oēnĭx  

Overuse of y (Greek letter upsilon) 
ȳ for ī tȳpe, çȳc ̱le, hȳdra ̯nt  
y ̆for ĭ myt̆͠h, sym̆bol̯, rhyt̆hm̩, 

syn̆on̯ym̆ 
y in the middle of a word is a strong Greek 
clue 

ÿ for ē tĕc ̱hnŏloġ̯ÿ, bīŏloġ̯ÿ -ology ends in ÿ 

Silent letters 
pn pneṳmōnǐa ̯ pneu = air, lung 

ps psȳc ̱hŏloġ̯ÿ psych = mind 

pt ptĕrod̯ăc ̱tyl̯ ptero = wing 

rh rhīnō, rhyt̆hm̩  
mn mne ͥmŏnĭc ̱ mne = memory 

Endings 
-ō tĕle ̯ph͡ōtō  
-e for ē ăc ̱mē, a ̯pŏstrop̯h͡ē A final e that is spoken is a strong Greek 

clue. 

Plurals 
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Pattern Examples Notes 
-ĭs → -ēs c ̱rīsis̯ / c ̱rīsēs̱ The ending changes to ēs. 

-on → -a c ̱rīte ͥrïon̯ / c ̱rīte ͥrïa ̯, 
ph͡e ̯nŏme ̯nŏn / p ͡he ̯nŏme ̯na ̯ 

 

 
Teaching note: Build words in front of students: photo + graph, tele + phone, micro + 
scope, thermo + meter, psych + ology. Then read them. Students see that ph, ch, and y 
come with the root, not at random. 

  Latin Origin 

A large share of English vocabulary comes from Latin, especially longer academic, legal, and 
scientific words. Latin came in through the church and scholarship, and a great deal of it 
came through French. Latin words are often longer, but their spellings are very regular once 
students know the roots and suffixes. 

How the words are built: A Latin word is usually a root plus a prefix and/or suffix: con + 
struct + ion, in + spect + or, ex + port. The suffix often tells the part of speech (-tion = 
noun, -ous = adjective, -ate = verb). Many of the "soft" sounds below appear only when a 
suffix is added. 
Pattern Examples Notes 
Consonant spellings 
ḋ for j ĕḋṳc ̱āte  
mn c ̱ŏlŭmn, a ̐utŭmn n is heard in columnist and autumnal 

sç for s vĭsçẽra ̯l, dĭsçip̯lin̯e  
ç for s çĕll, çĕnt, çĭtÿ c says s before e, i, or y 

c ̱ for k c ̱ānīne, c ̱ŏgnĭt̰ion̯ c says k before a, o, or u 

x ̩for gz e ͥxă̩c ̱t, e ͥxĭ̩st, e ͥxă̩mple ex- before a vowel says gz; before a 
consonant it says ks (extract, expel) 

ï for ē stādïŭm, rādïŭs Romance ï 

Sounds made by suffixes 
t̪ for c ̪h̪ nāt̪ũre, qu̫ĕst̪ion̯ -ture, -tion after s 

t̰ for s̰h̰ nāt̰ion̯, ăc ̱t̰ion̯ -tion 

c ̰ for s̰h̰ spĕc ̰ia ̯l, ma ̯ġĭc ̰ia ̯n -cial, -cian 

s̰ for s̰h̰ mĭs̰s̰ion̯ -ssion 

Doubled letters at the prefix seam 
ad- → at-, af- a ̯ttrăc ̱t, a ̯ffĕc ̱t The prefix changes its last letter to match 

the root, so the root's first letter looks 
doubled. Both letters are black, but you hear 
one sound. 

in- → im- ĭmmor̐ta ̯l  
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Pattern Examples Notes 
con- → col-, 
cor- 

c ̱ol̯lĕc ̱t, c ̱õrrĕc ̱t  

sub- → suf-, 
sup- 

sŭffĭx, sŭppor̐t  

Endings 
-ō vĭdēō  

Plurals 
-a ̯ → -ē lårva ̯, lårvaē  
-ŭs → -ī c ̱ăc ̱tŭs, c ̱ăc ̱tī  
-ŭm → -a ̯ mēdïŭm, mēdïa ̯  

 
Teaching note: Double letters in words like attract and collect are hard to spell. Split the 
word into prefix and root (at + tract, col + lect) and the doubling makes sense. This works 
much better than memorizing the spelling letter by letter. 

