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 T 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 a

The symbol a stands for short e + r (ér), as in care, fair, bear, thére. In short words it is
marked a 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: parent, Mary, véry. Both markings stand for the same
sound. When teaching a, tell students it is really short e + r. Reference charts may list longer
words such as aerial, bury, and paradigm under a 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 ph
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; night, Thimb, sléepy,
compound words; -ness, -ful, -ly homeward

Greek ph for f; ch for k; y in the middle of a word; rh, ps, phone, ¢ 5I‘CIS, myfth,
pn; —-ology, -ism; roots like photo, tele, bio sy 6Iogy

Latin Longer, academic words; prefixes like con-, in-, ex- n3tion, natiire, attract,
, sub-; -tion, -ture, -ous; roots like struct, port, &ducation
rupt sall

French ch for sh; —-que; -ette; —eer, —ee; —age with a zh chéf, bQ tique, éngjn ér,
sound; silent final t or s; ou for 60 bille

Spanish Final -0 or -a; Il; A; j for h; -ito, -illa; food, tacd, mesa, canyon,
ranching, animals, and Southwest landforms birrits

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

ch chin, féich tch after a short vowel
qy (kw) queen

gh for f laugh, enough gh was once a throaty sound, later f
th this, that voiced th

th thick, Thin unvoiced th

Wh WhY, Whén

Many 2-letter vowel teams

a rain, sa

e méct, leaf, field
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Pattern Examples

[

o] boat, toe, slo

a few, hi

a laugh

é meéant, héifér

a taut, saw, bréad

00 food, blew, bruise, tru
00 look, could

oi boy, toy

ou out, town

Silent letters (most were once pronounced)

g ghost

n ndt, gna

n now, knight, kné
m [fimb, lamb, Thum

r rte, wrap, wrist
stle bristle, Thistle, wréstl

Endings and suffixes

-0 yéllo
-y baby
-y (suffix) rainy, sléepy, sandy

Doubling after a short vowel/

pp, I, tt... bell, hill; hop = hopping,

hopped
one consonant hope — hopin

Plurals

vowel change foot / féct, tooth / té<th,
goose / géese, mouse / mic

-en child / children, 6x / oxen

no change shéep / shéep, deer / deér

tie, hetght, stein, buy

Notes

k was said in Old English

tis silent between s and le

The suffix -y means "full of" or "like." It
makes adjectives and says €.

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

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

Old English changes the vowel instead of
adding -s

an old plural ending

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 (photograph). 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
ch for k chads, écho, chérus,
charactér, school
ph for f phone, photograph, télephone  Greek letter phi
Th thrombosis, myth, Greek letter theta
thérmometér

Vowel teams

a autograph auto = self
u areka
é amoéba, phoénix

Overuse of y (Greek letter upsilon)

y for1 type, ¢ycle, hydrant
y for i myth, symbol, rhythm, y in the middle of a word is a strong Greek
Syngnym clue
y for & téchindlogy, bidlogy -ology ends in y
Silent letters
n neymonia pneu = air, lung
s sychology psych = mind
t térodactyl ptero = wing
r rhTno, rhythm
n nemanic mne = memory
Endings
-5 télephotd
-e for é égmé, apéstrgﬁhé A final e that is spoken is a strong Greek
clue.
Plurals
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Pattern Examples Notes
-Is = -&s crisis / crisés The ending changes to €&s.

-on = -a critérion / critéria,
phendmenon / phendmena

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

d for j educat

m column, Autim n is heard in columnist and autumnal

s¢ for s viscéral, disciplin

¢ fors céll, cént, city c says s before e, i, ory

c fork canine, cognition c says k before a, 0, or u

x for gz éxégt, észt, é)gémpl ex- before a vowel says gz; before a
consonant it says ks (extract, expel)

i fore stadium, radius Romance 1

Sounds made by suffixes

t for ch natlre, quéstion ~ture, -tion after s
1 for sh nation, dction _tion

¢ for sh spécial, magician ~cial, -cian

s for sh mission ~ssion

Doubled letters at the prefix seam

ad- — at-, af- attréct, afféct The prefix changes its last letter to match
: -t T the root, so the root's first letter looks

doubled. Both letters are black, but you hear
one sound.

in- = im- immortal
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Pattern Examples Notes

con- = col-, colléct, corréct
cor-

sub- — suf-,  suffix, slipport
sup-

Endings

-0 video

Plurals

-a - -@ larva, larvaé
-us = -1 cactus, cactt
-um — -a médium, média

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
ch for sh ché&f, machine, parachute,
chandelier
gh for A vighétt
zh vision, méasiire, rouge, azire,
beig
gu for k boutique, antique, Gnigu Latin and French
Vowel spellings
e fora feint, obe
i fore machin Romance i
ay for & quay
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Pattern Examples Notes
ou for 00 sQup, route, souvenir

3-letter vowel teams

ieu for 60 licuténant

few for @ view

au, aux, eau gauche (96§b)’ faux (fc‘))’ Respelled rather than marked
for o bureau (biro)

Silent letters

h onor, hérb

-S debris, apropd The final letter is silent in French.

Endings

-étte gazétt -ette = small (kitchenette)

-ille Bastill

-arre bizarr

-age garage, mirag Newer borrowings: -age says azh

-age village, marriag Older borrowings: -age sounds English. The
suffix -~age means action or collection.

-ue vogue, boutiqu

-ié calorie

-et ballet, valet, bougue tis silent

-0t déepo

—edr sabotelir, amatedr

-e SOrtié

-eer énginecer one who does

-ee eémployée, réfagé 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 junta

I tortilla In Spanish, Il sounds like y. English speakers
- often say it as I.

fi jalapéfio

ny forn cényon English spelling of Spanish caién

u forw fguana, puéblo

gu for k mosquito, tequila Spanish uses qu for k only before e or i.

Vowel spellings

i for e blrrito, tequila, patio Romance i

Endings

-0 puébld, taco, tornado, rodéo

-a p|éza’ mesa, bonanza, vanilla 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

sion signal, signatdr The g is silent in sign but says g in signal.
bom bombard The b is heard in bombard.

colim colimnist The n is heard in columnist.

hym hymnal The n is heard in hymnal.

muscl muscular s¢ becomes sc. The c says k.

sOft sOf en Here it goes the other way: t is heard in soft

and silent in soften.

Letters that change sound when a suffix is added

act dction t - sh
select seléction t - sh
magic magician c (k) - sh
music misician c (k) - sh
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Base word Related word What changes

eléctric eléctricity <) —s
decid decision d - zh
divid division d - zh
Vowels that change when a suffix is added
natar natdral a—a
crim criminal o1
wis wisdom -7
pléas pléasant &8
child children T
no nowledg -6

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.

night photograph nation chef
mosquito thum rhythm attract
boutiqu canyon sleepy chorus

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

e Patterns are tendencies, not laws. Fly and why use y for 1 but come from Old English.
Use the patterns to make good guesses, then check.

e 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.

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

e 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.
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