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Learning Objective: UKS2 use the first 3-4 letters of a word to check spelling and
meaning in a dictionary

Idea Differentiation

For lots of ideas on using the first 2-3
letters (for weaker spellers), check out our
Y3 & Y4 teaching pack on a very similar
learning objective

These materials go right back to dictionary
first principles if you have Y5&Y6 children
who need extra help.  They include
practice in ordering the alphabet and word
cards to order by the first 2 letters.

Have a dictionary challenge area in your
classroom.  Don’t worry about making stuff
for it though – it’s all there in our handy
pack!

For less confident dictionary users, get
them to work on the challenge cards in
pairs/teams.
The more able could make up their own
challenges to add to the set.

Make one of your Guided Reading carousel
activities all about dictionary use.  There
are lots of fab suggestions in our
KS2/dictionary area.

Combine two skills for weak spellers –
order the word cards from our Y3 & Y4
teaching pack and then find definitions for
a given number of the less familiar words.

Make sure your class get into the habit of
actually checking unknown spellings in a
dictionary, not leaving words as their own
phonetic transcription.
To avoid children getting bogged down with
a spelling during independent writing time,
suggest they have a go at it, then highlight
the word and move on.  Allow 5 minutes at
the end of the session/during registration
for checking the correct spelling in their
dictionary.

When they ask you for a spelling, only give
them the first 2/3/4 letters (depending on
ability).

Have dictionary races. Reveal
differentiated words (which are
deliberately misspelt at the end) on the
board and pairs race to find and correct
each one using their dictionaries, giving the
page number to prove they’ve looked it up.
You could also use this to introduce new
topic vocabulary, although not all the

You’ll need to muster large sets of
dictionaries (one per pair, or even one
each), but different ability groups can use
easier/more complex dictionaries.
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vocabulary you might want to include will be
in smaller dictionaries, obviously!
Match the definition with an unusual /
unfamiliar word.
Extend the activity by asking them to make
up their own sentence using the new word,
to show that they have understood the
definition. Remind them that using new
language helps it to sink into their memory.
The card set has over 20 pairs, so you could
give each group only 4-5 to work on, then
move around, or give everyone the same and
have a different set each week.

This is definitely one for your higher
ability, as they really need to be able to
compare and contrast the definition on the
card with something similar in a high level
dictionary, to check they understand the
meaning.

Pluck a word at random from our handy
printout version of the new curriculum’s
statutory word lists for KS2.  Read out
the word singly and in a sentence.  Give the
first 2-4 letters and let children find the
rest of the spelling in their dictionary.
They write it on their whiteboard with the
dictionary page number to prove they’ve
looked it up.

Use Y3/4 spellings for weaker spellers, or
choose shorter Y5/6 words such as bruise
or achieve.

To challenge the pupils further, let them
work in pairs to cut out and order the sets
of eight words in the Using the 3rd or 4th

Letter Alphabetical Order Sorting Activity.
Here they will need to look at the third and
sometimes fourth letters within a word to
work out their alphabetical order.

Dictionaries may be used to support less
confident learners within this task.
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