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Help!

My child can't blend, or won't blend! What can I do?! *

Blending is the ability to push sounds together to make recognisable words. It is
sometimes the skill that seems to take three steps forward and two steps back in
young children! So, what can we do? The answer is lots and lots and lots of
practice. BUT it must be practice of the right kind.

If your child is finding blending tricky here is a checklist of what to try:
* Are you using words that begin with continuants?

If you're not sure what continuants are, they are the sounds which are easy to stretch
out or extend. For example, the sounds /f/,/1/,/m/, /n/, /v/,/s/, /v/,/w/ and /z/ are
all sounds we can 'hang on to' so that we can give the child we are teaching plenty of
opportunity fo hear and identify the sound. If you stretch out the sounds in 'sit’ or
'mat’, for example, you can easily hear what the word is: /s/ /i/ /1/, 'sit'. And that word
'hear’ is indeed the operative word. One of the most powerful instructions I use is to
tell the learner to 'listen’ to what they hear and that if they say the sounds in a word
accurately, they should easily be able to hear what the word is.

* Are you using gestures under the sound as you read the word?

If a child trying to read the word ‘'mat’, says the sounds /m/ /a/ /t/ and then looks
blankly at you or says another word not remotely connected to the word 'mat’, you can
use your gestures with your finger by pointing to the spelling < m > and asking the child
to say the sound until your finger moves on: ‘mmmmaaaaat’, '‘'mmaaat’, ‘mat”, for
example? And, if you like, you can reverse this by asking the child to use their finger to
make you say the sounds - a particularly enjoyable activity for the student! Get them
to point, lingering over the sounds as you have to say them. Then ask the student what
word they can hear. They actually love doing this because it gives them a bit of power
of their own. If you try this, you'll have to remember to take a deep breath!

* Have you first done plenty of word building with the words you want the child to
read?

You can do some word-building with the words you want the child to read. Here, it is
always helpful fo choose words you know are within the child's oral language repertoire.
Build, say, some three words - 'sat’, '‘mat’ and 'sit’. After building one of the words,
write the word on a whiteboard and ask the child to say the sounds and listen for the
word. Finally, ask the child to write it, saying the sounds as they write and then reading
the words again, sound by sound.
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* Have you modelled what it is you want the child to do?

Sometimes children just don't understand what the ‘game’ is and you need to model or
show them explicitly what you expect them to do. Doing this with a peer or even an
available adult is useful for modelling what it is we expect.

* Do you do lots of oral blending?

For example, you can ask the child, "What's the word when I say /m/ /u/ /g/?" And
increase the complexity by moving from beginning continuant CVC words, such as 'sat’ to
words starting with a stop sound (obstruent), such as ‘tap’. Then, continue to increase
the degree of structural complexity to CVCC and CCVC. Here again, it helps o begin
with words the child is going to find easy fo hear. For example, words such as 'film’,
'slim’, and, at CCVCC level, 'frost’ are going to be easy to stretch out and hear.

* Have you tried doing other things, such as putting down in front of the child
three objects, all of which are spelt with CVC spellings.

For example, you could choose 'mug’, ‘hat’ and 'pin’. Tell the child you are going to say
some sounds and you want them to identify the object from the sounds. You will of
course need to say the sounds precisely and without adding an /uh/ sound to the
consonants. In the word 'mug’, you would articulate the first sound as /m/ and not as
'muh’.

* Are you working on the same sound activities in school and at home?

Staying focussed on the same unit of work for your practice is important. And, make
doubly sure that at home and school you are working with sounds and not with letter
names.

A point that's worth making is this: If children can talk, they can blend sounds to form
words. If they can't blend when they're learning to read, it's probably because, for one
reason or another, they need much more practice in connecting spellings to sounds. So

ask yourself if you have provided sufficient practice in teaching the correspondences

and in the context of CVC words to begin with.

What to do when all else fails - an example!

Present a word to the child and tell them that if they say the sounds accurately, they
can hear the word. Then, beginning with a word that you know is in the child's oral
vocabulary, model the process for them like this:

"I'm going to say the sounds in a word: /w/ /i/ /n/. T can hear the word 'win’. Did you
hear ‘'win? Let me say the sounds again: /w/ /i/ /n/. Did you hear ‘win’ this time? Now
you have a go."
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As said, if a child has learnt fo talk, they have, at some point in their early childhood,
been able to put sounds together to form words. Many children who have blending
problems simply don't 'get’ what the game is. The instruction 'listen for the word' is key
in helping them understand what the process is all abouft.

Once children are blending words beginning with continuants, using the process
described, give them loads of practice before moving on to words beginning with a stop
sound.

Finally, having got the child to read the words, always make sure they write them by
saying the sounds as they write and end the process by saying the sounds (again) and
reading the word.

John Walker

SoundsWrite