  French Origin 

After the Norman Conquest in 1066, French was the language of England's courts, law, 
government, and fine living for about 300 years. Older French borrowings now sound fully 
English (village, marriage, table). Words borrowed later, from the 1600s on, kept more of 
their French sounds (machine, chef, ballet, garage). French grew out of Latin, so many 
French roots overlap with Latin ones. Check etymonline.com when it matters which way a 
word came in. 

How the words are built: French gave English many suffixes that make nouns and 
adjectives: -ette (small), -eer (one who does), -ee (one who receives), -age (action or 
collection), -esque (in the style of). See the morphology part of speech document. 
Pattern Examples Notes 

Consonant spellings 
c ̰h̰ for s̰h̰ c ̰h̰ĕf, ma ̯c ̰h̰ïne, pa ͤra ̯c ̰h̰ṳte, 

c ̰h̰ănde ̯lĭer 
 

gñ for ñ vĭgñĕtte  
z ̾h̾ vĭs̾ion̯, mĕas̾ũre, roṳg̾e, ăz ̾ũre, 

be ̱ig̾e 
 

qū for k boṳtïqūe, ăntïqūe, ūnïq ̄ue Latin and French 

Vowel spellings 
e ̱ for ā fe ̱int, ōbe ̱y  
ï for ē ma ̯c ̰h̰ïne Romance ï 

aÿ for ē qūaÿ  
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Pattern Examples Notes 
oṳ for oo͞ soṳp, roṳte, soṳve ̯nĭr  

3-letter vowel teams 
ieṳ for oo͞ lieṳtĕna ̯nt  
ǐew̤ for ū vǐew̤  
au, aux, eau 
for ō 

gauche (gōs̰h̰), faux (fō), 
bureau (būrō) 

Respelled rather than marked 

Silent letters 
h hŏnõr, hẽrb  
-s de ̯brïs, ăprop̯ōs The final letter is silent in French. 

Endings 
-ĕtte ga ̯zĕtte -ette = small (kitchenette) 

-ïlle Băstïlle  
-årre biz̯årre  
-åg̾e gãråg̾e, mĩråg̾e Newer borrowings: -age says åzh 

-a ̯ġe vĭlla ̯ġe, ma ͤrrĭaġe Older borrowings: -age sounds English. The 
suffix -age means action or collection. 

-ue vōgue, boṳtïqūe  
-iē c ̱ălor̐iē  
-e ̱t bălle ̱t, văle ̱t, boṳq ̄ue ̱t t is silent 

-ōt dēpōt  
-eũr săbot̯eũr, ăma ̯t̪eũr  
-e sor̐tiē  
-eer ĕnġin̯ee ͥr one who does 

-ee ĕmploẏ̲ē̲e, rĕfūġēe one who receives 
 
Teaching note: A silent final t or s (ballet, debris) and ch for sh (chef) are good clues that a 
word came from French. Students who know these clues can often read a French borrowing 
correctly the first time they see it. 

  Spanish Origin 

Spanish words came into English through trade, exploration, and daily life in the American 
Southwest. Many name foods, ranching, animals, and landforms (mesa, canyon). Spanish 
spelling is very regular: each letter keeps its Spanish sound. 

How the words are built: Spanish uses -ito, -ita, -illo, and -illa to mean "little." Mosquito is 
a little mosca (fly). Burrito is a little burro. Tortilla is a little torta (cake). Vanilla is a little 
vaina (pod), and an armadillo is a little armored one. Alligator comes from el lagarto, "the 
lizard." 
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Pattern Examples Notes 

Consonant spellings 
j ͪfor h j ͪụnta ̯  
ll tor̐tïlla ̯ In Spanish, ll sounds like y. English speakers 

often say it as l. 
ñ j ͪăla ̯pēñō  
ny for ñ c ̱ănyon̯ English spelling of Spanish cañón 

u̫ for w ĭgu̫åna ̯, pu̫ĕblō  
qū for k mos̯qūïtō, te ̯qūïla ̯ Spanish uses qu for k only before e or i. 

