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VowelsVowels

Vowel sounds often cause spelling problems, because there are so many different ways of spelling
the same sound. Here are some examples of different spellings of the short and long sounds ‘a’, ‘e’,
‘i’, ‘o’, and ‘u’:

short ‘a’: cat, plait long ‘a’: game, plain, hay, great, neighbour
short ‘e’: get, leather, friend long ‘e’: greed, beat, concede, seize, field
short ‘i’: fish, mystery, pretty long ‘i’: time, lie, cycle, height
short ‘o’: dog, cough, sausage long ‘o’: toe, grow, coat, sew
short ‘u’: cup, colour, rough long ‘u’: flute, true, flew, route

VVoowweell  bbrriicckkss

These words have lost their vowels. Can you put them back in each word in the right order?

Unstressed vowels
Unstressed vowels are not clearly pronounced in normal speech and so are particularly difficult to
spell, because you have no sound to guide you. Examples include the a’s at each end of agenda,
both of which are pronounced with a vague ‘uh’ sound. To help remember the spelling of unstressed
vowels:

� Think of other members of the same word family in which the vowel is stressed. For 
example, you can remember the unstressed second a of grammar by thinking of 
grammatical, the unstressed second e of competition by thinking of compete or 
competitive, or the unstressed first i of medicine by thinking of medical or medicinal.

� Say the word several times to yourself or out loud in a way that shows how the unstressed 
vowel would normally be pronounced, for example sep-AH-rate, hyp-OH-crite.

� Many words have other words inside them, or at the beginning or end. For example, the 
word favourite contains our and rite, and the word mother contains moth, other, the, he, 
and her. Finding and remembering these ‘words within words’ can help you to learn a 
difficult spelling. This ‘words within words’ strategy can be particularly useful for 
remembering the spelling of unstressed or silent vowels, for example get in vegetable or 
sin in business.
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UUhh--oohh

In these words the unstressed vowels have all been replaced by the sound UH. Can you write     
out the correct spelling, using a, e, i, o, u or y instead? The first one has been done for you.

SSppoott  tthhee  uunnssttrreesssseedd  vvoowweell

Say these words out loud, then circle the unstressed vowels in each one. The first one has been done
for you.

Now say each one aloud again, but pronounce the unstressed vowel very clearly: sa-TELL-ite. 

WWoorrddss  wwiitthhiinn  wwoorrddss

Can you spot the word within each of these words that will help you to remember the
unstressed vowels? The first one has been done for you.

Silent vowels
Silent vowels are sometimes used to control the sound of neighbouring consonants. The letters g
and c usually have a hard sound before the vowels a, o and u (for example gale, go and cup) and a
soft sound before e, i and y (for example cell, ginger and mercy).
Some words have a silent u that keeps the sound hard before e, i or y, as in guess, circuit and guy.
Some words have a silent e that keeps the sound soft before a, o or u, as in noticeable, surgeon and
pharmaceutical.
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