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Vowel Team Rule Examples Tips for Teaching 

1. 'ai' 
train, /ā/

Use at the beginning or in 
the middle of a word

rain, train, gait, explain, 
complain

Introduce 'ai' and 'ay' together in the same 
lesson. 

Instruction will include:
•	 words with 'ai', 'ay', 'a', and 'a_e' spellings 
•	 homophones like plain and plane

During the dictation portion of the lesson, 
remind students to listen for the location of 
the 'a' sound in the word in order to make their 
spelling choice. 

'ay' 
hay, /ā/

Use at the end of a word stay, play, pathway, Sunday, 
today, railway

2. 'oa' 
boat, /ō/

Use at the beginning or 
middle of a word

boat, oat, soak, coach, soap, 
charcoal, oatmeal

Introduce 'oa' and 'ow' together in the same 
lesson. 

Instruction will include:
•	 words with 'oa', 'ow', 'o', and 'o_e' spellings
•	 homophones like no and know

Remind students that when they hear /ō/ at the 
end of a word, it will likely be spelled with 'ow'. 
The words toe and foe are rare exceptions.

'ow' 
snow, /ō/

Use at the end of a word, 
or before a final 'n' to 
spell /ō/

snow, flow, blow, blown, 
show, shown, flown

3. 'igh' 
light, /ī/

Use at the end of a word 
and often before a final 't'

light, high, night, right, light, 
fight, slight, fright

Instruction will include:
•	 words with 'igh', 'i', and 'i_e' spellings
•	 homophones like night and knight

It is more common to use 'i_e', unless it is 
before a final 't'. 
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4. 'ee' 
tree, /ē/

Use at the beginning, 
middle, or end of words

(eel, greed, see)

tree, eel, greed, steep, sleet, 
speed, need, breed

Introduce 'ee' and 'ea' together in the same 
lesson. 

Instruction will include:
•	 words with 'ee', 'ea', 'e', and 'e_e' spellings
•	 homophones like meet and meat

Because there is no clear spelling rule on when 
to use 'ee' or 'ea', you will need to use keywords 
to scaffold the dictation portion of your lesson. 
You might say, "It's the 'ee', /ē/, like tree," or "It's 
the 'ea', /ē/, like eat."  

'ea' 
eat, /ē/

Use at the beginning, 
middle, or end of words

eat, clean, sea, cheap, seat, 
speak, leap, heap

5. 'oi' 
boil, /oi/

Use at the beginning or 
in the middle of words or 
syllables

boil, oil, void, hoist, point, join, 
avoid, toilet, ointment

Introduce 'oi' and 'oy' together in the same lesson.

Instruction will include words with 'oi' and 'oy' 
spellings.

During the dictation portion of the lesson, 
remind students to listen for the location of the 
/oy/ sound in the word in order to make their 
spelling choice. 

'oy' 
toy, /oi/

Use at the end of words toy, boy, annoy, enjoy, destroy, 
employ

6. 'oo' 
book, /oo/

Use in the middle of a 
word

book, stood, shook, hook, look, 
took, Brooke, nook, wood, 
hood, foot

When introducing the vowel team 'oo' it is 
important to explicitly teach that it can make 
two different sounds. Start with the /oo/, as in 
book, which will be a new sound that students 
do not have a spelling for yet.

/oo/
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7. 'oo' 
broom, /oo/

Use in the middle or at 
the end of a word

broom, noon, zoo, food, 
moon, cool, drool, tool, boo,  
afternoon, Goofy, mood

When introducing the vowel team 'oo' it is 
important to explicitly teach that it can make 
two different sounds. After students have 
learned the /oo/ sound introduce /oo/, as in 
broom, another new sound that students do not 
have a spelling for yet.

8. 'ou' 
ouch, /ow/

Use at the beginning or 
middle of a word

ouch, oust, count, house, 
ground, counter, thousand, 
council

Introduce 'ou' and 'ow' together in the same 
lesson.

Instruction will include words with 'ou' and 'ow' 
spellings.

There are a few exceptions where 'ou' in the 
middle of the word does not say /ow/

(couple, trouble, cousin, would).

There are some exceptions when 'ow' says /ow/ 
before other letters, like in crowd, or when 'ou' 
says /ow/ before 'l' or 'n', like in foul and noun.

'ow' 
cow, /ow/

Use at the end of a word 
or before a final 'l', 'n', 'er' 
or 'el'

cow, brow, how, owl, howl, 
frown, down, towel, power, 
shower
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9. 'au' 
August, /

aw/

Use at the beginning or 
middle of a word

August, author, vault, laundry, 
exhaust

Because there is no clear spelling rule on when 
to use 'au' or 'aw', you will need to use keywords 
to scaffold the dictation portion of your lesson. 
You might say, "It's the 'au', /aw/, like August," or 
"It's the 'aw', /aw/, like saw." 

'aw' 
saw, /aw/

Use at the beginning or 
end of a word, or before a 
final 'l', 'n' or 'k'

saw, awe, crawl, dawn, hawk,

draw, yawn, fawn, squawk

10. 'ea' 
bread, /ĕ/

Use in the middle of a 
word and often before 'd', 
'th', or '-sure'

bread, head,

dread, dead, spread, weather, 
measure

Note: These are just some of the most common vowel 
teams. We provide a more in-depth look at these 
patterns because you will probably spend time 
explicitly teaching each of them. Other vowel teams are 
not as common in English words so they have not been 
included here. See A Guide for Teaching the Letters and 
Sounds for a comprehensive list of all letters and sounds 
in the Roman alphabet. 

Visit the Vowel Teams Skills Explainer for step-by-step 
guidance on how to explicitly teach these vowel spellings.
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ai
ai, train, /ā/
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Teacher Tip: Copy 
the key points from 
this guide onto the 
backside of your vowel 
team flash cards for 
quick reference during 
instruction. 
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