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Prefix 'un-': How Adding Three Letters Flips a Word's Meaning in Year 2
This guide explains how Year 2 children learn to use the prefix 'un-' to create opposites, such as turning
'happy' into 'unhappy'. It clarifies the simple rule that the root word stays the same and helps parents
navigate common mistakes, like trying to add 'un-' to words that do not take it. We offer practical, playful
ways to support this spelling skill at home, which is part of the national curriculum and supports future
learning.

What it is

In Year 2, children begin learning about prefixes, which are small groups of letters added to the start of a
word to change its meaning. The focus here is on the prefix 'un-', which usually turns a word into its
opposite. For example, 'happy' becomes 'unhappy', and 'lock' becomes 'unlock'. This is part of the
National Curriculum for English, specifically within the spelling objectives. The goal is not just to memorise
words, but to understand how adding these three letters flips the meaning. It is a foundational skill that
helps children understand how English words are built, preparing them for more complex prefixes like 'dis-
' or 're-' in later years.

What happens

During lessons, teachers often use visual aids to show how 'un-' attaches to a root word. A common
activity involves sorting words into two columns: those that work with 'un-' and those that do not. For
instance, 'tie' becomes 'untie', but 'bad' does not become 'unbad' (the opposite is 'good'). Children practise
saying the words aloud to hear if they sound right. They might play games where they act out the action,
like tying and untying a shoelace, to connect the physical action with the word change. This hands-on
approach helps them internalise the pattern rather than just guessing. Teachers also highlight that the
spelling of the root word never changes when you add 'un-'.

What it means for your child

Understanding prefixes helps your child become a more confident reader and writer. When they encounter
a new word like 'unfair' or 'unusual', they can guess its meaning by recognising the 'un-' and the root word.
This builds vocabulary without needing to look everything up. It also supports their spelling accuracy in the
Year 2 phonics screening check and broader English assessments. While this specific skill is tested, the
main benefit is long-term literacy. If your child struggles, it is usually because they are trying to apply the
rule to every word. Reassure them that English has many exceptions, and learning which words take 'un-'
is a process of discovery, not a test of memory.

How you can help at home

Keep it playful and brief. You do not need formal drills. Try a 'Word Flip' game during daily routines. When
you are getting dressed, ask, 'What is the opposite of buttoned?' (unbuttoned). When tidying up, ask,
'What is the opposite of folded?' (unfolded). If your child suggests a word that does not work, like 'unbad',
gently ask, 'Does that sound right?' or 'What is the real opposite?' This encourages them to listen to the
language. You can also create a 'Prefix Wall' in the kitchen where you stick up new 'un-' words you
discover together. For children learning English as an additional language, using pictures alongside the
words can help clarify the meaning change. Always praise their effort to experiment with words.
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Questions parents often ask

Parents often ask why their child writes 'unbad' or 'unbig'. Explain that 'un-' does not work on all words;
some opposites are completely different words, like 'good' and 'bad'. Another common question is whether
they should force their child to memorise a list. The answer is no; natural exposure and playful
experimentation are more effective. If your child has Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND),
such as dyslexia, they may need more time or multi-sensory methods, like writing words in sand or using
magnetic letters. If you are unsure about your child's progress, ask their teacher for specific examples of
words they are currently working on. Remember, this is a Year 2 objective, so patience is key as they build
this linguistic intuition.

Sources
Department for Education: National Curriculum in England: English programmes of study
GOV.UK: Key stage 1 and 2 English tests and assessments
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