Vowel spellings 
ï for ē bũrrïtō, te ̯qūïla ̯, pătïō Romance ï 

Endings 
-ō pu̫ĕblō, tåc ̱ō, tor̐nādō, rōdēō  
-a ̯ plåza ̯, me ̱sa ̯, bon̯ănza ̯, va ̯nĭlla ̯ Final a is usually a schwa in English. 

 
Teaching note: Spanish-speaking students already know many of these sound spellings. 
Point out the connection: the same letters that are "irregular" in English are regular in 
Spanish. 

  When the Sound Changes but the Spelling Stays 

English spelling usually keeps a root looking the same even when adding a suffix changes 
how it sounds. This is the clearest place where phonics and morphology meet. When a 
spelling seems strange, look for a relative. A silent letter often "wakes up" in a related word, 
and a letter that changes sound is often keeping the root recognizable. 

Base word Related word What changes 

Silent letters that speak in a related word 
sīgn sĭgna ̯l, sĭgna ̯t̪ũre The g is silent in sign but says g in signal. 

bŏmb bŏmbård The b is heard in bombard. 

c ̱ŏlŭmn c ̱ŏlŭmnis̯t The n is heard in columnist. 

hym̆n hym̆na ̯l The n is heard in hymnal. 

mŭsçle mŭsc ̱ŭlãr sç becomes sc̱. The c says k. 

sŏft sŏfte ̯n Here it goes the other way: t is heard in soft 
and silent in soften. 

Letters that change sound when a suffix is added 
ăc ̱t ăc ̱t̰ion̯ t → sh 

se ̯lĕc ̱t se ̯lĕc ̱t̰ion̯ t → sh 

măġĭc ̱ ma ̯ġĭc ̰ia ̯n c (k) → sh 

mūs̱ĭc ̱ mūs̱ĭc ̰ia ̯n c (k) → sh 
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Base word Related word What changes 
e ͥlĕc ̱trĭc ̱ e ͥlĕc ̱trĭçit̯ÿ c (k) → s 

de ͥçīde de ͥçĭs̾ion̯ d → zh 

dĭvīde dĭvĭs̾ion̯ d → zh 

Vowels that change when a suffix is added 
nāt̪ũre năt̪ũra ̯l ā → ă 

c ̱rīme c ̱rĭmin̯a ̯l ī → ĭ 

wīs̱e wĭs̱dom̯ ī → ĭ 

plēas̱e plĕas̱a ̯nt ē → ĕ 

c ̪h̪īld c ̪h̪ĭldre ̯n ī → ĭ 

knōw knŏwle ̯ḋġe ō → ŏ 
 
Teaching note: Have students say both words and point to the letter that changes. The 
spelling stays the same because the meaning stays the same. This helps spelling too: the 
silent g in sign is easier to remember once students know signal. 
 

Practice: Sort by Origin 
Sort these words by language of origin using the clues in this guide. Then check your 
answers at etymonline.com or in the key below. 

knīght p ͡hōtog̯răp ͡h nātḭon̯ ch̰ḛ̆f 
mos̯q ̄uïtō th͠ŭmb rhyt̆hm ̩ a ̯ttrăcṯ 
boṳtïq ̄ue că̱nyon̯ slēepÿ cẖor̐ŭs 

 
Answer key: Old English: knight, thumb, sleepy. Greek: photograph, rhythm, chorus. Latin: nation, 
attract. French: chef, boutique. Spanish: mosquito, canyon. 

Notes for Tutors and Word Lovers 
•  Patterns are tendencies, not laws. Fly and why use y for ī but come from Old English. 

Use the patterns to make good guesses, then check. 
•  Latin or French? Many words came from Latin by way of French, so their parts look 

Latin but they came into English through French. Etymonline.com shows the route a 
word took. 

•  Mixed words. Some words combine origins. Television is Greek tele (far) + Latin vision 
(seeing). Automobile is Greek auto + Latin mobile. 

•  Keep sets small. A few roots and patterns at a time, with frequent review, build better 
retention than long weekly lists. 

 
Sources: Etymonline.com (Online Etymology Dictionary); Hanna et al., Phoneme-Grapheme 
Correspondences as Cues to Spelling Improvement (1966); Bishop, The ABCs and All Their Tricks. Markings 
follow 40L marked print. 


