
RWInc: Red Words 

 

Red words are common words, used regularly in speech, which have exceptions to the 

phonics rules!  

The phrase used during phonics lessons has historically been, “You can’t Fred a red.” 

…Or can you? 

In the past, we have taught children that you can’t sound out red words and that we 

just have to read them. Is this really the case though? 

Updated RWInc red cards now clearly show sound buttons. These words CAN be 

sounded out and this does help children to master these words in less time. 

What we no longer want to teach our children is that they can’t sound out red words 

and just have to ‘learn them’. This leaves children with no strategies to draw from when 

reading or writing these words and makes these words totally inaccessible. They CAN 

sound out these words and must be taught how to.  

 

 

 

 

Particularly when teaching children to spell red words, we must be teaching the 

children that we can sound out any word, but red words have very tricky graphemes 

that don’t follow the rules. We should be prompting the children to segment all words 

into phonemes and represent these with graphemes…it’s just some graphemes are more 

tricky. 

If we take the word, ‘your’. The ‘y’ part of the word we absolutely can sound out. We 

need to teach children that. The ‘our’ part of the word is the tricky grapheme. It 

doesn’t follow the rules. The children know ‘or’ and ‘oor’ but ‘our’ is tricky. We always 

circle  the grotty graphemes to indicate the part to be focused on. 

 

 

When children start to see that red words can be tackled in a similar way to all other 

words, we equip children with the confidence to attempt any word in front of them and 

if we can make remembering the tricky parts ‘fun’, the children will more readily engage 

in this process. 



Top Tips: 

 When explicitly teaching red words, we must create and use Fred Rhythms. This 

simply means, create gestures/expressions/actions to support children in 

remembering the tricky parts of the word (tricky graphemes). This might be 

smiling on the parts we can sound out easily and frowning on the tricky 

graphemes. With the children, we should build a bank of Fred Rhythms for the 

children to draw on, particularly when spelling. 

 

 Always use sound buttons when writing these for the children to see. Always 

comment on the parts that follow the rules and circle the parts that don’t. 

 

 

 

 Always ‘think out loud’. Tell the children why you find words harder to spell. 

Point out to the children when you come across a word that has a really strange 

grapheme. Let them watch and hear how you try to remember these tricky 

spellings. Look for links to other words and always share this with the children 

(c-augh-t , ‘augh’ makes the ‘or’ sound?! That’s the same as in the word ‘t –augh- 

t’ that we used in our Literacy learning yesterday.) 

 

 Use the complex speed chart in your classroom to keep track of tricky 

graphemes you discover with children. Use post it notes to add on the new 

graphemes for those sounds. 

 


