
Our Reading Curriculum: HFWs and CEWs 
 
At Diamond Wood Community Academy, we recognise the critical importance of teaching high-frequency 
words (HFWs) and common exception words (CEWs) to ensure our pupils become fluent readers.  
 
High-frequency words are the most frequently occurring words in the English language, such as "the," 
"and," or "is." They often do not follow regular phonetic patterns and are taught as sight words. 
 
Common Exception Words (CEWs) are words that deviate from common spelling patterns and phonics 
rules but are frequently used. Examples include "said," "come," or "you." CEWs are usually encountered in 
early reading books and are taught as sight words.  
 
Some common exception words are high-frequency words, but not all high-frequency words are common 
exception words. It is important to teach children HFWs and CEWs for the following reasons; 
 

➢ Promoting Reading Fluency: HFWs and CEWs are commonly used words encountered in texts. A 
solid grasp of these words enables pupils to read more smoothly and with greater accuracy, 
promoting reading fluency and comprehension. 
 
 

➢ Supporting Independent Reading: By teaching HFWs and CEWs, we empower pupils to read 
independently without constantly relying on decoding strategies. 

 
 

➢ Building Vocabulary: Many HFWs and CEWs are non-decodable sight words, meaning they do not 
follow regular phonics rules. Learning these words helps pupils expand their vocabulary and access 
a wider range of texts. 
 

 
➢ Enhancing Writing Skills: Familiarity with HFWs and CEWs allows pupils to use these words in their 

writing confidently, improving their overall writing skills. 
 

 
➢ Developing Spelling Proficiency: Knowing HFWs and CEWs provides pupils with a strong foundation 

in spelling. By recognising these words, they can focus their attention on more complex spelling 
patterns and rules. 

 
 
High-frequency words are introduced to pupils from Reception. This is because it is during this year that 
pupils start to read and spell through their phonics and literacy lessons. As part of this learning, they will be 
introduced to high-frequency words. As previously stated these are words that are used very often in 
written English, for example, ‘the’, ‘and’, ‘to’ and ‘said’. As these are the words that our pupils will come 
across most often when reading, they must start to recognise and read them. 
 
In general, high-frequency words tend to be decodable words (children will be able to use their phonics 
knowledge and skills to ‘sound a word out’ and blend it together). However, some words don’t fit specific 
spelling rules (common exception words). These can also be high-frequency words. 
 
By the end of year 1, our pupils should have learnt to recognise, read and spell most of the common and 
trickier words contained in the 100 HFW list on the next page. 
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Once pupils have learnt the first 100 high-frequency words they are introduced to the next 200. This is 
generally by the time pupils are in Year 2. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Pupils are introduced to common exception words initially during their phonics lessons. Within the Read, 
Write Inc Phonics and Spelling programmes they are known to the children as ‘Red Words’. Pupils are 
taught that some words with ‘tricky letters’ can’t be read using Fred Talk – these are known as red words. 
The following phrase is used with pupils to emphasise this and support their memory of this concept – 
‘remember you can’t Fred a red!’. 
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The image below shows each of the red words introduced with the grapheme circled. If an asterisk appears 
next to the word this means that the word is only red for a while. This is because these words 
include graphemes that have not been taught by the time they are needed in the reading books. As soon as 
the grapheme has been taught, each of these turn into a green word (fully decodable word). 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The image below shows the progression of red words throughout the phonics programme, indicating when 
children will be introduced to them and therefore expected to be able to read them. 
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Unfortunately, the RWI programme does not include all of the CEWs regarded as essential to be taught by 
the end of Key Stage 1. Therefore, our teachers ensure that those not covered during RWI lessons, are 
taught and recapped regularly during Literacy (EYFS)/ English (KS1) lessons. This is in addition to dedicated 
spelling lessons in KS1 that focus on these words too. The list of Y1 and Y2 CEWs can be seen in the image 
below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Beyond Phonics and English lessons, opportunities to encounter and practice HFWs and CEWs are provided 
across the curriculum, fostering a holistic approach to literacy development. Wider reading opportunities, 
including access to age-appropriate books and regular library visits, are encouraged to promote exposure 
to and consolidation of HFWs and CEWs. Parents and Carers are informed about the importance of HFWs 
and CEWs and are given guidance on how to support their child's learning at home. 
 
Pupils are assessed half-termly by their class teachers to attain which HFWs and CEWs they can or cannot 
read. Assessing children's ability to read HFWs and CEWs is an integral part of monitoring the progress and 
attainment of pupils within the English language domain. Assessing HFWs and CEWs enables us to identify 
gaps in vocabulary and literacy skills, subsequently providing targeted support to develop pupils’ 
confidence and proficiency in reading. By assessing HFWs and CEWs, we can gauge pupils’ engagement, 
motivation, and effort towards language acquisition. Regular assessment encourages positive attitudes 
towards learning and supports the development of independent and active readers. 
 


