
Learning to Read using Symbols 

Stage 1 

Matching symbols 

Stage 2 

Matching symbols 
with words 

Stage 3 

Matching words 

Stage 4 

Matching symbols 
with words to words 

Stage 5 

Matching symbols to 
words 

Stage 6 

Differentiation 

 

 

 

 
 

Encouraging the 
learner to match 
symbol to symbol, 
on top of or next 
to. Starting with 

vibrant, plain 
colours, gradually 
differentiating 
the matching 

content. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Similar to Stage 
1, but the learner 
is being exposed 

to words, and may 
start to notice 
the word below 

the symbol. Some 
learners may 

begin to recognise 
the words in the 

environment. 

 

 

 
 

Words can be 
more difficult to 

match. This is 
because it 

requires the brain 
to decode letter 

shapes and 
patterns. Starting 

with something 
like the learners 
name would be 

most appropriate. 
Note: Some 
learners may 
match initial 

sounds, e.g. cake 
and cat. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

This stage will be 
when the learner 

has begun to 
recognise the 

word under the 
symbol, and they 

may have begun to 
differentiate 

between words, 
rather than 

matching initial 
sounds. 

 

 

 

 
 

At this point, the 
learner may be 

able to recognise 
common words, 

such as ‘apple’ or 
environmental 
words such as 

‘toilet’. Matching 
word to symbol, 
can support the 

connection 
between the two, 

and will show 
which words the 

learner has 
learnt. 

 

 

 

 

Differentiation 
throughout many 

stages is 
important, if it is 
appropriate. To 

begin with, 
consistency would 
be best for the 

learner. 
Eventually 

differentiating 
with various 
pictures and 

fonts will benefit 
the learner for 
wider contexts. 

Remember: Every child is different and will learn at their own pace. This is just one way to support learning to read and write. This is my personal 
opinion and what I have learnt working with children with SEND. Be flexible with their learning, this is not a concrete programme. 

The symbols used for demonstration are from Widgit Software                                                                                              Widgit Symbols © Widgit Software 2002—2020 


