
Glossary of  English Terms for Parents

A 
Abstract noun

An abstract noun is a feeling or concept 
that is not physical or concrete. For 
example, love or danger.

Active voice
A sentence with an active voice has the 
subject perform the action. For example, 
The girl ran the race. 

Adjective
An adjective is a word that describes a 
noun, giving us additional information 
about it. Children will often begin to know 
adjectives as ‘describing words’ for people, 
places or objects, being introduced to 
the term in Year 1. Children are taught 
to use adjectives either before a noun 
(for example, crunchy snow) or after the 
verb ‘be’ as its complement (for example, 
the snow is crunchy). As children become 
more familiar and confident in their use of 
adjectives, they begin to use them within 
expanded noun phrases.

Adverb
An adverb is a word which modifies a 
verb, an adjective, another adverb or a 
clause. Adverbs tend to show us how, 
when, where or why something happens. 
Adverbs tend to be introduced in Year 
2 by exploring the addition of the suffix 
‘ly’. For example, quickly, carefully, firstly, 
happily.

Adverbial/Adverbial phrase
An adverbial is a word or phrase which 
modifies a verb or a clause, just like an 
adverb does. Adverbs, prepositional 
phrases and subordinate clauses can all 
be used as adverbials. They tend to show 
us how, when, where or why something 
happens, for example: The train leaves in 
ten minutes. He watched the programme 

the other night. She stared at it in wonder. 
Adverbials tend to be formally introduced 
in Year 4 in the context of fronted 
adverbials.

Antonym 
Antonyms are words with opposite 
meanings, for example, hot and cold.

Apostrophe
A punctuation mark that either 
demonstrates possession (for example, 
Chloe’s cat) or represents the missing 
letters in a contraction (for example, can’t 
for cannot).

Article
Articles are words that come before a 
noun to tell us if it is a specific noun – a 
definite article (the) – or a more general 
noun – an indefinite article (a or an).

Ascender (handwriting)
Ascenders are tall letters that go above 
the mid-line. They include: all uppercase 
(capital) letters and b, d, f, h, k, l, t.

Auxiliary verb
The main auxiliary verbs are ‘to be’, ‘to 
have’ and ‘to do’. They are sometimes 
referred to as ‘helping verbs’ as they help 
to express the main verb's tense, mood or 
voice. They can be used to form questions 
and negative statements. Modal verbs are 
also a form of auxiliary verb that offer a 
level of certainty, ability or obligation.

B 
Blending

Children blend when they merge separate 
sounds found in a word.
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C 
Clause

Clauses are phrases (groups of words) 
containing a subject and a verb. They can 
be main or subordinate.

Cohesion/Cohesive devices
Cohesion is evident in writing when each 
part connects clearly to the others – it 
has a logical and clear ‘flow’. 'Cohesive 
devices' are words that help to link parts of 
a text, such as conjunctions and adverbs, 
determiners and pronouns and the use of 
ellipsis for expected words.

Colon
A punctuation mark used to introduce a 
list or to separate two independent clauses 
when the second clause illustrates or 
explains the first clause.

Comma
A punctuation mark that separates items 
in a list and marks a pause in a sentence. 
They are used to clarify meaning or avoid 
ambiguity, before or after reporting 
clauses in direct speech and after fronted 
adverbials. They are also used for 
parenthesis.

Common noun
Common nouns are general objects, such 
as cat, ball or bus. 

Common exception words
These commonly used words have a more 
unusual spelling code for which taught 
spelling codes may not work. There is a list 
of common exception words for Year 1, 
Year 2, Years 3 & 4, and Years 5 & 6. 
Children are expected to learn these 
alongside learning the specific spelling 
rules for each year group.

Comparative adjectives and adverbs
Comparative forms of adjectives or 
adverbs compare one item, person, action 
or condition to another. They usually use 

the suffix -er, for example, happier, better, 
more aggressively. 

Complex sentence
A complex sentence contains a main 
clause and a subordinate clause joined 
with a connective.

