
Morphology

Note: Apologies if you have a dislike of cats. 
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EXPLICIT TEACHING OF MORPHOLOGY TO ENHANCE SPELLING

BY ROB SMITH



How many words in the English language?

•171,146 words from a to zyzzyva in the Oxford 

English Dictionary. 

• An average person’s working vocabulary is around 

20,000 words.

• Passive vocabulary of around 40,000 words.
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High frequency words.

1.  the 2. be 3. to 4.  of

5. And 6. a 7. in 8. that

9.  have 10. I 11. it 12.  for

13. for 14. on 15. with 16. he

17. as 18. you 19. do 20. at
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Twenty most frequently used words according to OEC.

100 most frequently used words = 50% of all we read and write.

300 most frequently used words = 65% of all we read and write. 
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Morphology 
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morphé = form

morphology

Morphology – the study of the formation of words

- ology = the study of
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Morphemes
The smallest word parts to carry meaning
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cats
cat s

base word suffix
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Key Terms
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Base Word
A word that can stand alone when all of the affixes have been removed.  

Root
The root carries the primary meaning of the word.  A root does not always stand alone as an English 
word when all of the affixes have been removed.  

help

helpless
helpful
unhelpful
helping
helper

help is a base word as 
well as a root 

mort

mortal
mortgage
immortal
mortality
immortalise

mort is the root but, 
isn’t a base word 
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Key Terms - Affixes
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affix
A group of letters that can be added to the beginning or end of a word/root.

Types of affix

prefix
A group of letters added to the beginning of a root 
to alter the meaning. 

suffix
A group of letters that can be added to the end of a 
root which alters the meaning.

derivative
A word which is formed by adding suffixes and 
prefixes to a root or by combining two base words to 
form a compound word. 
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Teaching Sequence

• High frequency words
• Compound Words
• Prefixes
• Suffixes
• Roots
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Compound Words
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foot + ball = football

hair + brush = hairbrush

head + stand = headstand

blue + berry = blueberry
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An investigation from one 
of our Y1 lessons.

Children work in pairs to 
split the compound words.
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Compound Words
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Ø headquarters
Ø lighthouse
Ø wheelchair
Ø earthquake
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Prefixes

From Teaching Reading Sourcebook: For Kindergarten Through Eighth Grade by Bill Honig, Linda Diamond, and Linda Gutlohn. © 2000 by CORE

Some of the most common 
examples

Prefix Meaning Examples

anti- against antisocial

de-, dis- opposite, not disagree

in-, im-, in invest

in-, im-, il-, ir- not impossible, irreversible

inter- between interact, international

mid- middle midday, midair

mis- wrongly mishear, misfire

re- again repack, rewrite, reuse

pre- before preload, prepaid

semi- half semicircle

sub- under submarine, subterranean

super- above superstar, supervision

un- not unkind, unhappy

The 4 in green are the most 
frequent.  
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97% of all words use these 20 prefixes
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disappear
never 
dissapear
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Silly sentences
He was unhappy as he had to unpack because the cat 
had made an unpleasant mess in his suitcase.

Finding non- examples (underneath)
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Word Webs
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Word Study
w
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re

con

quest
‘seek, ask, 

gains’
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Suffixes

-s, -es
-ed
-ing
-ly
-er
-ion, -tion, -ation, -ition
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The Magnificent 7

These 7 suffixes make up 
82% of all words which end 
in suffixes. 
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We have all had spellings like these…

• She hopped for a new bike for Christmas. 

• The bunny hopt along the path.

• She happly set off to her grandmother’s house.
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Suffix solutions for adding –er, -ing, -est, -ed, -y
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Does the word end in 2 consonants?

Yes.  Just add the suffix

Does the word end with a short vowel 
sound followed by a consonant?

Yes.  Double the consonant then add the 
suffix

Does the word end in consonant followed 
by e?

Yes.  Take off the e then add the suffix

Does the word end in a consonant and a 
y?

Yes.  Change the y to an i then add the 
suffix.
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Suffix flow diagram -ly
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This turns an adjective 
into an adverb.  

Start

Does the word 
end in
y or le?

Add the -ly

Does the word 
end in y?

Does the word 
end in le?

Replace the y 
with an i then 

add the -ly

Drop the –le and 
add -ly

no

yes

yes yes

• bad > badly
• angry > angrily
• terrible > terribly 

no

• Your turn…. 
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Toxic Morphology

• Don’t have children using searchlights to find ‘little words inside 
big words.’
• Do not look for words like hen in then, eat in weather or act in 

fraction.
• It adds an unnecessary layer to the spelling task, use morphemes 

accurately and only where they aid the spelling process.

• Homeowner may have the word meow in it…

www.edshed.com (C) 2022
Adapted from Millar. T (2017) Cited in Reading for Life Stone. L (2019) Fulton pp. 162

but that does not make possessing a house 
anything to do with cats.
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In summary …

• We have a large vocabulary but we only use part of it at any one time. 

• Young children cannot be expected to be able to remember how to spell all 
words by memory alone.

• We can use morphology knowledge alongside HFW, orthographical 
mapping and etymology to aid the spelling process. 

• Use morphology accurately and introduce it gradually. 

• Use diagrams to aid recall of the guidelines.
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•Teacher hub

•New scheme

•Questions
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