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What are homophones?
Focus: homophones and near-homophones

in a nutshell
Teacher subject knowledge for this unit:

In each of these pairs of homophones, one of the pair is a verb, the other a noun (although 
past can also act as an adverb, but not in the examples used here). As there is no distinction 
to be heard in pronunciation between the pairs, the emphasis here is on meaning and the 
clues to be gained from the rest of the sentence, hence the use of a Living sentence activity 
(Spot the verb) to provide contextual clues.

Word list

guest guessed mist missed

herd heard lead led

past passed

1   introduce/Review

 ● Ask the children to remind you what a homophone is. Use the Greek origin: homo = same; 
phono = sound. Same sound = words that sound the same but have a different meaning.

 ● You might use an example from Year 3/4: mist/missed.

a) A mist was descending on the valley.
b) I threw the dart but it missed the target.

 Both sound the same, so how do we know which spelling to use?
 ● Explain that one way of telling which is which is to look at the job the word is doing in the 

sentence. The first is a noun; the second is the past tense of the verb to miss.
 ● Ask: What are the clues in the sentence that tell us that one is a noun and the other is a 

verb? (In the first sentence, the article ‘a’ in front of mist tells us it’s a noun. In the second 
sentence, the pronoun ‘it’ and the -ed ending tell us it’s a verb.)

2   Teach

 ● Display the pairs of homophones on the working wall.
 ● Explain that, as a class, they are going to help you to decide which of the words in each pair 

to use in the following Spot the verb activity, based on the clues available in the sentence.
 ● Challenge the children with a Living sentence activity. Display the first two sentences from 

the Homophones: living sentences resource (see You will need), and invite children to fill in 
the spaces in the first pair:

a) The first ________________ to arrive at the party was carrying a large present.
b) In the quiz, I ________________ the answer to most of the questions.

 ● Provide the children with the homophones guest and guessed. Ask: Can you spot the verb? 
Can you tell me which homophone goes where, and why? What are the clues I need?

3  practise

 ● Follow the same procedure with each of the other pairs of homophones in the activity (see 
You will need), e.g.

heard or herd?
a) On Monday, I ________________ that my cousin was coming to stay.

You will need:
Access online 
resources at My 
Rising Stars: www.
risingstars-uk.com

● Pairs of 
homophones

● Homophones: 
living sentences 
resource

● Starstruck! 
resource per 
child

● A flip chart or 
pad

● Word books or 
spelling journals
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b)  The hunters crept closer to the ________________ of deer.

passed or past?

a) My brother ________________ the parcel to me.
b) ‘You can’t repeat the ________________,’ she said.

led or lead?

a) The runner ________________ the race from start to finish.
b) The ________________ in my pencil keeps breaking.

 ● Could they spot the verb? What were the clues in each of the sentences?

4  Apply

 ● Ask the children to copy each of the exemplar sentences into their word books or spelling 
journals, underlining or highlighting the homophones, and writing, in brackets, at the end 
of each sentence: verb or noun.

5   Review

 ● Check that the children have understood, and are able to apply, the rule by using the 
following passage. You could use it for dictation or show the passage on the whiteboard 
(see You will need), and ask the children to vote.

My friend Milly told me that she had past/passed a couple of people on the street, and 
herd/heard them talking about an exciting guessed/guest who was staying at the local 
hotel.
‘You want to take a look, don’t you,’ I guest/guessed.
‘You guest/guessed right,’ said Milly, and she rushed passed/past me to collect her coat.
Half walking, half running, she lead/led me to the entrance of the hotel. There was a 
photographer standing outside.
‘If you’re looking for the famous film star, you’ve just mist/missed him,’ she said.
Milly’s face dropped. On the way back home, she walked as if her boots were full of led/
lead.

 ● You may wish to use the class spelling challenge to add spice to the review, with teams 
competing to achieve the highest percentage of correct answers.

Challenge!
Use the Spelling 
Fox Challenge: 
What are 
homophones? 
(2) to kick off or 
consolidate the 
learning. The 
children must help 
the Spelling Fox 
find the correct 
answers! Access 
online via My 
Rising Stars.
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