Compound sentence
A compound sentence contains two 
independent clauses joined with a 
connective. 

Concrete noun
Concrete nouns are physical nouns 
– things you can touch. They can be
common nouns or proper nouns.

Conjunction
A conjunction is a type of connective. 
They come in two forms: co-ordinating 
conjunctions which join two equal parts 
of text (for example: and, but and so) and 
subordinating conjunctions which join a 
subordinate clause to a main clause (for 
example: because, if and when).

Connective
A connective is the general term used for 
a word that joins clauses, phrases and 
sentences to one another. Connectives can 
be conjunctions, prepositions or adverbs.

Contractions
Contractions are words formed by putting 
two words together and removing 
some of the letters or by taking a long 
word and removing letters to make it 
shorter. Missing letters are replaced by an 
apostrophe, for example, it's (it is), can’t 
(cannot), we’d (we would).

CVC / CCVC / CVCC words
A CVC word is a word formed of a 
consonant, vowel and consonant. CCVC 
words are formed of a consonant, a 
consonant, a vowel and a consonant. 
The order of this is changed in a CVCC 
word to consonant, vowel, consonant, 
consonant.
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D                              

Dash
 A punctuation mark that can be used to 

show parenthesis. They can also be used 
to separate or connect two independent 
clauses (for example, Cats make great pets 
– they can scratch the furniture though.).

Decoding
 Decoding is the process of using 

knowledge and letter-sound relationships 
to read words. 

Descender (handwriting)
 Descenders are letters that have a portion 

hanging below the base line, sometimes 
called a ‘tail’. They include: f, g, j, p, q, y. 
In some handwriting schemes, the z is a 
descender.

Determiner
 Determiners introduce a noun and specify 

if it is known or not. Determiners can be 
articles (the, a, or an), demonstratives 
(this, those), possessives (my, your) or 
quantifiers (some, every).

Digraph
 This is a type of grapheme whereby 

two letters represent one phoneme, for 
example, ‘oa’ in boat. When these two 
letters are not next to one another this is 
called a split digraph, for example, ‘a_e’ in 
cake.

Direct and indirect speech
 Direct speech repeats the words spoken 

in speech marks, while indirect speech 
(or reported speech) conveys the general 
points of what someone has said without 
writing the speech out fully.

E 
Ellipsis
 This punctuation mark can be used to 

show: a pause that creates tension, an 
unfinished thought, or that a word, 
sentence or section of text has been 
deliberately omitted, without changing 
the original meaning of the text.

Embedded clause
 An embedded clause sits in the middle 

of another clause, usually indicated by 
commas.

Exclamation mark
 A punctuation mark used to show the end 

of an exclamation sentence. It is also used 
to show when something is surprising or 
powerful.

Exclamation sentence
 An exclamation is a sentence introduced 

by a phrase with 'what' or 'how' which is 
followed by a subject + verb + any other 
elements, for example, What big teeth you 
have, Grandma!

Expanded noun phrase
 An expanded noun phrase presents 

a noun and words to describe it. For 
example, the green coat or some crimson, 
glowing sparks.

F 
Full stop
 A punctuation mark used to indicate the 

end of a sentence.

Fronted adverbials
 Fronted adverbials come at the beginning 

of a sentence. They describe the verb/
action in the sentence and are always 
followed by a comma. Fronted adverbials 
are generally introduced towards the end 
of Year 3 or the beginning of Year 4.
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G 
Genre
 A genre is a text type which may be 

read or written. Genres may include, for 
example, explanations, fantasy stories, 
stories in familiar settings, narrative poetry, 
non-chronological reports, etc.

H 
Homophone
 Homophones are words that sound the 

same when read or spoken but that have 
different meanings. Homophones can 
be spelt the same way or can be spelt 
differently.

I 
Imperative verbs
 Imperative verbs direct someone to do 

something, making the sentence an order 
or command. These verbs are commonly 
referred to as ‘bossy verbs’ in KS1.

Inference 
 This is process associated with reading 

comprehension whereby children look for 
clues and suggestions about something 
that is not explicitly explained.

Irregular verbs
 Irregular verbs do not form their various 

tenses according to an established ‘rule’ or 
spelling pattern. Examples include think, 
make, go.

L 
Learning objective / WALT
 Learning objectives identify what children 

will hopefully learn in a lesson. The 
acronym WALT (We Are Learning To) is 
often used to denote a learning objective. 

Look, Cover, Write, Check
 Look, Cover, Write, Check is a key 

approach used to help children learn 
spellings. Children look at a word, cover it 
over, write the word out and then check 
the spelling.

Lowercase letter
 This is a letter that is not a capital. 

Sometimes they are referred to as ‘small’ 
letters.

M 
Modal verbs
 A modal verb shows the level of certainty, 

ability or obligation. In this way they 
change the meaning of other verbs. Modal 
verbs are introduced in Year 5 and include: 
will, would, can, could, may, might, shall, 
should, must and ought.

N 
Non-chronological report
 A non-chronological report is usually a 

non-fiction report that isn’t written in 
time order. They present information 
on subjects or events and include: 
instructions, explanations, recounts.

Noun
 A noun is a thing, person, animal, place, 

concept or feeling. They can be common, 
proper, abstract, concrete or collective.

O 
Object
 The object of a sentence is the thing or 

person involved in an action but not doing 
the action. For example, The girl kicked the 
ball.
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P 
Parenthesis
 Parenthesis is additional information (a 

word, phrase or clause) added into a 
sentence. The sentence will still make 
sense without this extra information. 
Parentheses can be demarked by brackets, 
dashes or commas.

Passive voice
 A sentence with a passive voice has the 

subject of the sentence have an action 
done to it (for example, The race was being 
run by the girl.).

Past continuous (progressive) verb  
form (tense)
 The past continuous describes actions that 

continued over a period of time in the past 
(for example, I was laughing; I was eating).

Past perfect verb form (tense)
 The past perfect describes actions that 

were completed by a specific time in the 
past.

Personification
 Personification is a form of figurative 

language where objects are given 
human characteristics. For example, The 
floorboards groaned as Maia walked across 
them.

Personal pronoun
 A personal pronoun is a word used in 

place of a person, thing or place: I, you, 
he, she, they, it, we, me, him, her, them and 
us.

Phrase
 A phrase is a collection words that do not 

contain a verb. They include: noun phrase, 
verb phrase, adjective phrase, adverb 
phrase and prepositional phrase.

Possessive pronoun
 Possessive pronouns show ownership. 

They are used on their own: mine, yours, 
his, hers, ours, theirs, whose. Possessive 
determiners are also sometimes referred to 
as possessive pronouns. These must always 
be used with a noun: my, your, his, her, our, 
their, its, whose.

Prefix
 A prefix is a string of letters added to the 

beginning of a root word. They always 
change the meaning of the root word. 

Preposition
 Prepositions link nouns, pronouns or noun 

phrases to another word in the sentence. 
They can describe locations, directions, or 
relations of time. 

Prepositional phrase
 Prepositional phrases contain a preposition 

followed by a noun, pronoun or noun 
phrase. They do not contain a verb. For 
example, on the floor, after the movie, 
beside the post office.

Present continuous (or progressive) verb 
form (tense)
 The present continuous verb form 

describes actions that continue for a 
period of time (for example, I am dancing; 
I am working).

Present perfect verb form (tense)
 The present perfect describes actions that 

have been completed by the present time.

Pronoun
 A pronoun replaces a noun, for example, 

he, she, it, they. Pronouns can be personal 
and possessive.

Proper noun
 A proper noun refers to a specific person, 

place, or thing. For example, Katherine, 
France or June. They always begin with a 
capital letter.
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Q 
Question 
 A question is a type of sentence that 

demands an answer. It usually requests 
information or an opinion and is always 
finished with a question mark.

Question mark
 A punctuation mark, indicating that a 

question has ended.

R 
Reading comprehension
 Reading comprehension is an 

understanding of a text being read to 
someone or by someone. Children are 
often asked a range of questions about the 
texts they read that focus on inference, 
recall, summary, vocabulary, punctuation 
and explanation.

Relative clause
 A relative clause is a form of subordinate 

clause that modifies a noun using relative 
pronoun (who, that or which).

Root word
 A root word is the basic form of a word 

with no additional prefix or suffix. The 
addition of prefixes and suffixes change 
the meaning of a root word.

S 
Sentence
 A sentence is usually a group of words 

that make sense as a unit – they are 
grammatically connected. They can be 
formed of a single or multiple clauses 
and can be compound, complex and 
simple. The main clause shows whether 
the sentence is a statement, a question, a 
command or an exclamation. Sentences 
begin with a capital letter and end 
with a full stop, a question mark or an 
exclamation mark. 

Semi-colon
 A punctuation mark that is used to 

separate items in a list or to separate 
two independent clauses that are closely 
related.

Show Don’t Tell
 This is an approach taught in upper KS2 

to encourage children to write in a more 
inferential way. Children are taught to use 
actions, speech and description to expose 
emotions and feelings without defining 
those emotions and feelings directly. It is 
a writing device. For example, Her eyes 
opened wide, and she felt a chill spread 
across her shoulders and down her back. 
This sentence describes someone who is 
frightened.

Simple sentence
 A simple sentence has a subject and a 

single verb. 

Speech marks or inverted commas
 These are punctuation marks that demark 

the beginning and end of direct speech.

Spider diagram
 A spider diagram is a visual planning 

device that helps organise concepts and 
ideas logically so that children can see an 
overview of information.

Split digraph
 A split digraph is when a digraph (a 

type of grapheme whereby two letters 
represent one phoneme) is split by a 
consonant, for example, a_e in cake. It is 
sometimes called a 'magic e'.

Statement
 Statements are sentences that state a fact, 

opinion or idea.

Story Map or Story Mountain
 These are planning and/or analysis tools 

that set out the key stages of a story. 
Children can use them to analyse a known 
story or as a technique to plan a story.
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Subject
 The subject of a sentence is the thing or 

person performing the action.

Subjunctive verb form
 The subjunctive is a verb form used to 

express something desired or imagined – 
it should or could happen. For example, 
The school requires that all pupils be honest.

Subordinate clause
 A subordinate clause doesn’t make sense 

on its own, despite containing a subject 
and a verb. It needs to be attached to a 
main/independent clause.

Success criteria / WILF
 A success criteria is a list of key aspects 

that should be included in a piece of 
work that show children are meeting the 
learning objective. The acronym WILF 
(What I'm Looking For) is sometimes used 
to refer to success criteria.

Suffix
 A suffix is a string of letters that sit at the 

end of a word. They change or adapt the 
meaning of the word. Suffixes can change 
one word form into another, for example, 
teach-teacher changes a verb into a noun.

Superlative form
 The superlative form of adjectives or 

adverbs allow the comparison of a 
single item, person, action or condition 
to all others in its group. For example, 
the saddest, funniest, most aggressive. 
Superlatives are often formed by using the 
suffix -est.

T 
Time conjunctions/connectives
 Time conjunctions or connectives tell us 

when something happens. They can take 
the form of a single word or a phrases, for 
example, after or all of a sudden.

U 
Uppercase letter
 This is a letter that is a capital. Sometimes 

they are referred to as ‘big’ letters.

V 
Verbs and powerful verbs
 A verb shows a physical action, a mental 

action or a state of being. They are 
sometimes called doing words, although 
this doesn’t cover all forms and can be 
confused for a noun. Powerful verbs are 
highly descriptive, interesting and exciting 
verbs.

W 
Wow words
 Children are often asked to add ‘wow 

words’ into their writing. These are 
interesting and ambitious adjectives, verbs 
and adverbs which are used to make 
writing more vibrant and interesting.


